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1.  The Conference on the 150th Anniversary of Publication of the Communist Manifesto

I was in Havana from the 13th to the 23rd of February 1988 to take part in the international conference organised by the Institute of Philosophy of the Cuban Academy of Sciences in collaboration with the Cuban Society for Philosophical Research and the periodicals Marx Ahora and Ciencias Sociales, under the general title Social Liberation 150 years after the “Communist Manifesto” (17th-20th February, 1998).             
The conference was attended  by academics, social scientists, researchers and activist intellectuals from Cuba, North America (USA, Canada, Mexico) various countries in Latin America, Australia and Europe (Britain, France, Germany, Greece, Italy, Spain, Turkey). Among those who participated we might mention Isabel Monal, Chief of the Chair on Marxist Studies and Olga Fernadez Rios, Director of the Institute of Philosophy in Havana, George Labica of the University of Paris X, Wolfgang-Fritz Haug of the Free University of Berlin and Martha Harnecker, director of the MEPLA research institute (Memoria Popular Latinoamericana) in Havana, who is well-known to the European public through her book “Basic Concepts of Historical Materialism” (first published in French, 1971, Greek translation 1976).

The significance of the conference consisted in its functioning as a barometer of the international “Return to Marxism” tendency. At the same time it was apparent to me that Cuban Marxism is pluralistic and open to different revolutionary Marxist currents and schools of thought (from Lukacs and Gramsci to Althusser and contemporary theorists, with emphasis on the Cuban revolutionary tradition.) The Cuban delegates (university teachers, members of the Academy of Sciences, party functionaries, students, a female army officer in uniform, etc.) participated in almost all the theoretical debates which took place throughout the conference, without always adopting common  positions. There were a considerable number of theoretical disagreements between Cubans, who in fact often belonged to  different echelons of the academic (or party and/or institutional) hierarchy; (e.g. students who were critical of the views of their teachers). From my conversations with various Cuban comrades my impressions were that pluralism has always been a distinguishing characteristic of Marxist thought in Cuba, though it has admittedly been strengthened since the collapse of the Soviet Union. In the humanities faculties of the universities, for example, all the Soviet  textbooks have been replaced by newer books written by Cubans, which are demonstrably open to Marxist dialogue. 

The pluralism of Cuban Marxist thought was reflected in the fact that, with the exception of the majority of delegates  coming from the USA, the foreign guests who had been invited were clearly not exponents of “Soviet Marxism”, nor  were they members of the corresponding traditional Communist parties of their countries.
I had the opportunity to talk on the fringes of the Conference, along with other delegates, with high-ranking cadres of the Cuban Communist Party about the situation in the country and the problems they face. The main issue that concerns Cuban governmental officials is the economic blockade by the United States and its manifold repercussions for the  Cuban community. It is a question which could be the subject in future for a special feature. All I would like to draw attention to at the moment is the radical-left image that the party officials one met were projecting. Most of them were members of the younger, post-revolutionary generation. In appearance there was nothing at all to distinguish them from other ordinary people. On the ideological front, they opted systematically for the language and symbolism of class struggle and the interests of the working people, not of (public) “order”, or “progress” and “development”, which were up to the recent past the typical pre-occupations of Eastern European officials. They  felt the need to apologise for the economic reforms now being implemented, declaring at the same time that they recognise the “dangers” and that they will never allow their country to return to capitalism. They also emphasised that all of the important decisions of the political leadership are exposed to the judgement of representative bodies of the working people before being ratified.
It wasn’t possible in the context of such a short stay in the country to verify the statements of Communist Party officials. Nevertheless, walking in different Havana neighbourhoods, above all in the poor neighbourhoods in the central city area, I  didn’t get the impression of people being afraid to speak openly or criticise the government. At the same time it was abundantly clear that the most significant symbolic figure for the majority of the Cubans is still Che Guevara, something which is obviously of huge importance for the future of the Cuban revolution. Moreover it is the portrait of Che (and not Castro) that one sees on numerous factory walls, and also in some houses.

2.  The tourist’s perspective 

Cuba is a relatively developed country. The standard of living of the inhabitants, as reflected in their habits as consumers, the way they dress, get about, entertain themselves, and all the standard of public services (most notably education and health) is closer to the image the tourist has of a (poor compared to the West) country of Eastern Europe, such as Bulgaria or Rumania and less (or rather not at all) like pictures of countries of the Third World. In Cuba there is no sordid poverty, hunger, homelessness or deprivation of other basic human “rights” as is the norm in the countries of the Third World. Poor people’s apartments in Centro Habana are not lacking either in space or in the “necessary” elements of modern civilisation, notwithstanding the fact that by West-European standards one would be justified in describing the consumer goods as “low quality”.

Since Cuba has become a fashionable destination over the last two years for the European tourist, popular magazines in Greece have made repeated   reference to the fifties-model American cars in circulation on the city streets (though in fact in Havana one third of the cars are now new Japanese and European models), to Cubans’ friendly and hospitable attitude to foreigners, to the way the young people are so clearly out to have a good time, to the high-spirited mood one finds in all sections of the population.

But what most impresses the observant tourist is the absence of those milder forms of racism and sexism that seem endemic to Western communities. In Cuba it is not the case that 80% of senior state and party officials are white males, and 80% of street-sweepers blacks. In all professions and all social milieux one finds more or less the same racial and gender mix, something that also becomes obvious with friendships in all their manifestations and with male-female couples. It would be no exaggeration to say that the majority of Cubans of the future will be people of mixed race! The difference between this and what one finds in Europe is so great that most tourists, although they perceive it, have not fully come to grips with it. This, I think, is the reason that while the presence of numerous males  “on the make” for girls in the streets and bars of Havana passes more or less without comment, its equally conspicuous female equivalent is equated with prostitution.
3. The dual economy
According to international statistical estimates the  per capita GNP of Cuba in 1996 stood at  $1,480 (Herald Tribune 23.04.98) as against $2,080 in El Salvador and $5,500 in Costa Rica. But this picture is misleading because in Cuba, with the living standards I described above, the mean monthly  salary is no higher than 200 pesos, that is, $10! The fact is that the system is completely different, with exceptionally low prices that are simply incomparable with those of the international capitalist economy. After the collapse of the COMECON, whose consequences were very painful for Cuba (a 34% fall in the GNP between 1990 and 1993), the Cuban economy began to conduct its transactions with the international economy by means of a newly-created parallel (with the pre-existing) economic sector, which functions exclusively in dollars, using a pricing system adjusted to international conditions. 

The dollar economy (which employs over 200,000 workers) is, for the most part, integrated into the state sector. Most hotels and shops belong in this category, as do taxis, export businesses etc. Nevertheless it is inside the dollar economy that the rising private sector of the economy is also functioning. It comprises two separate divisions: a) that of the small businesses started up by Cubans (the employment of wage labour by Cubans is not allowed, except for members of their own families), b) businesses created by direct foreign investment (coming chiefly from Canada and the countries of the European Union). Foreign companies are required to settle all questions related to employment and workplace relations in collaboration with the government and the trade unions. 
So the most conspicuous aspect of the dual economy in Cuba is the dollar economy and not the polarisation between a private-capitalist and a “planned” sector, as in China, where the situation is encapsulated in the slogan “one country, two social systems”.
In the dollar economy a taxi ride across central Havana or an admission ticket to a disco cost ten dollars, the “equivalent” of a month’s salary,  while a meal in one of the many up-market restaurants costs between twenty-five and forty dollars. Apart from tourists, any Cuban who wishes to participate in this parallel economy and, obviously, is in a position to pay to do so, can. With the growth of  tourism (with more than a million visitors now arriving in Cuba each year) a certain section of the population is now able relatively easily to obtain dollars. Apart from the owners of family businesses, or tourist industry employees receiving tips in dollars, profitable forms of petty crime are becoming widespread in a certain sector of the population: the owners of private cars who work as unofficial taxi drivers, street traders who sell cut-price cigars (possibly stolen from state factories), good-time girls or boys who acquire through their sexual partners access to the goods traded on the dollar economy.
Strange as it may at first seem, practices such as these, which are “overlooked” or tolerated by officialdom, do not appear to provoke any notable friction, economic, moral or otherwise, among Cubans. Nor do they undermine solidarity or social cohesion. In any case, what is involved is a pervasive petty corruption, which does not amount to systematic racketeering or to “mafia”-like formations (an illegal bourgeoisie) of the kind seen in Eastern Europe. The ban on larger-scale exploitation of wage labour by Cubans also impedes the development of a legal private-capitalist class, and foreign capital appears to be required to function in accordance with rules designed to protect, not undermine, the prevailing social relations. 

Of course the chief “enemy” of the Eastern European regimes was neither the “mafia” nor the legal entrepreneurial classes but the managers of the nationalised enterprises, who broadened their powers so greatly and acquired such autonomy from state authority (the so-called “economic plan”) that finally they succeeded in expropriating the state enterprises and bringing about the transition to “liberalism” and the “private economy”. 

In Cuba there is no need for anyone to fear a development of this kind, at least in the medium term, if the assurances of party officials are to be relied on that the “socialist regulation and planning” of the state enterprises is not about to slacken, and given the additional fact that the country has now overcome its foreign exchange crisis (through the thriving dollar economy) and achieved high rates of growth of its GNP (7.8% in 1996).
