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Abstract 

Cultural production and entrepreneurship are two major components of today’s global economic system 

as well as important drivers of social development. Recently, Cuba has introduced substantial reforms to 

its socialist economic model of central planning in order to face a three-decade crisis triggered by the 

demise of the USSR. The transition to a new model, known as the “update,” has two main objectives: to 

make the state sector more efficient by granting more autonomy to its organizations; and to develop 

alternative economic actors (small private businesses, cooperatives) and self-employment. Cultural 

production and entrepreneurship have been largely absent from the debates and decentralization policies 

driving the “update” agenda. This is mainly due to culture’s strategic role in the ideological narrative of 

the ruling political leadership, aided by a dysfunctional, conservative cultural bureaucracy. The goal of 

this study is to highlight the potential of cultural production and entrepreneurship for socioeconomic 

development in the context of neoliberal globalization. While Cuba is attempting to advance an 

alternative socialist project, its high economic dependency makes the island vulnerable to the forces of 

global neoliberalism. This study focuses on Havana’s music sector, particularly on the initiatives, 

musicians and music professionals operating in the informal economy that has emerged as a consequence 

of major contradictions and legal gaps stemming from an outdated cultural policy and ambiguous 

regulation. The research privileges the analysis of alternative music scenes such as hip-hop, electronic 

dance music, rock and reguetón. Several case studies of cultural producers/entrepreneurs that operate at 

the margins of the state institutions are presented. By using a tailored variation of the creative economy 

paradigm applied to the Cuban context the study demonstrates the importance of recognizing the new 

models of cultural management that have emerged in Havana as legitimate economic actors. Although the 

potential of partnerships between private and state actors is acknowledged, the research concludes that the 

majority of these new models would have a larger positive impact by operating from a properly regulated 

non-state sector, where the most important incentives for artists and cultural entrepreneurs are currently 

located. This would require major transformations in Cuba’s cultural policy. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

The project of cultural studies is to tell better stories about what’s going on, and to begin 

to enable imagining new possibilities for a future that can be reached from the present –

one more humane and just than that promised by the trajectories we find ourselves on. 

Cultural studies then is a form of conjunctural analysis, which re-describes a context, 

often viewed with sense of pessimism and even despair, into one of possibilities, by 

rejecting all forms of simplification and reduction, and embracing the complexity, 

contradiction and contingency of the world (Lawrence Grossberg cited in De Kloet and 

Scheen 2011:15).  

 

The story of socialist Cuba is marked by great achievements and bigger disappointments, love 

and hate. The biggest challenge for the state has been to be able to find a sustainable, autonomous 

economic model that can support its progressive social policies. An already difficult challenge 

became more utopian when Cuba found itself economically and politically isolated after the 

socialist bloc collapsed altogether in 1991. The commercial agreements, trade subsidies, and 

economic assistance that held Cuba’s economy together were abruptly suspended. The United 

States of America (US) government saw the long-awaited opportunity to administer a coup de 

grâce to a moribund economy. An embargo that had already brought three decades of incalculable 

losses for the island was intensified. Against the odds, Cuba has managed to survive a crisis of 

cruel proportions while maintaining many of its social achievements. In order to do so, the state 

has been forced to accommodate a market economy where a state planned model coexists with a 

new economy of mixed-capital corporations, small private businesses, non-state cooperatives, and 
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informal players. Reflecting on the impact of the 1990s crisis, known as the Special Period, and 

its aftermath, Louis A. Pérez Jr. observed: 

The Cuban government was forced to engage the reality of global markets, a process that 

once begun obliged the Cuba leadership to modify the rationale of internal socialist 

practices to accommodate to the logic of international capitalist structures, changes that 

were themselves prelude to more change in the years that followed (2015:vii).  

Radical transformations have been introduced to the Cuban model. As the “historical leadership 

of the Revolution” mandate comes to a natural end and neoliberal capitalism consolidates 

worldwide, these changes are expected to intensify in the foreseeable future.  

 

In a subtle but steady agenda, the state has been adjusting the Cuban model to a scenario of very 

limited subsidies where individual entrepreneurship is tightly controlled, yet officially 

encouraged.1 This has become more noticeable since Raúl Castro inherited the presidency of the 

country from his brother Fidel, temporarily in 2006, and permanently since 2008. However, the 

process of incorporation of non-state players in the economy has been very selective. There are a 

number of activities, significantly activities that require high qualifications and, in general, 

anything related to medical services and cultural production, that have not been legally 

incorporated. It is on the latter that this dissertation will focus, and more specifically, on music 

production and commercialization. In other sectors, efforts are being made to explore new 

formulas while preserving the social achievements of the Revolution. Though Cuba’s Ministry of 

                                                        
1 “State” and “government” are practically interchangeable terms in Cuba’s centralized model. 
Since 1976, the president of Cuba has been officially called President of the Council of State. The 
President of the Council of State is simultaneously the President (as Prime Minister) of the 
Council of Ministers of Cuba, the head of government (Veiga 2017). From 1976 –the year when 
the current Constitution was introduced– until April 2018, only Fidel Castro and his brother Raúl 
took upon these roles as well as the strategic positions of First Secretary of the Communist Party 
of Cuba and Minister of the Revolutionary Armed Forces. In April 2018, Miguel Díaz-Canel was 
elected president by the members of the Council of State. Díaz-Canel was the only candidate. 
Former president Raúl Castro remains the First Secretary of the Communist Party. 
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Culture (MINCULT) has adjusted its international policy to some extent, the major changes 

required for the internal cultural policy have been delayed without convincing arguments.2 The 

role of musicians and music professionals, their socioeconomic contribution to the profound 

change that Cuba is undertaking, is being underestimated.  

 

Cuba’s cultural policy has not been effectively adjusted to the new conditions that the island is 

facing in the twenty-first century. Stuck in a pre-Special Period rationale, the cultural policy 

resists the legitimization of non-state actors. Instead, the state agenda is driven by two 

fundamental objectives: to keep the local music industry within the less profitable, more 

bureaucratic and inefficient limits of the state institutional system, and to engage in commercial 

agreements with major transnational corporations through foreign licensing of Cuban recordings. 

There is an obvious fear of the consequences of economic empowerment of local musicians and 

music professionals. The vast majority of this group of specialists and artists have reacted to the 

ambiguous regulation of their field by consolidating an informal dimension around music 

production and commercialization. There are plenty of gray areas that allow for informal 

practices. As Darsi Fernández put it in the documentary film Ni Rojo Ni Verde: Azul! (Neither 

Red nor Green: Blue! 2012): “The presence and support of the state in terms of subvention of part 

of the arts sector is necessary. But there is another very important part of the Cuban culture that 

                                                        
2 The MINCULT was founded in 1976, as part of a second round of institutional redesign of the 
state administration. Before, it was the National Council of Culture, founded in 1961, the 
governmental institution that dictated the cultural policy of the country. Provincial and municipal 
directions of culture were established simultaneously, to execute the cultural policy determined 
by the MINCULT at these lower scales. Among other functions, the state put the MINCULT in 
charge of the design and execution of the cultural policy of the government, in close collaboration 
with the intellectual and artistic movements. The MINCULT is also responsible for the 
conception, control, and implementation of policies related to the commercialization of cultural 
products and services directed to the Cuban people, the tourist industry, and the export sector. Yet 
these functions remained significantly underdeveloped until the 1990s. 
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should remain outside the management of state institutions. In fact, this is what is going on right 

now.”3  

    

I will center my analysis on the economy of music of today’s Havana, which is the island’s most 

important hub of the cultural economy, followed by the Eastern cultural metropolis Santiago de 

Cuba. The focus will be on the transformations experienced by the local economy of music after 

the ongoing process of modernization or “update” of Cuba’s socioeconomic model was 

introduced in 2011 by Raúl Castro’s administration. Post-2011 Havana has been characterized by 

a booming tourist industry, enhanced relations with the US, improved access to new media 

technologies, the rise of the private sector and the informal economy, as well as the flirtation with 

the idea of transition to a new model and the uncertainty of how this new model would look like. 

Even when faced with official resistance, these factors have significantly shaped the way music is 

produced and commercialized in today’s Havana when compared to the previous five decades of 

socialist administration.  

 

By looking at current policies, discourses, regulations, players and dynamics in the sector, I will 

analyze the causes and consequences of leaving the music industry out of the official changes 

occurring in the Cuban model. Using the multidisciplinary lens of cultural studies, I will describe 

the informal practices and players that have emerged in response; a rarely addressed subject. 

While considering the local music industry in general, my study will focus on alternative music 

scenes (e.g. hip-hop, rock, reguetón, electronic dance music) and ventures with a significant non-

state component (e.g. independent record labels, informal producing companies). The numerous 

case studies that I will present will illustrate the main gaps in the current cultural policy as well as 

                                                        
3 All the audiovisual and written sources in Spanish that are quoted in this dissertation were 
translated by the author.  
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the potential of the innovative business models and production approaches of these informal 

musicians and music professionals to enhance the development of the local music industry.  

 

I will propose the adoption of some elements of the creative economy paradigm as a development 

strategy worth considering for the Cuban model. I will argue that the creation and consolidation 

of legal, financial and technological infrastructures and policies that support the development of 

the creative industries outside the state institutional system, has the potential to deliver a series of 

important positive outcomes and eliminate major contradictions in the Cuban model. At the 

center of these contradictions is the disadvantaged position of cultural workers in the context of a 

clear and unavoidable transition to a permanent mixed-economy system. Progressive economists 

such as Canadian Jim Stanford have emphasized, considering the inevitable hegemony of a 

neoliberal capitalist logic in the current global order of things, the importance of fostering and 

protecting fundamental economic goals such as prosperity, security, innovation, choice, equity, 

sustainability, democracy and accountability (2015:28-30). I will provide arguments on how a 

creative economy mindset and a well-regulated non-state cultural sector can contribute to achieve 

these goals in the challenging context of today’s Cuba.  

 

In the tangled web of economic relations and players that constitute the new economy of music in 

Havana, how can we define the boundaries between the state, the private and the informal or 

independent? What does it mean to be an independent musician or music professional in the 

Cuban context? Is there a more accurate way to conceptualize alternative processes of music 

production, promotion and commercialization? With what resources and infrastructures Havana 

counts to impulse the development of its music industry? How can these resources and 

infrastructures be optimized? What theories, analyses and case studies are relevant to support 

such development? Why is important to develop the local music industry? What is at stake for 
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Cuba if its cultural policy is not updated and if its irreversible market mechanisms are not 

regulated accordingly? Why have private and non-state cooperative economic relations not been 

officially incorporated to the new socioeconomic agenda that the state started pushing after 2009? 

How is this decision impacting cultural workers?  

 

These questions will be at the center of a debate that, considering the ongoing unfolding of 

events, is rather difficult yet extremely important to address. My main argument is that, 

considering the current and foreseeable scenario, recognizing non-state players and initiatives in 

the cultural industries as legitimate economic players, and regulating their activity accordingly, is 

the optimal policy for the Cuban model. I will advance this argument showing how it transcends 

an economics’ logic; how it is rather a matter of making sense of and addressing a three-decade 

crisis of social frustration and economic stagnation, and of how it contributes to optimize the 

options available. 

 

1.1 Music Production Before the Special Period 

 

Omaida Milián was the director of artistic development of the Cuban Institute of Music (ICM) for 

many years until she retired in 2015. She made major contributions to the cultural sector. 

Notably, she ran Cubadisco, a commercial fair and contest dedicated to national music 

recordings, for almost two decades. I interviewed Milián in December 2016, to learn about her 

vast experience in the state institutional system. According to Milián, who was trained as a 

musicologist, this conversation had to start with the process of artistic professionalization that the 

state began implementing in 1968. Milián told me that back in the 1960s there was a strong social 

movement claiming that music and other artistic manifestations should be treated as the other 

sectors that the revolutionary state had started subsidizing. This movement pushed for the 
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implementation of a labor policy that allowed musicians to get paid on a regular basis and to 

retire with a decent pension. At this point, most of the previous market infrastructures in the 

music and entertainment industries had disappeared. Many artists found themselves in a sort of 

limbo in terms of employment. The response of the state was to train specialists like Milián to 

audition and decide who was qualified enough to become a professional musician. In a country 

like Cuba, where music has traditionally formed a central part of the culture and the economy, we 

are talking about thousands of candidates. While many musicians left the island between 1959 

and the early 1960s, a large number of them stayed. This considerable group of artists that was 

inherited from the pre-revolutionary period became larger as the national art schools started 

graduating students.  

 

To be sure, Milián observed, Cuba had a system of musical education before 1959 (Milián 2016). 

This educational system, particularly developed in Havana, was considered advanced for its time. 

With the creation of the National Music School in Havana and art schools in all the province 

capitals in the 1960s, this system was considerably enhanced, and most significantly, made 

accessible to virtually all Cubans. As Robin D. Moore (2006) described, between the 1930s and 

1959 Cuba’s music industry reached a fair level of development. With its own music schools, 

concert halls, movie theatres, professional recording studios, record labels, vinyl pressing plants, 

TV and radio stations, and a hardcore nightclub scene, Havana was culturally at the level of many 

other capital cities in the so-called developed countries. A considerable part of this development 

was tied to the society's orientation toward tourism and the favorable relation with the US, where 

Cuban performers had direct access to the markets, resources, technologies and artistic 

collaborations of the most modern country at the time. Yet, the social cost to pay for this privilege 

was high. Havana’s thriving entertainment industry was a hub for the same social ills and 

economic dependence that led to a revolution in the late 1950s.  
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According to Milián, music students start attending art schools when they are eight years old, to 

complete their elementary education. Then they continue their formation at the medium level. 

This process, that requires a heavy investment in terms of time and resources, is offered free to 

students that demonstrate vocational aptitude to develop a music career. This system remains 

significantly unchanged to this date. In order for musicians to be auditioned and professionalized 

by the ICM, and therefore to be eligible to be hired to perform legally, they have to complete the 

elementary and medium levels of music education. The post-secondary level is not mandatory to 

become a professional musician. After the musicians graduate from medium or post-secondary 

level the state places them for three years in one of its institutions or organizations. In this 

mandatory phase, known as the social service, musicians get paid minimum wage and are not 

allowed to choose where are they going to work. The state conceived this as a way for them to 

give back for their free education. Failure to complete the social service would invalidate the 

academic degree achieved by the student. After these three years, professional musicians are free 

to choose from different state representation agencies that normally specialize in one or a group 

of musical genres. They can be part of their catalogue as solo artists or form their own band. 

Milián told me that while there are art schools all over the country, since the 1960s the state has 

encouraged the concentration of young talent in Havana, where musicians have more artistic and 

economic possibilities.  

 

Since the first years of the Revolution in the early 1960s, a period of unprecedented 

effervescence, the government introduced major changes in the cultural model as part of a bigger 

project framed within a Marxist ideology. State institutions were created to centralize and 

regulate the activity of the cultural industries. The commercial aspect of music, and cultural 

production in general, was minimized to the minimum expression. All the inherited and new 

infrastructures and resources became property of the state. A state monopoly of media, that exists 
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officially to this date, was established. Many of these changes were conditioned by the hostile 

policies of the US government, which became an active saboteur of the Cuban economy. At the 

peak of the Cold War and in the midst of direct US aggressions against Cuba, Fidel Castro’s 

administration was left with very few options except to become an ally of the former Union of 

Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) and the Eastern European socialist bloc. In these convulsive 

times, many musicians embraced a new way of life, achieving a modest but reliable economic 

stability. Many others, particularly the ones who lost significant sources of income and property 

and/or rejected communist ideology, fled to the US and other countries.  

 

Cultural policy in socialist Cuba was born with significant limitations and gaps. This was the 

result of multiple factors, among them, the hostile stance of the US government, the ideological 

commitment to socialist allies, and the lack of qualifications in the cultural field on the part of the 

political leadership and most of the people it trusted enough to be appointed in administrative 

roles. It is true that the big goal of providing free artistic education, access to state resources, and 

subsidized cultural consumption at a massive scale justified almost any means. Yet we cannot 

ignore the fact that some of these faulty means created unnecessary damage and currently have 

become major obstacles rather than enablers of socioeconomic progress. The cultural policy of 

the Revolution, defined in Fidel Castro’s 1961 speech Words to the Intellectuals, allowed for 

plenty of selective enforcement and ambiguity: “Within the Revolution, everything goes; against 

the Revolution, nothing” (Salas 2015:330).4  

                                                        
4 Words to the Intellectuals is a famous 1961 speech by Fidel Castro. Inspired by the controversy 
generated by events such as the banning of independent news media, the film PM, and the closure 
of Carlos Franqui’s literary supplement Lunes de Revolución, the speech defined Fidel Castro’s 
stance regarding artistic production and consumption. The speech set a precedent that has 
accompanied Cuba’s cultural policy rationale until the present: Cuba and its revolution will focus 
on the big picture (everyone’s best interest), and will avoid controversial art while supporting 
artistic revolutionary initiatives. The most polemic aspect of the speech remains how 
counterrevolutionary art is to be defined, who is going to make such decisions, and what sort of 
regulation it will be subject to (Moore 2006:16).   
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Words to the Intellectuals’ message was a dangerous statement if we consider the highly 

centralized way in which power was distributed among a small circle of men who unconditionally 

followed Fidel Castro and his revolution. To be sure, Castro’s government had the support of the 

vast majority of Cubans that did not leave or were planning on leaving the island in the early 

1960s. The times were characterized by a combination of both social ecstasy and fear, particularly 

fear that one might articulate any idea that could be judged as counterrevolutionary, especially 

because the rules defining the “inside/outside” game were not clear and kept changing. In one of 

the sessions of Words to the Intellectuals, writer Virgilio Piñera, raised his hand to say: “I’d like 

to say that I feel very afraid. I don’t know why I feel this fear, but that is all I have to say” 

(Virgilio Piñera cited in Paneque 2016). Shortly after, Piñera was dismissed from his job. At the 

same time, the charisma of the Revolution’s leaders and their messianic message was very 

effective in securing support. This leverage helped shape a state cultural agenda that supported 

music with political content and marginalized initiatives and scenes born and developed outside 

the state institutional system. These scenes formed spontaneously around musical genres 

developed abroad, particularly in the US. For decades they were considered as the “music of the 

enemy.” As Vicenzo Perna wrote, the 1960s and 1970s were characterized by “state sponsorship 

of music subordinated to projects that appeared consistent with the revolutionary aim of 

promoting a unified national identity, and that avoided connections with aspects of popular 

culture that were deemed contrary to the ideals of the Revolution and to Marxist materialist 

principles” (2005:28). In the delicate context of these two initial decades of Revolution, the 

government asked Cubans “to see the big picture, to think of everyone's best interest, to avoid 

controversial art, to create art that directly contributed to revolutionary initiatives” (Moore 

2006:17). 
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The cultural policy rationale that consolidated around the ambiguous principles presented by 

Fidel Castro in his 1961 speech still remain at the center of socialist Cuba’s political discourse 

about cultural production and consumption.5 This rationale has misread the cultural and political 

importance of foreign progressive, counter-hegemonic artistic movements such as those of jazz, 

rock, salsa and hip-hop. The resulting institutional marginalization has been met with internal 

resistance. Since the 1960s, musicians, music professionals and fans have pushed to expand the 

definition of “revolutionary art” and have created their own spaces to develop underground 

scenes, at the margins of the state institutions. As Robin D. Moore observed: “Much of the music 

that has developed and flourished since 1959 (Nueva Trova, Latin Jazz, Afro-Cuban repertoire) 

did so through the efforts of individuals and groups working independently of the state, and in 

some cases in opposition to it” (2006:8). During the 1960s and 1970s, the dogmatic way in which 

Marxism was implemented was not the only factor shaping a rigid cultural policy. 

Elitist/Eurocentric attitudes were also rapidly incorporated into the artistic education and cultural 

programs, marginalizing many expressions of Cuban popular culture, significantly those related 

to black culture. Vicenzo Perna commented in this regard: 

Many of the problems that affected the relationship between popular music and the media 

in Cuba did not substantially differ from those of music in capitalist countries. The 

support given by the Cuban media to different, seemingly antithetical genres such as 

Spanish-inflected romantic song and nueva trova, revealed a preference for certain 

common traits. Both styles were derivative of international music, focused on individual 

                                                        
5 I will be using the term “cultural policy” in the context of socialist Cuba to refer to the system of 
principles that have guided the decisions made by the Cuban state regarding the cultural sector 
since the early years of the Revolution. In this sense “cultural policy” refers to a 
political/ideological discourse which essence, I argue, hasn’t significantly changed since the 
1960s. This “cultural policy” had its heyday during the 1970s and 1980s and entered a period of 
crisis in the 1990s with the demise of the USSR. Yet the subordination of cultural production to 
the Revolution’s project, the state’s control over the means of production, promotion, and 
commercialization, and the negative light under which cultural entrepreneurship has been 
perceived by the state remain defining all the different stages of socialist Cuba.       
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performers, were meant for listening to and not for dancing, and had a predominantly 

white audience. Both, also, took themselves extremely seriously and lacked the 

carnivalesque spirit of dance music, the expression of a black street culture that resisted 

both folklorization and neo-positivist notions of social progress (2005:51). 

 

Youth cultures inspired in foreign movements such as rock and roll in the 1960s, and even nueva 

trova, that later became the ultimate cultural expression of the Revolution, faced harsh censorship 

and official condemnation (Moore 2003, 2006). Dogmatism and intolerance in the cultural sector 

were at their peak between 1971 and 1975, a stage known as the quinquenio gris (the gray 

period). In 1973, Cuba’s cultural self-blockade became official when the government banned the 

broadcasting of Anglo-American pop and folk (Perna 2005:32). The banning did not last long 

though. Thanks to the pressure of Cuban intellectuals and artists by the late 1970s censorship of 

foreign musical styles started decreasing. Ironically, during these two decades “Cuban music” 

was played and recorded more abroad, particularly salsa music in New York, than on the island.  

 

Relative economic stability and the consolidation of the socialist state in the 1980s allowed for 

some productive dialogue between Cuban artists and the state cultural institutions. As Rubén 

López observed, in this decade “a group of artists moved away from political work understood as 

propaganda that characterized the 1970s to projects with public participation,” establishing “a 

critical renewal with an independent, anti-authoritarian spirit; this second generation was 

producing submerged, controversial cultural nuclei in areas like rock music, and in social 

behavior in the case of the so-called freakies, a juvenile sector distinguishable by its punk-

flavored marginality” (2014:8). “This critical questioning of problems of their reality,” López 

suggested, “was not carried out by dissidents or counter-revolutionaries, rather by the very young 

people most committed to the principles of the Revolution; the result was a ‘low-intensity’ 
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conflict between art and the institutions” (ibid). The most representative expression of this 

conflict was the work of avant-garde art collectives such as Grupo Provisional, Arte Calle, Grupo 

Puré, and Grupo Imán as well as the emergent novísima trova movement led by a new generation 

of troubadours such as Carlos Varela, Santiago Feliú and Gerardo Alfonso (Zamora and Díaz 

2012; Cumaná, Dubinsky and Reloba 2014). Joaquín Borges-Triana, a diligent expert of the 

1980s in Cuba, observed about this decade: 

The 1980s were fundamental years for the development of Cuban culture. These were 

very complex years worldwide. The local reaction to this global unrest introduced new 

ways to conceive and produce art. In some cases, these new ways came accompanied by 

an attitude that questioned established languages and rejected the institutions and the 

notion of art itself. Due to lack of information this universal phenomenon was 

misinterpreted, read as a national problem with an ideological and political connotation 

that it did not have. The result was a great misunderstanding between the artists and the 

institutions (2015:59-60).   

 

In the mid-1980s, Fidel Castro declared a new phase for the Cuban model as a response to 

Mikhail Gorbachev’s perestroika in the USSR. Castro baptized it a “process of correction of 

errors and negative trends” (De la Nuez 2017). As a result, the cultural sector was incorporated to 

a process of relative decentralization of the state corporate system. Many of the previously 

subsidized enterprises of the music sector became self-financed corporations. In Havana, four 

major state agencies of artistic representation (Beny Moré, Ignacio Piñeiro, Adolfo Guzmán, and 

the National Entertainment Agency) were created to coordinate music making, distribution and 

commercialization. In 1988, the Berman Amendment to the US embargo paved the way for US 

and other foreign record labels to begin releasing Cuban music in the US, and bands to perform 
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there more easily (Moore 2006:232).6 Shortly after, the Enterprise of Recordings and Musical 

Editions (EGREM) started licensing archive recordings to foreign record labels.7  

 

In 1989, Cuba undertook a considerable restructuration of the music industry with the creation of 

new commercializing organizations with an international profile such as RTV Commercial and 

Artex, which substituted highly centralized Cubartista, and institutions such as the ICM, since 

then the ruling institution in the music sector (Moore 2006:232). Through Artex, “Cuban 

musicians were authorized to negotiate directly their foreign tours and recording deals and retain 

70-80% of their foreign earnings provided they paid a percentage to their empresa [state 

representation agency] and income taxes to the state” (Perna 2005:76). Additionally, three foreign 

record labels –Art Color, Caribe Productions and Magic Music– started operating on the island.  

 

Cuba’s cultural sector arrived at the 1990s with a realistic chance for positive change. Though 

filled with initial incomprehension, artists and functionaries’ heated negotiations were finding a 

middle ground to establish a more participatory, inclusive and functional model. After almost 

three decades of rejection of market dynamics, the state was starting to change a dogmatic 
                                                        
6 Though this amendment implied some sort of progress, the US economic embargo continued 
having a contradictory impact on Cuban music. As Vicenzo Perna observed: “On the one hand, 
the international success of Cuban music in recent years indicates that the US restrictive policies 
have not prevented Cubans musicians from signing with foreign record companies and touring 
abroad (including in the US). On the other hand, the confusing legal situation and the potential 
economic risks created by the US embargo laws on Cuba appear to be largely discouraged record 
transnationals from investing in Cuban music” (2005:74-75). 
7 The Enterprise of Recordings and Musical Editions (EGREM) was founded in 1964, after the 
nationalization of the Cuban music industry. EGREM absorbed the Musical Publishing House of 
Cuba, an organization founded in 1960 with the objective of promoting the work of emblematic 
musicians (Moore 2006:73). EGREM centralized the functions of recording and commercializing 
music productions until 1993, when the ICM granted legal personality to the Musical Publishing 
House of Cuba again. As a result, four new state music publishers were created and one restored, 
with the main goal of promoting Cuban music in international markets: Andante Editora Musical 
de Cuba (1960, subordinated to the ICM), Auténtico Ediciones (1996, subordinated to EGREM), 
Editora Musical Bis Music (1998, subordinated to Bis Music record label), Atril Ediciones 
Musicales (2000, subordinated to the recording studio Abdala), and Ediciones Musicales Colibrí 
(2003, subordinated to the producing company Colibrí). 



 

15 

 

perspective and experimenting with a socialist planned economy that acknowledged the 

inevitability of market relations to keep reasonable levels of productivity and support its social 

achievements. At this point, it was evident that the country had invested resources in cultural 

programs disproportional to the country's small economy, creating, as Robin D. Moore observed, 

“a massive superstructure over an atrophied base” (2006:7). No doubt that the rectification of this 

anomaly was part of the short-term agenda of the state, so it was the necessity to make the music 

industry more efficient and profitable. But the optimism was abruptly interrupted. The 1990s 

started with the catastrophic dissolution of the world as Cubans knew it for the past three decades. 

Without the support of the USSR and the socialist bloc the Cuban model, even the improved 

version of the late 1980s, was unsustainable.  

 

1.2 Music Production in the Special Period and its Aftermath 

 

The withering hardship of the Special Period served as one of those temporal divides by 

which a people bear the experience of momentous transitions of a historical epoch, to 

demarcate and define the life of a generation in which Cubans made those profoundly 

personal distinctions about their lives as “before” and “after” (Pérez Jr. 2015:vii). 

 

As historian Louis A. Pérez Jr. observed in his foundational book Cuba: Between Reform and 

Revolution (2015), there is a before and after the Special Period. This tragic episode in Cuba’s 

recent history has generated a significant body of literature. I will not go in detail about what 

many other scholars have already described and analyzed in regard to the 1990s crisis. Instead, in 

this section I will briefly comment on the elements that are more relevant to contextualize the 

revival of the non-state sector in Cuba’s economy as well as the situation of the music industry 
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during the crisis and its aftermath, a period of time that extends until around 2009, when 

transition to a new model was officially endorsed.   

 

In 1993, during the act of commemoration of July 26th, Fidel Castro gave the speech he never 

wanted to give. In that occasion the Revolution leader expressed: 

Today we cannot speak of the pure, ideal, perfect socialism of which we dream because 

life forces us into concessions. Now life, reality, and the dramatic situation the world is 

experiencing oblige us to do what we would never have done otherwise if we had the 

capital and the technology to do so (Pérez Jr. 2015:318).  

Within a few weeks after that speech the government decriminalized possession of the dollar and 

allowed Cubans to use it in local transactions. With this move, the government acknowledged the 

dimensions of the black market as well as its importance in providing basic products and services 

for the vast majority of Cuban households. Yet, as Pérez Jr. observed, the “dollarization” of the 

economy did not prevent black market transactions from continue flourishing and competing with 

the state-controlled economy (ibid).  

 

The tourist sector was called upon the titanic task of saving Cuba’s economy. The expansion of 

this industry was accompanied by a series of discriminatory policies.8 The revitalized and new 

hotels, resorts, nightclubs, and restaurants were beyond the reach of the average Cuban, who was 

unable to afford them and, just in case, officially denied access to these establishments until 

2008.9 The pride that accompanied Cubans in the previous decades of socialist rule suffered 

irreversible damage: 

                                                        
8 In this specific case, as well as with some legal actions that I will analyze in detail in the 
following chapters, “policies” refer to concrete practices/actions, not to the driving principles of 
political discourses such as the “cultural policy” of socialist Cuba.  
9 Acting against their constitutional right, during the Special Period and a few years after Cubans 
were not allowed to enter, let alone stay, to hotels and some cultural centers especially designed 
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The demand of “Cuba for Cubans” that had registered in the early 1960s rang hollow on 

the early 1990s. Many were irked at the sight of foreigners with access to food, clothing, 

gasoline, restaurants, and consumer goods that were beyond the reach of most Cubans. 

Medicines often unavailable to Cubans in pesos were obtainable by foreigners in dollars 

(Pérez Jr. 2015:322).  

Mounting corruption and robbery fueled an expansion in quantity and value of the transactions in 

the underground economy from an estimated 2 billion USD in 1989 to 14.5 billion in 1993 

(ibid:324). For the first time since the early 1960s, a large-scale informal economy started 

displacing the official economy: 

The distinction between what was properly “legal” and what was clearly “illegal” was 

blurred and lost all useful meaning. Indeed, in some important ways, the debate inside 

Cuba whether the country should adopt market mechanisms was a moot point: in fact, 

market conditions prevailed, albeit in surreptitious form. At virtually every point at which 

the state failed to deliver goods and services in adequate quantities and at sufficient speed 

and efficiency, “free enterprise” filled the need, and those with the means met their needs 

best (ibid).  

 

In 1993, the state monopoly of employment came to an end with Law 141, which authorized self-

employment (cuentapropismo) in a number of services. By 1995, an estimated 500,000 workers 

were released from their state jobs, and more than 200,000 Cubans had been granted self-

employment licenses in more than 160 government-approved activities (Pérez Jr. 2015:318). Two 

years later, private homes (casas particulares) were authorized to rent rooms to foreign tourists 

and small private restaurants (paladares) were allowed to be established at Cuban homes. In 

                                                                                                                                                                     

for foreign tourists. It was not until 2008 that Raúl Castro, acting president at the moment, 
formally declared the end of this discriminatory policy.  
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1995, former Vice-President of the Cuban Council of State Carlos Lage declared what some 

people still resisted to believe:  

 Integration into the world economy is indispensable for survival. We have no doubt that 

the world has to move toward integration and that our country and its economy have to be 

part of that evolution. This opening is not temporary or restricted to the period of our 

economic recovery. It is a permanent and irreversible element in the future of the Cuban 

economy (ibid:316). 

 

According to former ICM director of artistic development Omaida Milián, the state cultural 

system suffered important transformations during the Special Period. As the economic policy 

started switching to a tourist-oriented economy, being a musician, an entertainer, suddenly 

became a very attractive, lucrative profession (Milián 2016). There was an increasing demand for 

cultural programs in the revived nightclubs, restaurants and hotels. At the same time, musicians 

and music professionals had the opportunity to tour abroad and bring back the now legalized 

dollars that could make the crisis more bearable. Music-making became, according to Milián, 

largely a strategy of survival beyond the purely vocational function that it played in previous 

decades. As a result, the demand for musicians aspiring to be granted the status of professionals 

by the ICM increased significantly.  

 

During the crisis, the impossibility of the state to meet the needs of all the musicians it had 

formed in terms of rehearsal and performance spaces, musical instruments, promotion, studio and 

radio time, became more evident. This has always been the “Achilles heel” of the institutional 

system, Milián told me. There are not enough venues and resources available for such a large 

community of artists. But this time there was more pressure, considering that the commercial 

dimension of music was reincorporated. To make things worse, the few state venues controlled by 
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the MINCULT were considerably worn out by decades of use, with little hope of being 

refurbished. When it came to establish priorities to distribute the limited state budget, the cultural 

industries were not considered a priority since the state considered them as secondary, supporting 

sectors in regards to the tourist industry. This vision still prevails.       

 

According to Milián, since the 1990s, once a musician is granted the status of professional, there 

are two ways to enter the legal job market. The most common is for a musician or band to be 

hired in a supply-demand base. This is how the majority of traditional and popular dance music 

(son/timba/salsa) ensembles make a living. The other option is to enter the selective group of acts 

that gets paid a monthly state salary. This is the case of some ensembles that the state considers 

key for their cultural importance such as the National Symphonic Orchestra or the popular act 

Van Van. A band cannot have it both ways –being a free agent in the state market and being 

subsidized by the state– but its musicians can individually take advantage of both scenarios. And 

this is what most of them do.  

 

The system was mainly designed for Cuban traditional and popular dance music. Other 

alternative –in the Cuban context– music styles such as rap and rock have been gradually 

incorporated to the institutional system but in a highly inefficient and exclusionary way.10 I will 

go in detail about this argument in the following chapter. This considerable group of musicians 

cultivate genres and styles that the vast majority of the ICM specialists are not prepared to assess 

in terms of professional quality. As Geoffrey Baker observed: “As only professional musicians 

can legally be paid to perform in Cuba, cultural institutions have been faced with two choices: 

allow non-musicians to join professional music agencies, or deny them membership and thereby 

                                                        
10 The state created the governmental Cuban Agency of Rap and the Cuban Agency of Rock in 
2002 and 2007 respectively. Around 2011, the state National Laboratory of Electroacoustic Music 
started representing DJs and electronic music artists.   
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feed the booming underground music economy” (2011:131). Overall, the latter approach has 

predominated.  

 

The extreme bureaucracy of the cultural sector was not a good match to meet the new pace of an 

increased demand for music performances in the 1990s. The number of irregularities in relation to 

the official mechanisms for music production and commercialization started escalating. The 

figures of the independent musician and music professional, that is, the musician and professional 

who engages in music productions (recordings or live music), promotion, and commercialization 

at the margins of the institutional system, consolidated. Musicians that are not able to meet the 

technical requirements of the ICM, or are simply not interested in becoming “professional” 

musicians or part of the institutional system, are considered aficionados (amateurs) by the state. 

Many aficionados are affiliated to state organizations such as the Asociación Hermanos Saíz 

(AHS) in order to access resources and increase their chances to perform and gain visibility.11 Yet 

they are in disadvantage when it comes to compete with “professional” musicians for the limited 

state resources and venues available. Milián told me that not conceiving enough functional spaces 

for non-institutional artists was a mistake since the 1960s, and even more in the 1990s and 2000s 

when their number increased unprecedentedly. There is a lot of talent and creativity that does not 

necessarily come from academic formation. Just think about Beny Moré, who never took a music 

lesson in his life and is considered the best singer of Cuban popular music of all times. 

 

It is important to mention that together with the emergence of alternative music scenes that drew 

primarily on foreign musical styles, the 1990s were the domain of timba music. This is a hybrid 

musical genre that incorporates elements of hip-hop, funk, jazz, and rock. Yet its core elements 

are native dance musical styles such as son and rumba, with great appeal to foreign tourists. 
                                                        
11 The AHS is a subsidiary to the MINCULT, linked to the Communist Youth Organization 
(UJC). 
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Mainly for this reason, timba music had an easier time in being accommodated to the state system 

of venues, recording studios and media. Timba bands such as NG La Banda and Charanga 

Habanera developed an urban style highly related to street-life. This style relied (and still does) 

on slang to describe the life and problems of marginalized subjects, showing, as I will analyze in 

the following chapter, remarkable parallels with African-American hip-hop. By articulating issues 

of race, class, and gender, and reaffirming black identity in opposition to a generic notion of 

Cubanness, it can be argued that timba had a symbolic relevance comparable to that of Cuban rap 

(Perna 2005:2-3). However, I do not include timba within the group of alternative music scenes 

that I explore in more detail in this dissertation. Timba was born from “Cuban” styles that were 

already established in the institutional system. Timba music was extensively commercialized and 

promoted by the state as it was highly demanded in the tourist sector. Nevertheless, the rapid 

economic power achieved by timberos in Havana as a consequence of the openings of the Special 

Period did not go unnoticed and resisted by the MINCULT and its functionaries. As Vicenzo 

Perna observed:  

Propelled by the crisis, the expansion of tourism revived nightlife in the capital city, 

benefiting particularly the activity of música bailable [Cuban dance music] musicians, 

and putting their music at the center of the Havana tourist stage, as had happened in the 

1930s and 1950s. As the providers of entertainment for the tourism-driven renaissance of 

Havana, música bailable musicians rose to an unprecedented level of mass popularity and 

economic power. The emergence and success of timba in the early and mid-1990s was 

due to its ability to negotiate between a series of opposite tensions. Musically, timba 

represented a convergence of the artistic aspirations of the 1980s with the economic 

opportunities of the 1990s, when musical innovators were able to exploit the fissures 

opened by the crisis, navigating between art music and barrio culture, the legal and the 

submerged economy. For many young habaneros, timba became both a subcultural 
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manifesto and a practical means to gain access, via tourist dance clubs, to a world of 

sophistication and plenty (2005:54-55).   

 

In the new economic scenario of the 1990s and 2000s, where the non-state sector started gaining 

significant prominence, maintaining a state monopoly of cultural production and 

commercialization was highly contradictory. Ariana Hernandez-Reguant captured many of the 

profound changes introduced in the 1990s in her study of the Special Period: 

Even as the government regained control of the economy and reasserted its political 

control, the arrival of foreign stakeholders (companies, entrepreneurs, tourists) had 

extended the horizons of possibilities for many people. Specifically, modes of expression, 

ethical views, and practical approaches to work, property, profit, and community were 

dramatically altered for many artists, media producers, and cultural entrepreneurs. 

Everything seemed to acquire a cash value; everything was for sale or lease, and not only 

material objects, but also time, labor, and affect. It appears as if Cuban society on the 

whole was embarking on an unstoppable journey to capitalist transformation that 

encompassed all spheres of daily life, down to the most intimate. Both in scholarly circles 

and on Havana's streets, talk of transition became commonplace (2009:6, 8). 

 

Besides the logical reductions in the state budget for the cultural sector that resulted from the loss 

of subsidies from the socialist bloc, there were important changes in the global music industry 

that had a direct impact on the island. The most important change was related to the new media 

revolution, which redefined the processes of music production, distribution, commercialization, 

and consumption (Holt 2010).12 As a direct consequence of the rise of digital technologies and 

                                                        
12 Consumption dynamics changed drastically in socialist Cuba with the introduction of a partial 
market economy and the rise of the informal economy during the Special Period and its 
aftermath. However, the official discourse still tends to demonize consumption under the same 
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formats, combined with the hardships and social illnesses conjured by the crisis, a number of 

alternative music scenes such as hip-hop, reguetón and electronica, emerged. They challenged the 

state monopoly of music production and commercialization as never before in socialist Cuba. 

Furthermore, they transformed it from a real to a symbolic monopoly. These alternative scenes 

found the technological means to support low-cost business models. These models relied on more 

affordable digital technologies for producing, distributing and consuming music and on the live 

music market to commercialize it. This led to a proliferation of home recording studios in the late 

1990s.13 To this date, the state has not figured out how to regulate the activity of these new 

players in a way that does not contradict its cultural policy. The problem is that this cultural 

policy is based on the conditions of a very different time. The most popular hypothesis regarding 

the state’s conservative position on its outdated cultural policy posits that relative economic 

empowerment of non-state stakeholders and the development of an independent public sphere in 

other pre-socialist projects such as the USSR ended up turning change into demise (Hernández-

Reguant 2009:9).  

 

1.3 The “Update” 

 

                                                                                                                                                                     

critiques of superficiality to which consumerism is subjected to. Following Néstor García, I 
understand consumption “not as a mere setting for useless expenditures and irrational impulses, 
but as a site that is good for thinking, where a good part of economic, sociopolitical, and 
psychological rationality is organized in all societies” (2001:5).    
13 Besides the home recording studios that emerged in the 1990s and early 2000s to support music 
scenes marginalized by the state institutional system there were a few independent recording 
studios that also were alternatives to the state music monopoly. These independent studios were 
established by recognized artists such as José Luis Cortés El Tosco and Pablo Milanés, who 
founded his own organization in 1992. The Pablo Milanés Foundation was shut down by the 
government in 1995, after a very short life dedicated to cultural production, including music 
recording (Hernández-Reguant 2009). The resources and the concept behind this independent 
foundation were transferred later to PM Records, a state cultural organization directed by Suylén 
Milanés, Pablo’s daughter. 
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In the expanding marketplace of late socialism, cultural production is regulated more and 

more by popular demand rather than ideological dictum. The party-state gradually loses 

its grip on people’s minds, their fantasies, beliefs, fears, and dreams. An unpredictable 

but increasingly permissive government allows for a limited yet vigorous public sphere 

for alternative movements and ideas to thrive. Next to the more outspoken dissident 

fringe culture, an informal contract is made between state officialdom and professional 

artists (Anna Szemere cited in Todorova and Gille 2010:245).  

 

As Louis A. Pérez Jr. suggested, “the passing of Fidel Castro from power in 2007 must be 

understood as the signal event of the early twenty-first century, and the end of an era; the much-

anticipated transition in Cuba had thus begun” (2015:viii-ix). In 2010, an 84-year-old Fidel 

Castro, officially retired from governmental affairs, was interviewed in Havana by Jeffrey 

Goldberg. The US journalist asked Castro if he believed the Cuban model was still something 

worth exporting to other countries. Fidel’s reply was quite surprising: "The Cuban model doesn't 

even work for us anymore” (Goldberg 2010). Predictably, this part of the interview was subject to 

all sorts of manipulations and sensationalist commentary in the international media. Yet, Fidel’s 

message was not very shocking after all. He was not, as US expert in foreign relations Julia 

Sweig observed, rejecting the ideas of the Revolution (Vicent 2010). Rather, his statement was 

part of a new rationale that started being promoted and implemented by his brother Raúl. Simply 

put, the overwhelming role of the state in the economy was not sustainable anymore. New forms 

of property and economic relations had to be introduced or reinforced. This ongoing process, that 

started officially in 2011 with the circulation of the guidelines for Cuba’s new socioeconomic 

model, is known as the “update.” Similar to the temporal category “Special Period,” there is a 

before and after the “update.” 
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Fidel’s public endorsement of this new mentality was nothing but premeditated. With Fidel’s 

blessing, Raúl Castro’s radical reforms were received by orthodox members of the communist 

party with less resistance than anyone predicted. In a lapse of five years, Cuba’s economy 

experienced drastic changes at a structural level. Small private businesses and non-state 

cooperatives became significant economic forces, sources of employment and drivers of 

development. The non-state players, which discursive status switched from “necessary evils” in 

the 1990s to “permanent elements of the Revolution” in the twenty-first century, were introduced 

in the Cuban economy with a bittersweet tone:    

New reforms implied the need for new attitudes, which in turn required the need to 

acknowledge the errors of the past and discard some of the most cherished precepts of the 

Revolution. Many of the men and women whose earlier judgements had exacerbated 

Cuban conditions were called upon to remedy the consequences of their own decisions. A 

slightly anomalous circumstance, to be sure, rendered surely in sarcastic tones by 

President Raúl Castro, who proclaimed that “the members of the generation who made 

the Revolution … have the historic privilege of correcting the errors that they themselves 

have made.” (Pérez Jr. 2015:349). 

 

In 2011, a series of radical economic reforms started to be implemented to restructure state-

owned sectors around private enterprise. Priority was given to the development of the non-state 

retail sectors and private agriculture. The most immediate goals were to increase the efficiency of 

state-run enterprises, and reduce government expenditures by reducing social expenses and the 

number of state employees (Pérez Jr. 2015:349). This process of reform was faced, as Cuban 

political scientist Rafael Hernández observed, with the difficult challenge of “an inefficient 

domestic economic model due to its extreme centralization and waste, where a dysfunctional 
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bureaucracy resistant to change has prospered” (ibid). The improvised economic openings of the 

1990s were re-assessed and consolidated: 

The grand design of the furlough program envisioned a “migration” of former state 

employees into the private sector –perhaps more precisely, public employees were 

exhorted to create a new private sector through entrepreneurial ventures in small 

businesses and agriculture. The new economic regime -cuentapropismo- contemplated 

the formation of a dynamic non-state retail sector, mostly in the form of small 

commercial and agricultural enterprises, supported initially by state subsidies as a way to 

promote a market economy. The number of licenses issued by the government to the 

cuentapropista sector expanded steadily, from 325,000 in 2011 to 430,000 in 2013, 

distributed among 180 private businesses. Small businesses proliferated across the island, 

from massage parlors to automobile repair, beauty parlors and barber shops, bakeries, pet 

shops, locksmiths, carpenters, taxi services, and restaurants, among many others. 

Privately-operated bed-and-breakfast lodging establishments (casas particulares) and 

restaurants (paladares) expanded and routinely advertised abroad on the Internet. For the 

first time since the early 1960s, private enterprises were authorized to hire employees. By 

2013, an estimated 2,000 formerly state-owned businesses were in operation under leases 

to private management (ibid:350).  

 

In addition to a significant expansion of the private and non-state cooperative sectors, with the 

“update” also came long-awaited reforms of basic constraints that Cubans had borne for decades. 

Cubans were allowed to buy and sell their homes and automobiles. Purchasing computers and cell 

phones was authorized. In recent years, (expensive and slow) access to the Internet has opened 

multiple channels of communication, production, commercialization, promotion, and 

consumption. Travel restrictions were liberalized in 2013 when the requirement to obtain official 
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authorization for foreign travel was suspended and the length of time of Cuban residents abroad 

was expanded from 11 months to two years “without forfeiture of health-care benefits and 

housing guarantees, without deprivation of property, and without loss of educational 

opportunities” (Pérez Jr. 2015:351). Cubans living abroad were allowed to return to the island and 

reside for a period of three months. In December 17, 2014, Raúl Castro and then US president 

Barack Obama announced that a new phase for the diplomatic relations between Cuba and the US 

would commence. This important event, known as 17-D-2014, created a buzz around imminent 

transition in Cuba, triggering a wave of foreign tourists that went to visit “Cuba before it 

changes.” Some of the US embargo policies were eased and the tourist industry experienced an 

unprecedented growth. Although the following administration of Donald Trump has reversed part 

of Obama’s progressive policy, the Cuban economy had continued registering positive results 

when compared to pre-17-D-2014 standards. 

 

Not everyone has been invited to partake in Cuba’s most recent redistribution of the economy. 

The situation for artists and culture professionals has not suffered significant changes with the 

“update,” at least at an official level. In practice, the reforms have been incorporated to the field 

of cultural production as part of the informal economy. Considering the combined effect of an 

enhanced access to new media technologies, a booming tourist industry, and the legitimization 

and proliferation of private spaces with a high demand for entertainment (nightclubs, bars, 

restaurants, etc.), musicians and music professionals entered the 2010s with plenty of more 

economic and artistic possibilities outside the state institutional system. The consolidation of an 

informal alternative to the state sector has made the decay of the cultural bureaucracy more 

visible and alarming. For years, the state institutional system has been dealing with the burden of 

a low-motivated workforce and a counterproductive stance in regards to artists and professionals 

that operate at its margins. The problem, as Joaquín Borges-Triana put it, is systemic:      
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The state-run music agencies, which for many years supported musicians, are currently 

ineffective because they don’t respond well to the demands of contemporary music 

creation. So they have become a sort of warehouse of artists, and they cannot figure out 

how to promote them. It’s not only about the lack of material conditions, since that could 

be solved with the diversification of organizational models. Rather, it’s about the lack of 

training in conceptual terms. The current relationship between institutions and musicians 

is characterized by organizational, legal and intellectual deficits. In large measure 

because of these absences, in this sector (as happens more generally in the Cuban cultural 

apparatus), people don’t know how to negotiate with artists who explicitly promote 

themselves as “outsiders” or those who love to work on the margins; if they did this, 

these types of artists could even be absorbed [into the cultural sector], as international 

experience has shown (2016). 

 

1.4 Some Important Definitions 

 

The present dissertation will not engage deeply with subcultural and post-subcultural theories. 

However, the concept of “music scene” that derives from these fields of study will be frequently 

used to provide theoretical background to my case studies. I will adopt Ola Johansson and 

Thomas L. Bell’s approach, who defined music scenes as “locations where clusters of the 

production (artists and the music industry) and consumption (fans) of music come together to 

create distinct musical forms” (2009:3). To arrive to this simplified notion, the authors considered 

the groundbreaking work of Will Straw (1991), who argued that “local systems of articulation 

(localism as a musical value) and universal systems of articulation (vis a vis Said),” together with 

“the intensified impact of economic and cultural globalization” allowed for a reformulation of the 

notion of scene, which was previously associated with a correlation between disenfranchised 
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socio-cultural groups and the politics of style (McGee 2007:183). Other important conceptual 

contributions that Johansson and Bell considered, and that are particularly relevant to my work, 

include Sarah Thornton’s (1995) notion of subcultural capital, her analysis of the hierarchies 

within subcultures and their interaction with mainstream media. The authors also considered the 

work of Ben Carrington and Brian Wilson (2002), who claimed that “translocal scenes 

increasingly depend upon global flows of people such as DJs and dance tourists” (McGee 

2007:183). 

 

For the analysis of the Cuban context, I largely base my study of alternative music scenes on the 

work of Joaquín Borges-Triana (2009, 2015a). In La luz, bróder, la luz (2009), Borges-Triana 

suggested that the notion of mainstream music in Cuba can be associated with the music that is 

officially promoted as a sign of triumph, involving an elite of artists that are privileged in terms of 

promotion, broadcasting and studio time, access to resources and venues. This group of artists 

tend to be seen as role models of the successful artist, whose success can be measured, given the 

characteristics of the Cuban model, in terms of popularity instead of record sales. Although 

measuring popularity can be a rather subjective task, there are elements that can be used to this 

end such as who is able to fill a music hall or a large outdoor venue, whose songs are played the 

most in state and non-state recreational spaces, whose music circulates the most in pirated CDs 

and the “weekly package,” etc.14  

                                                        
14 The “weekly package” or paquete semanal is a collection of digital information that has acted 
as an underground substitute to the Internet and Cuban official media since 2008. Terabytes of 
information (music, films, TV series, software, cell phone applications, videogames, etc.) are 
downloaded weekly, put in a hard drive, distributed by informal agents, and copied in home 
computers at a price of approximately 2 CUC for 1 Terabyte of information (Cachivache Media 
2016c). According to journalist Rafael González, who I interviewed in November 2016, the 
“weekly package” is one of the most influential cultural platforms in contemporary Cuba. 
González told me that there are several nodes of distribution, but the two main sources of data 
downloading and curation are based in Havana. To be more precise, there is not a single 
homogeneous package of digital information that people consume. There are different weekly 
versions of el paquete as different layers of intermediary distributors curate a more personalized 
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Cuban alternative music is primarily built upon different aesthetic and discursive structures when 

compared to the music that is privileged by the state (symbolic) monopoly of media and music 

production, promotion, distribution and commercialization. Some alternative scenes include hip-

hop, reguetón, rock and electronica. In the Cuban context, they can be considered “underground” 

not only in a conventional academic way, that is, underground as alternative scenes poorly 

commercialized given the fact that the majority of their artists are not visible beyond the people 

that constitute a particular scene (Borges-Triana 2015a:11). They are also underground due to 

their complex relation with the state institutional system, a topic that I will address in the 

following chapters. On the other hand, as Borges-Triana observed, the use of the category “Cuban 

alternative music” should not be restricted to the analysis of particular musical genres and styles. 

Instead, it refers to: 

(…) musical creations produced within the norms and standards of commercial popular 

music that, at the same time, are in constant exploration of new creative dynamics that 

allow them to expand their scope, mainly supported by the questioning power of 

emergent generations. Therefore, the concept contains concrete musical genres but it is 

not restricted to them (2015a:13).  

 

Borges-Triana used the notion of Cuban alternative music to describe a phenomenon that 

emerged in the 1980s with the appearance of non-conventional cultural expressions that were 

alien to the centralized power, that emerged at the margins of the institutional structures in place. 

In this period, when a new generation of Cuban artists started questioning the state’s cultural 

                                                                                                                                                                     

package, according to the taste and requests identified in their local communities. The “weekly 
package” is not subject to any sort of regulation. So far, the state has turned a blind eye on this 
extremely popular activity as el paquete has remained clean from political and pornographic 
content. Many distributors of the weekly package hold a license as CD vendors. The government 
stopped granting this license, which legitimizes copyright infringement, in the summer of 2017.    
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policy, independent groups and individual artists started organizing concerts and small music 

festivals on their own. With the crisis of the 1990s and the more recent radicalization of a market 

economy, these self-managed, independent projects have consolidated. It is important to stress 

that, as Borges-Triana suggested, in the case of Cuba’s alternative music scene this community of 

musicians and music professionals privilege cooperative and collaborative approaches to music 

production and commercialization (2015a:125). 

 

The notion of the independent musician and music professional is key to my narrative and 

analysis. In the Cuban context “independent” is a term used mainly to classify people and 

initiatives that operate outside the state institutional system. The fact that the production and 

commercialization of music outside the official mechanisms of the state institutional system is not 

regulated in Cuba gives the term a marked political connotation. It is important to be aware, as 

Joaquín Borges-Triana (2015a) recommended, of the limitations of the term in the Cuban context, 

where the state controls all the legal performing venues, media, and cultural institutions. 

Although the increasing prominence of the private sector and the informal economy have started 

shifting this dynamic, most of the legal job opportunities are controlled by the state. Therefore, 

“some kind of engagement with the state and its various institutions is almost unavoidable” 

(Gámez 2013:12). The definition of what is independent in Cuba’s music sector differs from the 

common use of the term, which refers to musicians and music professionals that operate 

independently from the oligopoly of the global music industry. This oligopoly is dominated by a 

few major transnational corporations such as Universal Music Group, Sony Music Entertainment, 

Warner Music Group and Live Nation Entertainment. 

 

Throughout this dissertation I will try to expand on the rather loose definition of what it means to 

be an independent musician and music professional in the context of today’s Havana. I will do so 
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mainly aided by Darsi Fernández’s (2017a) conceptualization of the most recent transformations 

in the local cultural industries. For this purpose, Fernández introduced the notion of “new models 

of cultural management,” which refers to a series of cultural producers, initiatives, business 

models, and practices that emerged in the new technological and socioeconomic scenario of the 

“update.” These new models, that emerged as an organic response to ambiguous regulation and 

an outdated cultural policy, are characterized by individual or collective self-management and by 

their capacity to generate new spaces and to diversify their sources of funding beyond the state 

institutional system. In order to operate in a highly centralized field dominated by a cultural 

bureaucracy they have relied heavily on inter-institutional practices and the use of new media 

technologies (Fernández 2017a).    

 

Drawing on the work of Jonathan Sterne (2014), I conceive the “music industry” as a source of 

revenue beyond the profit-making practices of record labels, artistic representation agencies, and 

the activities around them. Contrasting with the current official vision in Cuba, which approaches 

music production and commercialization from this traditional perspective, I follow Sterne’s 

argument that instead of a music industry only concerned with the monetization of recordings and 

live performances, we can talk about music industries in plural. That is, in Sterne’s words, 

“industries whose activities directly affect the performance, production, circulation, consumption, 

recirculation, appropriation, and enjoyment of music today” (2014:50). In Cuba, the perfect 

example to illustrate this is the emergent sector of private restaurants, nightclubs, and bars, that 

generally feature live and recorded music. Another examples are the self-employed boteros 

(cabdrivers) and the distributors of the “weekly package,” who play a significant role in the 

distribution and promotion of Cuban music, as well as local and foreign beverage manufacturers 

such as Havana Club, Ciego Montero, Red Bull, Estrella Damm, and Black Tears, which are 

regular sponsors of music events. These actors, that are often categorized as supporting elements 
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of the cultural industries, play a key role in the development of music production and cultural 

entrepreneurship in today’s Havana.    

 

I analyze Cuba’s current cultural policy, the regulation of its music industry, and make policy 

recommendations in this regard, largely based on a tailored approach to the creative economy 

paradigm. The creative economy is “an economic system for the production, distribution, and 

consumption of cultural goods and services through market as well as non-market mechanisms, 

where the ‘cultural’ refers to those forms of economic activity [for-profit or nonprofit] producing 

outputs with significant aesthetic or semiotic content” (Anheier and Raj Isar 2008:3). For the 

purpose of analyzing a production that values the unique, the symbolic, and the intangible, I will 

draw heavily on the work of Brazilian economist Ana Fonseca (2008). Another important 

academic source will be the Creative Economy Report by the United Nations Development 

Programme (2013), where an approach to the creative economy as a development strategy is 

suggested and supported with multiple case studies and statistics. I will analyze the relevance of 

this paradigm for the Cuban model considering the process of culturalization of the economy that 

has accompanied the most recent developments of global neoliberal capitalism (Yúdice 2003). 

Although it has not been officially acknowledged, the Cuban model is gradually joining this path 

and is expected to get more deeply involved with global neoliberal dynamics in the foreseeable 

future.  

 

Throughout this dissertation I will be referring to the “new economy.” In mainstream literature 

the notion of a new economy often refers to the conceptual and practical convergence of the 

creative arts (individual talent) with the cultural industries (massive scale) in the context of the 

new technologies of information and communication. This convergence generates a new 

economy of knowledge particularly relevant for a more interactive generation of citizens-
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consumers (Fonseca 2008:23). This new economy or knowledge economy is centered on 

information, rather than commodities, and supported by the advent of computer technology and 

the Internet. Following this logic, the possession of valuable skills, rather than owning wealth, is 

the new key to prosperity (Stanford 2015:36). This is the definition that I will use, and assess, 

when referring to the new economy in general. In the Cuban context, I will use the notion of the 

new economy as a signifier of the processes of selective decentralization and liberalization of the 

Cuban economy, the rise of the private and non-state cooperative sectors as well as the informal 

economy. 

 

1.5 Organization, Chapters Summary and Methods 

 

The dissertation is organized in four core chapters plus an introduction and conclusions. Chapter 

2, “Cuban Alternative Music in the Special Period and its Aftermath: The Hip-Hop and 

Electronic Dance Music Scenes,” explores the situation of Cuban alternative music scenes in the 

1990s and 2000s. The hip-hop and electronic dance music (EDM) movements are used to 

describe the production approaches of a group of musicians, music professionals and enthusiasts 

who developed important initiatives at the margins of the state institutional system during this 

period. The Alamar International Hip-Hop Festival (1995-2003) and the Rotilla festival (1998-

2010) are the two main case studies that drive a discussion on the tensions between independent 

producers and the state institutions. This chapter also analyzes the evolution of the hip-hop and 

EDM scenes after their major events were shut down by cultural functionaries. It followed a 

process of “institutionalization” where the state created some spaces and infrastructures for these 

alternative scenes. Yet, with priority given to implementing a new socioeconomic agenda (the 

“update”) the state support faded very quickly. The chapter constructs a narrative of how some 

alternative music scenes arrived at the “update;” how a new economy of music started taking 
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shape in Havana as a result of a series of economic and technological factors as well as a response 

to an outdated cultural policy and ambiguous regulation.   

 

Chapter 3, “Outdated Cultural Policy and Ambiguous Regulation,” examines Cuba’s current 

cultural policy and the way in which the local music industry is regulated. The analysis of 

particular practices, pieces of legislation, discourses and case studies leads to conclude that the 

current model is outdated and unsustainable. This chapter studies the possible causes and 

consequences behind what I term a state’s counterproductive, conservative stance in regards to 

not allowing non-state competition in the cultural sector. I analyze the transition from a less 

commercial approach to alternative music production in the 1990s and 2000s to the new economy 

of music in Havana, which is driven by the opening of new private spaces, an increased exchange 

with foreign producers, sponsors and consumers, as well as the rise of the informal economy. In 

the context of the new technological and economic scenario shaped by Raúl Castro’s 

administration, the main question addressed in the chapter is the following: What is the cultural 

policy of the “update”? I argue that there are important contradictions between Cuba’s current 

economic and cultural policies. The mechanisms of culture subsidization conceived in the 1970s 

and 1980s remain a progressive approach. Yet in the current scenario this vision is highly 

unrealistic if it is not complemented with the regulated participation of non-state players. This 

chapter identifies and describes gray areas in the official mechanisms that independent musicians 

and music professionals are using to navigate a dysfunctional state institutional system and to 

carve alternative spaces of production and commercialization.  

 

The fourth chapter, “The Creative Economy: A Wolf in Sheep's Clothing?” addresses some of the 

most recent transformations in the realm of cultural production by framing them within the 

theories of the creative economy paradigm. This chapter examines the cultural economy and the 
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role of culture in today’s Havana and other parts of the world. I focus my analysis on the creative 

economy as a development strategy, stressing the need to integrate the potential of the cultural 

industries with bigger goals of social and economic development. The chapter presents several 

case studies that show the capacity of the creative economy for positive change in both developed 

and developing countries, emphasizing the importance of a context-specific approach. In the final 

sections I analyze four case studies of Havana’s non-state sector: two bars, a tattoo parlor, and a 

fashion design brand. These private initiatives, partially involved with music production, have 

incorporated a cultural dimension to their business models that implies some interaction with the 

state institutions. In this chapter I examine some preliminary examples that illustrate Darsi 

Fernández’s (2017a) notion of new models of cultural management. The main purpose of this 

chapter is to demonstrate that the adoption of the creative economy paradigm, considering the 

particular characteristics and goals of the Cuban model, is a viable and desirable option to 

enhance the cultural policy of the “update.” 

 

The fifth and final chapter before the conclusion, “New Models of Cultural Management: The 

Children of Transition,” is dedicated to the main case studies of the dissertation. This chapter 

offers more detailed conceptualization of the new models of cultural management that have 

emerged in the context of the “update” (Fernández 2017a). This characterization is illustrated 

with several examples of music producers that operate at the margins of the state institutional 

system. The chapter analyzes the emergence of “cultural experiments” such as Fábrica de Arte 

Cubano (FAC), that receive a differentiated treatment when compared to the average state 

cultural organization. Other case studies include informal producing companies, nonprofit 

partnerships, sponsors, independent record labels, promoters, and cultural venues. The main goal 

is to examine how this emergent group of cultural producers and entrepreneurs is shaping the 

economy of music in Havana. What structural changes as well as production and 
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commercialization approaches are they introducing in the local industry? Where is this process 

leading? This chapter briefly describes the current situation of two important alternative music 

scenes in Havana: reguetón and rock. The final chapter, “Conclusions,” summarizes the most 

important findings of the study and suggests some cultural policy recommendations aimed to 

enhance the development of the local music industry as well as to optimize its contribution to the 

Cuban model as a whole.    

 

To study Cuba’s alternative music scenes, cultural policy and the new economy of music in 

Havana, I did extensive work to compile bibliographic sources on relevant topics. Among others, 

I reviewed literature on the following subjects: subcultural and post-subcultural studies; music 

geography and tourism; the political economy of culture and the music industry; cultural policy 

analysis; new media cultures and technologies; the creative economy paradigm; cultural 

diplomacy; transition in socialist countries; globalization and neoliberalism. My research 

benefitted from my personal interest and involvement with some alternative music scenes, 

particularly rock and EDM in Havana, which was home for me until 2012. During my 

undergraduate years at the Economy School of the University of Havana (2002-2007), I did 

extensive research on Havana’s cultural sector. Between that period and 2012, when I moved to 

Canada, I collaborated regularly with a team of cultural economists at the Cuban Institute of 

Culture Research Juan Marinello.  

 

In order to conduct my research, I employed different methodological tools such as ethnography, 

fieldwork, text and discourse analysis, archival research, and participant observation. Between 

December 2015 and May 2017, I made four field research trips, one to Miami (US) and three to 

Havana, for a total of approximately five months. During these trips I visited places of interest for 

my investigation, particularly state cultural institutions such as the MINCULT, ICM, Casa de las 
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Américas, the National Union of Writers and Artists of Cuba (UNEAC), AHS, as well as 

numerous music venues and private and state-run nightclubs, bars and restaurants that feature live 

and recorded music. In Havana, I consulted the archives of the main libraries and culture research 

centers such as the Cuban Institute of Culture Research Juan Marinello, Casa de las Américas and 

the Centre of Research and Development of the Cuban Music (CIDMUC).  

 

On several occasions I tried to coordinate interviews with functionaries of the MINCULT, ICM, 

and AHS. In every attempt I was asked to leave my contact information with their secretaries and 

wait to be contacted. Unfortunately, I never was. For the study of the state music sector and 

Cuba’s cultural policy I relied on official publications such as La Gaceta de Cuba (The Cuban 

Gazette), the Communist Party newspaper Granma, and published interviews and opinion articles 

by functionaries of the sector. In addition, I was able to construct a narrative of the official stance 

in regards to the music industry based on the interaction of my interviewees with state 

functionaries, institutions and organizations. For the part of my study related to legislation in the 

cultural sector, I was lucky enough to count on the support of Darsi Fernández, a specialist in 

music law and delegate for the Spanish Society of Authors and Publishers (SGAE) in Cuba.   

 

I conducted a total of 25 semi-structured interviews with musicians, music professionals, 

journalists, scholars, lawyers, economists, cultural entrepreneurs, private business owners, and 

former state functionaries. Only three of my interviewees –Raquel Ávila (Spain), Erlend 

Skutlaberg (Norway) and Jimmie Johansson (Sweden)– were not Cuban citizens. I conducted two 

interviews in Miami (US), one in Kingston (Canada), one in Toronto (Canada) and one via 

Skype. The rest of the interviews were conducted in Havana. The interviews took place between 

December 2015 and March 2017. These 25 interviews are a fundamental component of the 
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dissertation, a privileged source of information and opinions driving my arguments. Without 

them, my study would be incomplete. 

 

It is important to mention that my study focuses on the events that took place until May 2017, 

when I made my last field research trip to Havana. After that some things have changed, notably, 

a relative recession in the tourist industry –largely as a result of Donald Trump’s conservative 

policies– as well as a slow-down in the growth of the non-state sector. The decentralization of the 

Cuban economy in favor of the private and non-state cooperative sectors is an unstable process. 

For example, in August 2017, Resolution #22 was introduced. This resolution dictated an 

undefined halt in the process of licensing self-employed Cubans in several categories such as 

lodging, cafeterias and restaurants, private contracting, real estate, and arts and music instructors 

(Bustamante 2017). Resolution #22 of 2017 also announced that the state will not grant more 

licenses for other categories such as CD retailers and street vendors of farm produce. The 

considerable number of Cubans affected by this countermeasure are likely to join the informal 

economy. 
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Chapter 2 

Cuban Alternative Music in the Special Period and its Aftermath: The 

Hip-Hop and Electronic Dance Music Scenes 

In theory, a lot of very valuable things can be done from within the institution. The other 

angle is that, in a type of society such as the Cuban society, there is no other option but to 

believe in the institution. Perhaps, there are people among us who do things in spite of it, 

but never completely outside of it. The opposite is just a mirage. Not even those 

producers that explicitly act as outsiders or lone wolves can get by without the institution. 

They live in its periphery, at its margin, but never totally apart from it (Borges-Triana 

2015:93). 

 

With these words, Joaquín Borges-Triana summarizes one of the most important contradictions in 

the field of cultural production in socialist Cuba: What is the role of independent cultural 

producers in this particular model of society? What does it mean to be independent in this 

context? Is there room for non-institutional initiatives? Can we separate artistic creation and arts 

commercialization from the political sphere? How have independent, or as Borges-Triana 

suggests, semi-independent producers, reacted to the coexistence of three overlapping and rapidly 

changing economic forms: a market, a planned, and an informal economy? Although these 

questions have been pertinent since 1959, they have acquired more relevance since the beginning 

of the Special Period. The institutional infrastructure that the state had been building since the 

1960s barely managed to survive the worst years in the early 1990s. The only way to save the 

model was to introduce an alternative market economy to the state corporate system. As Vicenzo 

Perna wrote: “The Special Period had a shocking impact on the music profession, producing 

changes that affected virtually all aspects of musical activity and consumption. Previously 
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regarded as culture, music now became a commercial good and acquired a new economic role” 

(2005:74).  

 

The new economy of small private businesses and booming tourism made the reproduction of a 

vintage, exotic, and “authentic” Cuba (think Buena Vista Social Club) very appealing to 

musicians and music producers. Yet many of them focused rather on the development of 

alternative scenes. The movements that started in the 1990s around the hip-hop and the electronic 

dance music (EDM) cultures are two of the most representative examples. In both cases, large-

scale festivals were organized at the margins of the state institutions, something without 

precedent in socialist Cuba. The Alamar International Hip-Hop Festival (1995-2003) and the 

Rotilla Festival (1998-2010) set a blueprint for many of the live music productions that we see in 

Havana’s current industry, particularly when it comes to cultural management and the difficult 

negotiations between independent and institutional players. This blueprint has been particularly 

influential for the wave of festivals that have flourished in recent years. Events such as 

Proelectrónica (2011-present), the Havana World Music festival (2014-present), and Musicabana 

(2016), have built on the experiences of Alamar and Rotilla. However, based on my field 

research, their histories seem to be fading in the imaginary of contemporary habaneros, with the 

exception of some experts or the people that were directly involved. This chapter attempts to 

reconstruct and validate the histories of these two festivals as well as to analyze the evolution of 

the hip-hop and EDM scenes after their major events were shut down by state cultural 

institutions. 

 

The economic reforms introduced in the 1990s, mainly aimed to develop the self-employment 

sector (cuentapropismo) and the tourist industry, have radicalized after Raúl Castro’s 

administration started implementing a modernization or update of Cuba’s socioeconomic model. 
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In the midst of this economic revolution, the cultural policy of the country has found itself stuck 

with similar goals as those it was set to accomplish before the Special Period, a very different 

scenario. As a result, the local music industry is facing important contradictions, that are best 

evidenced with the consolidation of alternative music scenes and independent (non-institutional) 

productions. One of the main goals of this chapter is to examine how we arrived at this moment. 

By addressing a research gap identified by scholars such as Daniel Salas (2011) and Joaquín 

Borges-Triana (2015a), in this chapter I will investigate what possibilities existed during the 

1990s and 2000s for the development of initiatives and cultural agendas coming from non-

institutional spaces of the civil society, or simply put, from “the people.” I am interested in 

addressing the damage caused by an official stance that has limited, socially and economically, 

independent music producers and their projects.  

 

One of the keys to understand the evolution of alternative music scenes in the 1990s and 2000s is 

the process of institutionalization to which they were subjected. To clarify, I am referring to state 

institutionalization, the only realistic option in the context of contemporary Cuba. This 

phenomenon has been researched by scholars such as Sujatha Fernandes (2006). My 

interpretation differs slightly from that of Fernandes. I approach the analysis of these two decades 

following her hypothesis, that she summarizes in the following paragraph:  

In Cuba, the strict official control over television and radio and the repression of formal 

political activities that began in the mid-1990s has meant that it is rather the arts that 

became a privileged site for the exercise of cultural citizenship, particularly given their 

growing importance as an export sector for the Cuban state and in the tourist sector. But 

while the arts may help to generate new public spaces for debate and dialogue, these 

spaces also constitute an important means by which the Cuban state redraws the 

parameters of its hegemonic project (Fernandes 2006:9). 



 

43 

 

 

My slight disagreement is rooted in my critique of her monolithic view of the state, that 

underestimates the importance of state players located at lower hierarchical levels (Baker 2011). 

Also, Fernandes published Cuba Represent! in 2006. Referring in particular to the hip-hop 

movement, she made the argument that “the Cuban state has turned critical cultural expressions to 

its advantage by partially incorporating them into visions of a revised revolutionary project” 

(Fernandes 2006:12). However, at that time it was too early to appreciate how a more radical 

generation of Cuban rappers would reject any attempts to be forced to work within state 

institutional structures, preferring to leave the country instead. Nevertheless, I consider 

Fernandes’ view, summarized in the quote above, an accurate rationale to comprehend how 

alternative scenes arrived to the new economy of music in Havana. 

 

2.1 The Rise and Fall of the Hip-Hop Scene 

 

The early 1990s was a period of considerable growth for the hip-hop community, mainly as a 

response to the Special Period crisis. Many Cubans could not afford, or were prohibited from, the 

new cultural spaces designed for tourist consumption. On top of the cultural apartheid derived 

from a two-currency economy, and the fact that some spaces were officially forbidden for 

Cubans, habaneros from peripheral municipalities suffered the extra burden of precarious 

transportation. This considerably limited their access to the few entertainment options that were 

concentrated in downtown Havana. As Geoffrey Baker put it: “Like the members of the pre-

revolutionary social clubs, 1990s hip-hoppers used musical performance and consumption to 

create social spaces and a public realm on the urban periphery for those left out by the tourism-

driven commercialization of the city center” (2011:4). These years served to create the foundation 

of an underground movement that would denounce major social ill related to racial 
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discrimination, freedom of speech, loss of moral values, and the controversial economic reforms 

that were implemented by Fidel Castro’s government. 

  

As Cuban intellectual Roberto Zurbano stated, “Cuban rap reached an unimaginable international 

repercussion without the support of the market, the politicians, not to mention the Cuban official 

media; its discography today surpasses 500 hundred albums of which 95% were recorded in home 

studios” (Gámez 2014). Indeed, hip-hop, together with timba, was the most prolific and fast-

growing music scene in 1990s’ Havana. Many of its features appealed to a society that, even 

while struggling with the worst crisis in the nation history, wanted to remain culturally diverse 

and current. The inherently explicit lyrics of rap tend to cause a faster and stronger impact on the 

listeners when compared to subtler, more abstract music styles. This quality became extremely 

popular among Cubans as it used a very accessible artistic language to address the ghosts of 

racism, corruption, police harassment, and class divisions brought back by the infamous Special 

Period. Another relevant point about rap’s appeal in the Cuban context was its economical nature. 

Perna elaborated on this point when he noted that: 

Paradoxically, Cuban rap owes its strength to its marginality, its barrio black identity, its 

technological economy. Contrary to other styles of Cuban music which require a long 

musical training and a remarkable level of virtuosity, rap is accessible to virtually 

everybody. To the cultural authorities this makes rappers more congenial than enriched 

timberos. But it also makes them more difficult to control (2005:274). 

 

At the same time, the local scene was relatively fast in effectively appropriating US hip-hop 

aesthetics and transforming it into something “Cuban.” This appropriation involved the initial 

embrace of the discursive, visual and aural aesthetics of US hip-hop as well as the latter adoption 

of a similar technological approach through the use of digital technologies and techniques such as 
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sampling and beatmaking. When these technologies arrived on the island they were naturalized 

through a process of enculturation. As Sarah Thornton noted: “At first, new technologies seem 

foreign, artificial, inauthentic, but once absorbed into culture, they seem indigenous and organic” 

(1995:29).  

  

The introduction of digital technologies and formats such as the MP3 boosted the proliferation of 

home recording studios in Havana. Eventually, some of them turned into independent producing 

companies or record labels, breaking decades of dependence on the state monopoly on music 

production and distribution. Here it is important to note that, besides the democratizing effect of 

digital technologies, the state monopoly on music recording and contracting had been already 

wobbling since the beginnings of the Special Period. The economic reforms introduced then were 

aimed to improve efficiency, collect hard currency, and relieve the institutional system of “the 

burden of subsidizing culture” (Perna 2005:74). As a result, “new legislative measures attracted 

foreign record companies, which financed new productions by local artists and gave them 

unprecedented international exposure” (ibid). However, legislation concerning internal music 

production and commercialization did not experience proportional transformations when 

compared to the foreign investment policies. 

 

The important thing to keep in mind for my analysis of the hip-hop scene is that, by producing 

events at the margins of the state institutions, independent labels and informal collectives 

shortened the distance between a considerable group of artists and fans that felt culturally 

unrepresented. The aforementioned characteristics, in a moment when Cuba was going through a 

period of high mediatization, equipped the young hip-hop movement with an organic discourse, 

highly attractive to foreigners. We should consider that by the late 1990s, when hip-hop became a 

mature movement in Cuba, its rebel nature had found its way to mainstream circuits of cultural 
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commercialization. With this, part of the original social appeal of US hip-hop disappeared. Many 

foreigners took advantage of Cuba’s shift to a tourism-based economy, to experience direct 

contact with a movement that resembled the struggles of black and immigrant communities in the 

late 1970s in New York. The resulting politicization, by international and local organizations, 

have simultaneously enriched and damaged the scene. Unfortunately, the damage caused by 

constant attempts of institutionalization and media and political manipulation has prevailed, 

which together with the radicalization of a market economy after 2009 have left the scene in a 

disadvantaged position. 

 

The Cuban hip-hop movement reached its peak in Havana between 1995 and 2009. During these 

fourteen years a group of rap producers, promoters, MCs and DJs, with the support of some 

progressive state functionaries, developed a solid community that featured its own festival, radio 

show, magazine, symposium, and record labels. During these “golden years” of prolific 

production the heated tensions between rappers, state institutions and foreign organizations, 

instead of suffocating the movement, fueled it. The current commercial dynamics of Havana’s 

music sector were at a very early stage of development. Cultural impact, not money, was still the 

ultimate thermometer for musicians and music professionals.  

 

The highlight of this golden era was the Alamar International Hip-Hop Festival. The festival was 

born in 1995, from the passion and mobilizing capacity of an independent group of producers, 

Grupo Uno, led by Rodolfo Rensoli and Balesy Rivero (Zurbano 2009, Cano 2012). The 

nonprofit Alamar festival, that started from a series of concerts organized in the nearby 

neighborhood Antonio Guiteras in East Havana, reached unthinkable dimensions. It transcended 

the boundaries of the island to influence the careers of major contemporary Latin American artists 

such as the Chilean-French rapper Anita Tijoux, who lived in Alamar between 1998 and 1999 
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(Hernández 2016a). The magnitude of a festival that gathered artists with diverse political views 

immediately put the cultural authorities on guard. It followed a period of institutionalization of 

the festival in 1997, and the scene as a whole in 2002. Then began a process of subtle dismantling 

after 2009, which has created bitter divisions, hostility, exodus, and decay. Coinciding with the 

beginning of the “update,” Havana’s hip-hop scene has experienced stagnation, at least when 

compared to other alternative scenes that have adapted better and faster to the new economy of 

music.  

 

2.1.1 The Alamar Festival and the Golden Years 

 

The embryo of a hip-hop scene emerged in the capital in the late 1980s. Initially, it was focused 

on breakdancing, the dance component of hip-hop culture that Cubans discovered through movies 

such as Joel Silberg’s Breakin’ (1984). From the other three components of hip-hop –graffiti, 

turntablism, and rapping– only the latter would reach a significant level of development in the 

following years. The story has it that habaneros, using makeshift antennas, started listening to rap 

and R&B music (known in Cuba as moña) broadcasted by Miami radio stations such as WEDR 

99 Jams and WHQT Hot 105 (Olavarria 2008). The emergence of rap in Spanish, with artists 

such as Puerto Rican Vico C, was also very inspirational for the movement (Llamoca 2017). 

Municipalities of the East coast of Havana such as East Havana, Regla, and Guanabacoa had an 

advantageous geographical location, that allowed for better reception to capture foreign radio 

signals. The presence of black communities was proportionally higher in these areas. These two 

factors conditioned the faster assimilation of a rap culture in the Eastern part of the city. The 

relative isolation of the densely populated Alamar, a Soviet-style dormitory town, offered the 

ideal conditions for the emergence of a critical social movement. In the early 1990s rap music 
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started spreading rapidly to more centric municipalities such as Centro Habana and Diez de 

Octubre (Zamora 2017).  

 

During those years, some followers of US hip-hop started recording the beats of tracks broadcast 

by Miami radio stations in cassettes. These beats began to be shared among the first Cuban MCs, 

who often rapped over the same musical backgrounds (Aguilera 2010:11). More than a proper rap 

movement, in the beginning was more like a group of individuals improvising or “freestyling.” 

The lack of technology and equipment to do proper recordings as well as venues to perform and 

dance, led to private home gatherings of fans known as bonches. These “black music” parties, 

which provided excellent opportunities for self-taught DJs to practice and shape the taste of the 

scene, are still very popular in Havana. Some of them, for example La Peña de Marylú in Lawton, 

have survived for almost three decades (Zamora 2017). The only spaces with state approval 

available in the city at the time were La Piragua and La Moña, a local in Centro Habana at the 

intersection of Carlos III and Infanta. La Moña was created by DJ Adalberto Jiménez. The 

administration of this rap haven charged a very cheap admission fee. La Moña served to host 

bigger events for the scene when compared to the more limited capacity of the bonches (Pacini-

Hernandez and Garofalo 2004). From that space would emerge some of the pioneers of Cuban rap 

such as SBS, Primera Base, Triple A, Al Corte, and Amenaza (Fernandes 2006:90). 

 

Given the relatively late arrival of the hip-hop culture to the island, is not surprising that by the 

mid-1990s Cuban rap still sounded very “American” in its beats and rapping styles.15 We should 

                                                        
15 Arguably, the emergence of rap cubano as a distinct genre can be traced to Amenaza’s (now 
Orishas) performance in 1996, at the Alamar hip-hop festival, where the band incorporated Afro-
Cuban batá percussion into their performance, winning them first place in the competition. The 
album demo of what later became A lo Cubano (The Cuban Way) was presented by producer 
Pablo Herrera and the members of Amenaza to several state record labels without any interested 
in its publication (Borges-Triana 2018). The band then relocated to France where their album was 
published and sold more than 400,000 copies in twenty-three countries (Zamora 2017). Rap 
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keep in mind that Cuba, in its efforts to quickly develop a tourist industry, became highly exposed 

to globalization during these years. On the other hand, as Hisham D. Aidi observed: 

“Globalization is in many ways Americanization –the spread of the lone superpower's ideas, 

trends, and products; but given the import of African-American culture in the US, cultural 

globalization is often the dissemination of African-American styles” (2014:xxi). Nonetheless, the 

importance of the movement for national culture, even at this very early stage, was undeniable. 

These were Cuban artists, performing for a Cuban audience, in Cuba. Yet once again the cultural 

authorities seemed to ignore the fact that the history of Cuban culture is the history of 

transculturation (Ortiz 1995). As it happened in previous decades with other alternative scenes 

such as rock and jazz, early hip-hop enthusiasts were considered social misfits and supporters of 

an imperialist cultural invasion from the US (Remón and González 2010:9). 

 

As Sujatha Fernandes observed: “Cuban hip-hop emerged as a local response to experiences of 

displacement, relocation, impoverishment, and discrimination” (2006:90). The majority of the 

early scene was composed of young people of African descent who lived in underprivileged 

neighborhoods. As Roberto Zurbano described, they became the chroniclers of what was 

happening in these marginalized places, and in the Cuban society in general, in the 1990s. “They 

had a critical vision of their lives and their country way before the arrival of hip-hop, but they 

found in rap the ideal instrument to understand their situation, organize their discourse, and turn it 

into a social tribune, sweeping along thousands of followers” (Roberto Zurbano cited in Gámez 

2014). Marc D. Perry (2017) offers a similar reading of the movement, when he identifies it as 

being at a privileged social position, playing the double role of “chroniclers of the revolutionary 

decadence” and “potential guardians of its utopian call.”  
                                                                                                                                                                     

artist/street poet Telmary Díaz, has popularized a theory that traces the roots of Cuban rap to the 
encounter between repentismo (the call-and-response tradition of Cuban country music) and the 
moyugba afrocubana, a series of prayers at the heart of Afro-Cuban religious traditions 
(Dubinsky 2017).  
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Perry, the author of Negro Soy Yo: Hip-Hop and Raced Citizenship in Neoliberal Cuba, noted 

that, beyond a question of demographics, many of the rappers that initiated the movement in 

Cuba evoked their blackness in a strategic way (2017). Hip-hop gave them a distinctive political 

identity from which they lived and expressed their music, their lyrics, and a particular social 

message. At the same time, the emphasis on the black nature of the movement allowed rappers to 

articulate their frustration with the contradictions resulting from the utopian vision of a raceless 

society proclaimed by the Cuban state, and the decline of such promise in the 1990s. Equipped 

with this ideological armor, the emergent hip-hop movement exhibited an impressive mobilizing 

capacity, which has been matched by other alternative music scenes in Havana only recently, 

after a more consumerist mentality has starting to consolidate.  

 

According to Ariel Fernández (aka DJ Asho), one of the earliest DJs of the movement, there were 

three major forces behind hip-hop productions in the 1990s and early 2000s in the capital 

(Zamora 2017). First, there was Fernández himself, who introduced rap music to many habaneros 

through his DJ sets in the early 1990s. Later, Fernández, who was trained as a sound engineer, 

became the host of the first radio show on Cuban and international rap: La Esquina del Rap (The 

Rap’s Corner). Fernández also became the main institutional promoter of hip-hop at a national 

level, working with the Asociación Hermanos Saíz (AHS). There was also the quintessential 

Pablo Herrera, former producer and manager of Amenaza (now Orishas) and other rap bands such 

as the female trio Instinto. In 2001 Herrera produced Cuban Hip-Hop All Stars, the first 

compilation of Cuban rap.16 Finally, we have Rodolfo Rensoli and his Grupo Uno, who founded 

                                                        
16 There are very few recordings of Cuban rap from the 1990s. The prime medium for 
documenting the rap scene in Havana was the camera lens (Baker 2011:297). We can appreciate 
this in several foreign and Cuban film documentaries such as Joshua Bee Alafia’s Cuban Hip 
Hop All Stars (2004), Ricardo Bacallao’s A Short Radiography of Hip Hop in Cuba (2004), 
Lisandro Pérez-Rey’s La FabriK (2004), Anna Boden and Ryan Fleck’s Young Rebels (2005), 
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the hip-hop festival in East Havana in 1995. The event started as a series of street concerts in the 

Eastern neighborhood Antonio Guiteras, where Rensoli was from. Its program and attendance 

grew very fast. Within a couple of years, it was moved to a 1,500-capacity amphitheater -that 

was attended by more than 3,000 according to Rensoli- and became the Alamar International 

Hip-Hop Festival (Jank 2017). Fernández, Herrera and Rensoli should be credited for 

popularizing a community approach to music production that considers institutional support as a 

complementary part of the process, and not necessarily as its center. Surprisingly, these three 

forces never collaborated in a common project. 

 

By 1995 the scene was large enough to justify the organization of the big event that Rensoli and 

his team had in mind. That year, the independent collective Grupo Uno put together the first of a 

series of successful hip-hop festivals in East Havana. The event did not receive significant 

support from the state cultural institutions during the first two editions. However, by 1997 the 

international connotation of the festival and the growing attendance and bands interested in 

performing were getting beyond the practical possibilities of Rensoli’s team. Grupo Uno decided 

to seek institutional help. The AHS offered support and took over the organization of the festival 

until its dissolution in 2003. This state organization had built a positive reputation among rappers 

in the capital. When the movement was very young in 1992, some AHS functionaries had pushed 

for the creation of a space for rap at La Piragua (Fernandes 2006:90). 

 

Despite the AHS being the main sponsor of the festival in East Havana, Rensoli remained 

organizing the event until 1999, when an “obscure incident” made him quit, leaving the festival 

management entirely in the AHS hands (Zamora 2017). The loss of autonomy of the festival as 

early as 1997 was a polemic move by Grupo Uno. Institutional support came at the cost of 
                                                                                                                                                                     

Emilia Menocal and Jauretsi Saizarbitoria’s East of Havana (2006), and Thomas Nybo’s 
Guerrilla Radio: The Hip-Hop Struggle under Castro (2007).  
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exclusion of some rappers with a radical discourse and controversial ideas. The AHS’ inefficient 

management has been frequently blamed for causing the end of the most important event for 

Cuban hip-hop so far (Fernandes 2006; Olavarria 2014). However, it is clear that Rensoli and his 

team were not left with too many options. Back in the late 1990s, and still today, independent 

producers lacked the resources and official approval to carry on large-scale events without 

institutional involvement. So, it was a matter of time before state organizations got involved with 

a festival that was drawing thousands of fans and international performers. 

  

At the turn of the century, Havana and its noncommercial hip-hop festival became highly 

idealized by US rappers and activists as the new home of old school rap. In 1998, the Black 

August Hip-Hop Collective established a fruitful alliance involving independent Cuban producers 

such as Pablo Herrera, cultural promoters, state organizations, and US collaborators (Baker 

2011). Important cultural links between Havana and New York were restored, including the visit 

and performance in the Alamar festival of several delegations of activists and “conscious rappers” 

such as Black Star, Common, The Roots, Mos Def, and Talib Kweli. The Black August Hip-Hop 

Collective organized concerts in New York in 2001, where Cuban artists such as Obsesión, RCA, 

and Anónimo Consejo performed to raise money for the Cuban movement as well as to maintain 

an emergency fund for political prisoners in the US. A key figure of the Black August’s years was 

Nehanda Abiodun, a Black Liberation Army activist in political exile in Cuba. Abiodun, together 

with singer and actor Harry Belafonte, were the main connection between New York and Havana 

(Llamoca 2017).  

 

Abiodun also played an important role through a campaign that she organized to teach local 

rappers the negative aspects of US “gangsta rap,” which had become extremely popular in the 

island (Olavarria 2014). Despite the progressive approach of popular bands such as Obsesión, for 
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a significant part of the Cuban rap that was being produced at the time the norm was to follow the 

misogynist patterns of US gangsta icons like Ice Cube, Snoop Dogg and Dr. Dre. This oppressive 

environment encouraged many female rappers such as Las Krudxs Cubensi to relocate in other 

countries. Other popular artists such as Telmary Díaz started to collaborate with projects of other 

music scenes to escape the narrowmindedness of the male dominated rap culture. On top of the 

gender issues, Díaz’s music with her band Free Hole Negro was not warmly welcomed by the 

hip-hop community that gathered around the Alamar festival. They performed in the 1999 edition 

using musical instruments, rather than rapping over loops and beats, and incorporated Cuban 

music that was mixed with their performance. The consensus of both the organizers and the 

audience was that Free Hole Negro was too commercial and out of place for the festival 

(Dubinsky 2017). 

      

To add to the politicization of the scene, in 1999 Black August’s Harry Belafonte visited Havana 

to attend the international film festival. During his stay he talked to Fidel Castro about hip-hop 

and its role as a force for positive social change. Shortly after, minister of culture Abel Prieto 

declared rap to be an “authentic expression of Cuban culture” (Baker 2011:12). After Prieto’s 

official statement the state network of cultural promoters and functionaries started collaborating 

with independent hip-hop producers and artists to create an institutional infrastructure for the 

scene. The story has it that Belafonte had the original idea of creating a governmental agency for 

the Cuban hip-hop movement (Rohrlich 2015). At the beginning, the majority of the scene 

approved the direct involvement of the state. However, while the process of institutionalization 

was taking place, a group of producers, taking advantage of the introduction of digital 

technologies in the island, continued building an independent stream to the state-backed scene. A 

good example is the MC/producer Humberto Joel Cabrera (aka Papá Humbertico), who founded 

the iconic home recording studio Real 70 in Guanabacoa in 2001. Real 70 created a blueprint for 
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the future aesthetics of Cuban underground rap (Aguilera 2010:11). Although it was not the first 

studio/label to incorporate digital sampling techniques in Havana (e.g. Pablo Herrera had done it 

before in the 1990s), it definitely took this production approach to the next level, consolidating it 

as the sound of the movement.  

 

The digital sampling method became extremely popular in other important home recording 

studios of Havana such as Las 26 Musas, Omnibus, Enfori Productions, and Champion Records, 

that were founded after Real 70 (Borges-Triana 2015:181). The narrative possibilities of digital 

sampling, achieved by indexing particular moments, periods, feelings, ideals or places by quoting 

other music or sound pieces, served a double purpose. On the one hand, it helped to overcome the 

material limitations of the crisis in terms of lack of turntables, vinyl records, mixers, and analog 

samplers. On the other hand, the aesthetical preference for the digital was not for the “act” of 

sampling, but for the “sound” of sampling, which gave the producers more creative possibilities 

and a mammoth archive to draw inspiration from. This latter generation of rappers who 

incorporated an intensive use of digital sampling to their music can be exemplified with artists 

such as Los Aldeanos, Silvito El Libre, Maykel Xtremo, Los Paisanos, or La Alianza. As Roberto 

Zurbano observed in the documentary film Revolution (Pedrero 2010), instead of the traditional 

focus on racial and economic segregation of the previous generation, their work became better 

known for an explicit criticism of the Cuban state and its institutions.  

 

Let’s get back to the process of institutionalization. A new era for Cuban hip-hop started in 2002, 

when the Cuban Agency of Rap (ACR), the only governmental organization of its kind in the 

world, was officially founded. In the beginning, many Cuban rappers were excited to see their 

movement validated both culturally and economically. “The institutional structure of an empresa 

-state-run commercial enterprises that are the basis of the Cuban economy- would not only give 



 

55 

 

rap artists access to the government’s concert venues, recording equipment, and retail stores. It 

would also give them an avenue to be legally paid for their music” (Rohrlich 2015). During the 

first couple of years the ACR introduced important spaces, that indicated that a comprehensive 

infrastructure for the scene was in motion. Shortly after the agency was constituted, the Ministry 

of Culture (MINCULT) endorsed the launching of the hip-hop publication Movimiento 

(Movement) and the record label Asere Producciones. Many paid little attention to the closure of 

the Alamar festival in 2003, which was not publicly announced, leading many to think that the 

festival would be back any time soon in the future. A vibe of optimism and hope prevailed. 

However, the tensions between the ACR representatives and artists began very early in the 2000s. 

 

The first encounter derived from the elitist nature conceived for the ACR. There was a limited 

institutional capacity in terms of resources, unable to absorb the high supply of hip-hop projects 

in the island. The agency catalogue could only fit a maximum of ten rap bands at a time, leaving 

the rest divided in amateur rappers supported by the AHS and independent rappers with no legal 

status (Baker 2011:17). At the same time, there was the ideological aspect, the challenge for a 

governmental agency to balance the rappers and the state’s interests. Instead of supporting other 

necessary non-institutional spaces, the official discourse only validated the projects coming from 

the ACR and the AHS. For the rest of the artists, which comprised the majority of the movement, 

the only options left from the state point of view were to either wait until the ACR could grow, or 

to work harder to be good enough to be included in the restricted catalogue of the agency. 

 

The other early dispute was related to transformations in the economic policy of the country that 

were taking place at the time. When the Cuban state was able to breathe again, after the worst 

years of the crisis, it realized that it could not subsidize the inefficiency of the state corporate 

sector anymore. The new economic strategy of corporate decentralization, known as 
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perfeccionamiento empresarial (corporate perfecting, a sort of preamble to the “update”), 

demanded that state companies improve their creativity in order to remain profitable. This 

involved finding markets for their products and services, which became a big challenge for the 

cultural industries. The sector of cultural production lacked, and still lacks, a legal framework that 

facilitates the development of a sustainable demand, particularly at a national level.  

 

In the beginning the ACR administration, given the commercial orientation imposed on the entity, 

was very supportive of the emergent reguetón scene. Not only this was at odds with underground 

“conscious rappers,” but it actually divided the movement by offering better opportunities and 

more stage time to former rap artists who switched to the more marketable reguetón. The artists 

that “sold out” are not the ones to blame here. They were encouraged to embrace a more 

commercial genre for practical reasons. As a renowned music producer and former ACR 

representative noted in a recent interview: “Making music is also a business. People had to make 

money. Not even Cuban artists are immune to the market forces of hip-hop, or how changing 

consumer tastes can influence music-makers. So if that means they have to make reguetón, then 

they're making reguetón” (Isnay Rodríguez cited in Llamoca 2017). 

 

The idea, popularized by Geoffrey Baker, that “rap's greatest enemy wasn't government control 

but reguetón boom” generalizes a dynamic that lasted a relative short amount of time (2011:161). 

To be fair, the excessive institutional control exerted on the scene, the invalidation of alternative 

spaces, as well as the elitist nature of the ACR, caught between the functions of making rap 

lucrative and authentic at the same time, have been the main causes behind the ongoing hostility 

between Cuban rappers and the agency. The exclusive focus of the agency on rap, leaving the 

other elements of hip-hop culture significantly out of the picture is another evidence of the lack of 

depth that characterized the process of institutionalization of Cuban hip-hop. The consensus 
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among the different parties involved in the scene is that alternative spaces to institutional hip-hop 

should have been protected, and even encouraged. In an interview for the independent Havana 

Times, Rodolfo Rensoli made the following remarks: “In a country that is institutionalized and 

‘academicized’ like Cuba, rap needs its own structure, its own community. The Cuban Agency of 

Rap has created an expectation of belonging to it, but it has resulted in a lack of intra-vision and 

the improvement of the movement” (Cano 2012). 

 

To be sure, tensions had been building before the creation of the ACR, during the last years of the 

Alamar festival, when it was being organized by the AHS. In 2002, Papá Humbertico took a risky 

path when he decided to perform at the event hoisting a banner with the words “social 

denunciation,” and publicly commented, in the presence of foreign press, about serious issues of 

corruption and power abuse threatening the existence of alternative music scenes. The 

rapper/producer was immediately banned from performing publicly and the following year was 

the last edition of Alamar. Five days after Papá Humbertico’s incident the formation of the ACR 

was announced (Rohrlich 2015). 

 

In 2008, the MINCULT offered institutional support to Rodolfo Rensoli to organize a new rap 

festival, Capital de la Moña, in Alamar (Hernández 2008). The event only had a few editions, 

“thanks,” as Rensoli observed, “to the not so consistent efforts of local cultural leaders” (Cano 

2012). Even with the incentive of a great lineup, that included popular acts such as Ogguere, 

Anónimo Consejo, Los Aldeanos and Hermanos de Causa, the festival did not generate the buzz 

that was expected after the return of Grupo Uno’s founder to the legendary Alamar amphitheater. 

This was, perhaps, the last time that independent rap producers and state institutions made a 

serious effort to restore their delicate relationship. Rensoli himself admitted in an interview that 

the optimism around institutional hip-hop had vanished: “The Cuban hip-hop movement, and the 
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rest of today’s alternative music scenes, were not lucky enough to have the kind of progressive 

institutional support of what an Haydée Santamaría was for the nueva trova movement” (Tena 

2008).17 The “golden years” for Cuban hip-hop were waning, leaving a sensation of bitterness and 

nostalgia for what once was the most influential and prolific alternative scene in the island.  

 

2.1.2 The Fall 

 

Michel Hernández is a renowned music journalist who writes for several independent and state 

publications, among them Granma, the official newspaper of the Communist Party. I interviewed 

him in November 2016. Hernández’s column in Granma, together with Joaquín Borges-Triana’s 

in Juventud Rebelde, and the TV show Cuerda Viva, are three of the few official spaces 

promoting and debating alternative music scenes.18 According to Hernández, the main cause of 

this lack of official media coverage is the self-censorship that characterizes journalism made from 

the state institutions in Cuba (Hernández 2016). Additionally, cultural journalists working in the 

institutional system lack the incentive to attend late concerts in the peripheral areas where 

alternative music events often take place.  

 

                                                        
17 Haydée Santamaría was one of the survivors of the Moncada garrison attack in 1953, 
considered the armed action that triggered the events that ended up bringing Fidel Castro and his 
army to power in 1959. Santamaría was appointed director of Casa de las Américas where she 
created a haven for the nueva trova movement. This scene suffered significant censorship in the 
1960s. Under Santamaría’s management, Casa de las Américas hosted a series of events such as 
the International Symposium of the Protest Song and presentations of singer-songwriters from 
Cuba, Latin America, and the US. As Robin D. Moore observed: “Only an individual with the 
impeccable revolutionary credentials of Santamaría could have done so at that time” (2006:148).   
18 Just before submitting this dissertation in July 2018, Joaquín Borges-Triana announced in an 
open letter published on Facebook by Michel Hernández, his decision to stop writing his 
Juventud Rebelde column Los que soñamos por la oreja. Borges-Triana explained in the letter 
that he decided to drop his 30-year column after an article he wrote on the rap act Orishas was 
censored by the administration of Juventud Rebelde (Borges-Triana 2018). 
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After several years writing for Granma, Hernández admitted that he is trusted with writing with 

very few restrictions. However, writing from official media involves dealing with red flags, 

controversial topics, and blacklisted artists that could cost him his career in the very unlikely 

scenario that the material was approved for publication and printed. The Alamar festival and the 

Cuban hip-hop scene are among the topics that he rather prefers to address outside his role as a 

journalist employed by the state. Hernández told me that the Alamar festival came to an end 

because it was growing at a pace impossible to control by the state institutions. The first impulse 

of the government, he told me, is to try to shut down everything that it cannot control. Other 

analysts have a different opinion. Geoffrey Baker believes that “the death of the festival was the 

result of a loss of purpose and coherence among hip-hoppers and a loss of interest by audiences; 

the AHS response [the abandonment of the festival] was a consequence, not the cause” 

(2011:336). My reading of the events, based on the interviews that I conducted as part of my field 

research work, is closer to that of Hernández’s. Let me elaborate briefly on what he means by 

“control” in the specific case of the festival. 

 

Besides its significant logistical contribution, that made possible the celebration of a bigger event, 

the direct involvement of the AHS also acted as a sort of institutional filter installed to privilege 

the performance of less confrontational rap bands at the festival. At the end, it became very 

difficult to justify the omission of some artists who represented the very essence of the movement 

that started the festival in the first place. At the same time, in the context of a public event, now 

mainly organized by a state organization, the audience saw a safer opportunity to voice its 

discontent with political and economic decisions enforced by the government. The AHS had to 

mediate between conflicting interests between the scene and the cultural authorities. The latter 

prevailed. The festival’s subtle closure did not go unnoticed. However, the scene was so 

distracted with the process of institutionalization, that it underestimated the significance of 
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defending a festival that offered a haven for independent hip-hop. This distraction, that Baker 

calls “a loss of purpose and coherence among hip-hoppers” and “a loss of interest by audiences,” 

was rather a clear example of soft power exercised by the state, a strategic move premeditated by 

the MINCULT, the ACR, and the AHS’ functionaries.  

  

By 2003, almost every aspect related to the festival organization relied on institutional 

management via the AHS. The state agenda, in my own and Hernández’s opinion, was to let the 

festival die out of managerial inactivity. The difficult economic moment, that considerably 

affected the state budget for cultural production, the dissident nature of popular bands, and social 

indiscipline, that included the use of illegal drugs at the event, were among the arguments used 

for the shutdown. These arguments had been used already to attack other alternative music scenes 

such as rock, leading to the closure of cult spaces such as El Patio de María.19 Despite the dose of 

truth that might lay behind these excuses, it is relevant to point out at the double standard logic 

being applied by the state organizations and functionaries behind these decisions. Many of the 

tourist-oriented nightclubs and entertainment centers opened by the state during the 1990s and 

2000s hold a negative reputation as important hubs for drug consumption and prostitution. Here, 

the state does make an effort to keep them safe, mobilizing all the resources that need to be 

mobilized. When economic interests are at play Cuba’s cultural policy becomes more flexible, or 

at least that is what these selective procedures suggest. 

 

Without Alamar, the rap movement was divided between a stream of independent producers 

struggling against censorship and the lack of legitimate spaces to perform, and the activities 
                                                        
19 Between the late 1980s and early 2000s, El Patio de María played a huge role for the rock 
movement in Havana. This alternative space was closed by the government in 2003. María 
Gattorno, who directed it, was appointed president of the Cuban Agency of Rock in 2013, after 
the artists that were affiliated with the agency wrote a protest letter against the appointment of 
Blanca Recodé, arguing that the interests that she represented were very distant from those of the 
Cuban rock movement (Rodríguez 2016). 
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organized around institutional hip-hop. Besides the good intentions of some functionaries of the 

ACR, I have had a really hard time to read or listen to something positive about the agency. In 

our interview, Hernández described the ACR’s role as a total failure, partially to blame on 

broader policies that rule Cuba’s cultural system. One of the main problems is related to the 

incapacity of the state sector to create enough incentives to keep its workforce motivated and 

engaged with their jobs. This low-motivated workforce often lacks the specialization required to 

manage a particular music scene. Another big problem is the superficial and dogmatic vision of 

many cultural functionaries and decision-makers in regards to the role of cultural production in 

contemporary societies. I will elaborate on this argument in the following chapters. The very 

leadership of the ACR, and other similar experiments such as the Cuban Agency of Rock, have 

been questioned for being selected among political circles and not having the most basic grasp of 

the scene that they are summoned to represent.20  

 

Some key figures of the scene such as Ariel Fernández, who occupied a high rank position in the 

institutional system until he relocated to New York in 2004, have also questioned the very 

existence of an organization like the ACR. In this regard, Fernández sarcastically commented: 

The Cuban Rap Agency was created almost overnight. A division of a division of a 

division of the Cuban Ministry of Culture, the Rap Agency is housed within a 

government office building at the corner of Calle F and Calle 15 in Havana’s Vedado 

neighborhood. Imagine an entity within the Department of Commerce put in charge of 

the American hip-hop industry. When they said: “We have this job offer for you,” I was 

really concerned. For a minute, it looked like they were embracing us, but they were 

really trying to infiltrate us. When the Cuban Rap Agency has to make a decision, whose 

interests are they going to protect? The government’s or hip-hop’s? (Rohrlich 2015). 
                                                        
20 Communist Party-member Susana García, a linguist without any knowledge about hip-hop or 
the music industry, was installed as the first director of the ACR in 2002 (Rohrlich 2015). 
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Pablo Herrera, who is considered the quintessential Cuban rap producer from the 1990s until 

2008, when he relocated to Scotland, had an even blunter opinion: “I told everyone, once this is in 

place, it could only lead to the end of the scene. That’s what the system does: it controls things, it 

can deal with things only by controlling them (ibid).  

 

Everything started going downhill for the hip-hop scene when the Alamar festival disappeared or, 

as many argue, was dropped by the AHS. Most of the independent stream of producers and MCs 

that were not included in the ACR’s catalogue, became even more radical and explicit in their 

criticism to the government policies and the institutional system. The lack of spaces to perform 

forced non-institutional rappers to find allies. As I will describe in more detail in the next section, 

in 2006 the underground EDM scene was going through a process of expansion that included the 

organization of an independent festival, which gathered a significant part of Cuba’s cultural 

avant-garde. Since 1998, a group of promoters and DJs, that later formed the independent 

producing company Matraka Producciones, had organized a three-day summer rave known as the 

Rotilla festival. After the coordinators of Rotilla started receiving financial support and 

organizational advice from a Serbian festival called EXIT in 2005, their rave experienced 

significant growth and introduced important transformations .21 One of these changes was to turn 

Rotilla into an independent space for Cuban alternative music, rather than an event exclusively 

focused on EDM. Thanks to this and other structural modifications, the rappers that had lost 

Alamar in 2003 became visible and audible again. They found both a new ally and new fans.  

 

                                                        
21 EXIT is a summer mega-festival of alternative music held annually since 2000, in the city of 
Novi Sad, Serbia. The festival was founded in the university park to support the struggle of the 
Serbian student movement and the political organization Otpor! (Resistance!) against the 
government of Slobodan Milošević. EXIT was moved to the Petrovaradin Fortress in 2001, after 
the Yugoslavian general election in 2000. The festival name derives from the slogan of the first 
edition: “Exit out of ten years of madness,” a reference to Milošević rule (Stojanović 2003; 
Boitelle and Van Driel 2012).   
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The collaborations between underground EDM and rap producers favored the rise of a new 

generation of rappers, better known for their anti-institutional and deracialized discourse. These 

artists, “attracted people who were not primarily hip-hop fans, leading to greater social and racial 

diversity in the scene” (Baker 2011:17). They began to be associated with the most radical and 

popular voices of Cuban hip-hop. With their ascension, the internationalist, race-based alliances 

of the Black August years started losing ground to more localized, race-blind interactions with 

other marginalized scenes. The ultimate exponent of this group of rappers was the Havana duo 

Los Aldeanos. In 2007, Los Aldeanos founded the independent collective known as La Comisión 

Depuradora (The Purifying Commission), a direct reference to the board in charge of signing the 

execution orders of the Revolution’s enemies at La Cabaña fortress in 1959.  

 

La Comisión Depuradora was a project produced by Matraka. Although it had a very short 

existence, being dissolved shortly after the release of a double album and two performances, its 

harsh denunciation of the government resonated among many Cubans that were frustrated with 

the endless crisis and the measures implemented to cope with it. The rappers of La Comisión 

Depuradora became the “face” of Cuban rap also due to the early stagnation of the ACR. The 

momentum from the creation of the agency plus the US interest in Cuban rap, had significantly 

cooled down, leaving the institutional rappers busier with paperwork than with concerts and 

records. At the same time, the anti-systemic movement popularized among the scene by members 

of La Comisión Depuradora opened (underground) commercial avenues for independent 

productions. This was a revolutionary fact for Cuba’s informal economy of music, especially if 

we consider that most of the rap albums commercialized at the time featured an openly dissident 

discourse and attitude.22 In this regard, Ana Mercedes Ruiz observed:  

                                                        
22 I refer to these musical productions as dissident in the sense that they express alternative and 
oppositional images, values, and ideas to those of the official political discourse (Fernandes 
2006). However, the Cuban movements of cultural dissidence that have developed after the 
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The surge of bands and artistic styles which were not promoted (or supported) by the 

government as a result of their critical discourse not only reflected the critical thinking of 

the population, but also allowed for the creation of economic development within the 

artistic community in Cuba, as well as for the creation of networks, necessary in the view 

of censorship. All of these ramifications had not happened before in the realm of socially 

conscious music in Cuba, or any type of artistic enterprise for that matter. This is not to 

say that the musical production of years before was not sufficient to provide incentive for 

enormous changes within the artistic community and the consequent repercussion in 

society and youth in particular. However, the political, social and economic conditions 

had not been sufficient in previous years for these monumental changes to occur 

(2011:84). 

 

Matraka and the underground EDM scene were key in the prevalence of non-institutional rap. 

Independent rappers felt the support of Matraka not only via stage time in Rotilla, but also 

through the direct involvement of the producer in other events. An example of Matraka’s 

collaborative approach is its contribution in the production of the annual independent hip-hop 

award ceremony Puños Arriba (Raised Fists, 2009-present). The ACR, with the complicity of 

other state organizations, have sabotaged the event several times (Matienzo 2016).23 The logo of 

                                                                                                                                                                     

Special Period are far from reaching the level of organization of their counterparts in ex-socialist 
countries such as Czechoslovakia, Poland, Hungary, and the USSR. I agree with Fernandes 
(2006) in that this is a consequence of the ability of the Cuban state to incorporate 
counterhegemonic movements via institutionalization. At the same time, as the state continues 
cutting its budget for the cultural sector and a market economy gains prominence, we can see how 
increasingly musicians and producers adapt to the new economy of music and a dissident stance 
loses ground. The hip-hop scene remains the main source of cultural dissidence on the island. 
23 Since the very first edition of Puños Arriba in 2009, the event has gone through a lot of 
difficulties in its organization due to last minute decisions of the entities on charge of approving 
it. In 2009, the independent hip-hop award ceremony was celebrated at the movie theatre Riviera. 
Unexpectedly, the lights went on before the ceremony was over, just before the awards for Best 
Album of the Year and Most Popular Album were announced. In both cases the winner was the 
harsh El Atropello by Los Aldeanos (Gutiérrez 2011:6-7). In 2013, the ICM and the ACR 
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Puños Arriba is a closed fist, which represents the struggle of the hip-hop movement to reach the 

place that has been denied to it within Cuban culture. The event has played a key role in the 

consolidation of an underground market for independent rap albums in Cuba (Pedrero 2010).  

 

By 2009, the close collaboration between Serbia’s EXIT, Matraka, and a group of independent 

rappers took a dramatic turn. There are different versions of the story, but what has been 

confirmed is that the Serbian music promoter Rajko Bozic, president of the board of State of 

EXIT Foundation, arrived that year in Havana. Bozic reached Cuba with instructions to recruit 

local rappers, in particular Los Aldeanos, to spark an anti-government youth movement. The 

operation included the launching of a social media application, known as ZunZuneo, similar to 

Twitter, "to help Cuban youth break the information blockade" (Associated Press 2014). Both the 

hip-hop and the “Cuban Twitter” operations were designed by Xavier Utset, who worked for the 

US company Creative Associates International. One year later, Los Aldeanos, that were banned 

from performing in public after they lost their regular gig at Club Barbaram (now Pepito’s Bar), 

played the EXIT festival in Novi Sad, Serbia (Gutiérrez 2011:2). There, they arguably received 

leadership training from Bozic and other founders of EXIT such as Bojan Boskovic, who had 

been hired by Creative Associates International, a Washington-based company with a 

multimillion-dollar contract to run some of the programs of the United States Agency for 

International Development (USAID). That same year (2010) the rebellious duo performed at the 

Rotilla festival and slammed the Cuban government before some 15,000 people.  

 

The story of the international plot to use rappers in an effort to force social change in Cuba was 

first published in a 2014 investigative article by Associated Press. Bian Oscar Rodríguez (aka El 

                                                                                                                                                                     

announced that the ceremony was not approved. Around fifty rappers, led by Soandry del Río and 
Michel Matos from Matraka, organized a peaceful protest in front of the ICM building in Vedado. 
At the end, the event took place in the municipality of Playa, at the National Circus tent.   
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B) from Los Aldeanos, publicly denied any funding or training received by the duo, and accused 

Associated Press of using their name to make the story more sensational (Cantor-Navas 2014). 

Aldo Rodríguez, the other Aldeano, also denied any sponsorship or instructions received from the 

USAID (Gámez 2014). Associated Press had originally published that this “was a project that 

could have landed Rajko Bozic in jail. So when he made his pitch to team up with hip-hop artist 

Aldo Rodríguez, Bozic left out the part about his true intentions or that he was working for the 

USAID” (2014). 

  

In regards to the scandal, the USAID only commented that this was not a clandestine program but 

rather part of a bigger “pro-democracy mission” aimed at strengthening civil society in “countries 

like Cuba.” To avoid any connection between the Serbians and the USAID, Creative Associates 

International had set up a front company in Panama called Salida (Exit) and a bank account in 

Lichtenstein. The story was manipulated by different sensationalist blogs, websites, social media, 

and every party interpreted it as it was more convenient. In any case, the incident played well for 

the Cuban government who found a legitimate reason to silence “an authentic source of protest 

that had produced some of the hardest-hitting grassroots criticism since Fidel Castro took power 

in 1959” (Associated Press 2014). The Cuban State Security learned about the USAID-Serbia 

operation years before it went public. Bozic had been detained in November 2009, when he tried 

to import plenty of video and computer equipment to Cuba, as well as a memory stick with 

documents linking him to Creative Associates International. His luggage was seized and he took a 

flight back to Serbia. Shortly after Bozic left Cuba, USAID contractor Alan Gross was arrested 

and sentenced to fifteen years of Cuban prison.24  

                                                        
24 Alan Gross was arrested in Cuba on suspicion of espionage after having been caught 
distributing illegal communications equipment to Jewish community groups. His mission was 
part of a government-funded “democracy promotion” program, authorized by the Helms-Burton 
Act. Gross and Rolando Sarraff, a senior Cuban Interior Ministry official now spying for the US, 
were swapped for three of the “Five Heroes” that were still imprisoned in US jails. The swapping 
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The USAID’s clear intentions to undermine the Cuban government, added to the growing 

attendance to the Rotilla festival (30,000 people in 2010), created a tense atmosphere. The 

delicate moment in international politics resulting from the Arab Spring, exacerbated the tensions 

that cost Matraka its festival in 2011. The independent festival of alternative music, which was 

the summer highlight for hip-hop fans, was intervened, or Matraka’s members would rather say, 

hijacked by the MINCULT (Santana 2013). The Matraka collective was banned and a provincial 

state organization was designated to run the event using the same dates and location. Initially, the 

cultural authorities even tried to appropriate the festival’s name. After Matraka and its supporters 

ongoing denunciation the name was finally changed to Verano en Jibacoa.    

 

I talked to Adrián Monzón, one of the founders of Matraka, in January 2016. According to 

Associated Press, Monzón was the only Cuban aware of the connections between the EXIT 

festival, Creative Associates International, USAID and Cuban rappers (2014). During our 

conversation, he seemed very frustrated with the topic and it was obvious that he did not want to 

talk too much about it. He only told me that at that moment, he saw the controversial funding 

source as a means to achieve two very important ends: to help expand a legitimate cultural 

movement, and to create the conditions for a safe platform for diverse political ideas (Monzón 

2016). In an earlier interview with Miami’s Nuevo Herald, Monzón said that he never worked 

directly to overthrow the Cuban government, but rather he acted as an intermediary for the Cuban 

people who has been deprived of any form of dissent and was sick of the politicians that rule the 

country (Gámez 2014). Roberto Zurbano, founder of the first and only Cuban hip-hop magazine, 

the now defunct Movimiento, was also interviewed by the Nuevo Herald about the public 
                                                                                                                                                                     

of spies came as a result of two years of secret meetings between the Cuban and US governments 
in Ottawa, leading to the events of 17-D-2014, the “normalization” of diplomatic relations 
between the US and Cuba governments. The Cuban government also released fifty-three political 
prisoners as part of the deal (Anderson 2016). 
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diplomacy affair. He noted that he was not surprised at all by “the external attempts of 

manipulation targeting the most critical cultural movement of the last thirty years in Cuba” (ibid). 

“Cuban hip-hop,” he said, “has faced more complex stories and criticism than a simple media 

manipulation incident or the accusation of mercenariness; for example, the inner divisions, the 

exodus, the absence of a market, and the marginalization from the media and the major 

promotional spaces” (ibid).  

 

By 2011 the hip-hop and the underground EDM scenes had lost their two main festivals. At the 

same time, new guidelines for Cuba’s socioeconomic model were being approved and enforced 

under the administration of Raúl Castro. Although cultural production was significantly left out of 

the new regulatory frameworks, the indirect effect of the reforms made a huge impact on the 

economy of music. Yet, the direct criticism of the state and its policies, as well as the 

noncommercial approach of the local rap movement, has made it very difficult for the scene to 

compete in the new scenario. Although Cuban rap producers were quick in appropriating digital 

technologies in their home recording studios, other alternative scenes such as reguetón and 

commercial EDM arrived more prepared to benefit from the new economy of increased private 

businesses, tourism, and digital promotion and commercialization (Zamora 2017).  

 

Contrasting with the rudimentary underground market for independent rap albums, sold very 

cheaply to foreigners attending concerts in small venues, the reguetón and commercial EDM 

movements had created a more solid economic dimension since their establishment in the 2000s. 

The brokers of these other alternative music scenes, allied with producing companies such as 

P.M.M. and Sarao, often charged a considerably high admission fee for their performances. A 

part of this revenue went to their budget for future investments in equipment and technology as 

well as to cover ongoing production costs. Consequently, these scenes are more likely to take 
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advantage of Cuba’s recently expanded access to the Internet. This translates into increased 

possibilities of publishing content, independent mass-promotion, and access to updated 

information, applications, and software. As a result, reguetoneros and commercial EDM 

producers have secured more potential niche markets and revenues than their fellow rappers. This 

phenomenon extends to the famous paquete semanal (weekly package), where is very rare to find 

any material related to Cuban rap. The “package” curators and distributors avoid content that 

explicitly criticizes the Cuban government, which has become a staple of Cuban rap. However, 

depoliticized music videos of local reguetón and house music artists are extensively featured.  

 

The contemporary hip-hop scene has also been affected by the same economic asymmetries 

characteristic of Cuba’s society at large. Even though the hip-hop movement became significantly 

deracialized after the second half of the 2000s, we cannot underestimate the fact this continues to 

be a culture produced and consumed predominantly by Cubans of African descent, who have 

been disproportionately marginalized in the new economy (Perry 2017). As Kenneth Routon 

observed: 

Despite significant efforts by the revolutionary government to eradicate race (and class) 

disparities, the crisis of the Special Period [and its aftermath] has had a more devastating 

impact on the Afro-Cuban population. Afro-Cubans are far less likely than white Cubans 

to have family abroad to send dollar remittances during economic hard times and also to 

have fewer ties to the dollar economy generated by the growing tourist industry 

(2009:124). 

A study on race and income equality completed in 2004 by Sarah A. Blue revealed that, in 

Havana, the percentage of white households receiving remittances (44%) was almost twice the 

percentage of black households (23%), and significantly bigger than mixed-race households 

(36%). More recently, researchers Katrin Hansing and Manuel Orozco (2014) showed that in 
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Cuba “most remittances (estimated at 2.6 billion USD in 2014) benefit white households, while 

Afro-Cubans, who make up more than 60% of the island’s population, only receive a tiny share” 

(Hansing 2015).25 These asymmetries have been accentuated with the more radical approach of 

the “update.”  

 

On the other hand, due to escalating censorship, lack of venues in which to perform, institutional 

withdrawal, and the aforementioned failure to adjust to the new market economy, many of the 

key players of the underground hip-hop scene have migrated to different countries, mainly to the 

US. As Isnay Rodríguez put it:  

I would say 90 percent -or maybe more- of the key players from that era left the country. 

No one was left to pass the message to younger generations. In the US, you can still say, 

Afrika Bambaataa is having a show or he's doing a panel at a university. That's how the 

message gets passed down to younger generations. Those pioneers just aren't here. Who 

is the young generation going to learn from? (Isnay Rodríguez cited in Llamoca 2017). 

 

The hip-hop scene has played an important role in the production of transnational subjects since 

the early 1990s (West-Durán 2003; Pacini Hernández and Garofalo 2004). As Roberto Zurbano 

noted: “Cuban rappers work with expressions that are also marginalized in other parts of the 

planet, incorporating them in the local discourse of the periphery” (2009:150). Geoffrey Baker, 

who places Cuba together with Jamaica and Puerto Rico in the Caribbean trinity of rap, believes 

that “the importance of Cuban hip-hop lies not in its size but in its disproportionate influence on 

transnational hip-hop culture, activism, filmmaking, journalism, and scholarship” (2011:32). 
                                                        
25 Since the beginning of the Special Period remittances have become a matter of survival for 
Cuba’s economic model. In 2016, cash remittances to Cuba reached a record 3.4 billion USD, an 
increase of 2.7% from 2015. When combined, remittances in cash (3.3 billion USD) and in goods 
(3.5 billion USD) in 2015 were considerably higher than the total exports of the island (5.0 billion 
USD) in that year, including the sales in tourism and the exports of medicines, nickel, sugar and 
derivatives, tobacco and frozen fish and seafood (Morales 2017). 
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Baker sees Cuban hip-hop as “a root as well as a branch, a source as well as a reflection, a place 

to draw inspiration” (ibid).  

 

In recent years, Cuban hip-hop has become an even more transnational phenomenon due to 

escalating tensions with state cultural institutions as well as the new migratory policies that allow 

Cubans to travel more easily without losing their citizenship privileges. Fundamental brokers of 

the scene such as Pablo Herrera, Bárbaro “El Urbano” Vargas, and Rxndee Akozta, have 

relocated to remote places like Scotland, Switzerland, or Finland. In 2013, Papá Humbertico 

founded a subsidiary of his label Real 70 in Colombia. Although he has returned to Havana to 

keep producing music, performing with his band Mano Armada, and organizing events such as 

the freestyle contest Mortal Kombat Rap, the relationships established with Colombian venues 

and rappers allows him to go back and forth when he has an idea that is impossible to develop in 

Havana (Junco 2017). The list of raperos who have taken up residence in the US is quite large 

and includes major acts such as Los Aldeanos (now Aldo and Bian have solo projects), Krudxs 

Cubensi, Danay Suárez, Silvito “El Libre,” and Maykel Xtremo. Although some of them return to 

perform in Havana, the gap left by their departure has seriously eroded the scene in the capital. 

 

Many of the rappers that have relocated in other countries, and some of the ones that have stayed, 

remain overtly critical of the Cuban government, which in turn has exacerbated the tensions 

between the scene and the state cultural institutions. Some recent events are very illustrative of 

these tensions. For example, in 2015, Cuban rappers based in Havana and Miami, organized a 

concert in Costa Rica. The peaceful protest-like event was sponsored by Miami’s nonprofit 

Cuban Soul Foundation (Cubanet 2015). The idea behind the concert was to address the 

immigration crisis of thousands of Cubans stuck in the Central American country trying to get to 

the US. The concert also aimed to provide humanitarian aid to the migrants. That same year, the 
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Cuban Soul Foundation and the Asociación Pro Arte Libre, an independent group of artists, 

writers, and musicians inside Cuba, organized another concert in Panama City during the Summit 

of the Americas (Rohrlich 2015).  

 

Two of the Cuban MCs that performed in the Panama concert, Soandry del Río and Raudel 

Collazo, were expelled from the ACR after returning to Havana. The argument used to dismiss 

them was that they had failed to report income to the agency. In May 2015, a group of rappers 

from the ACR, that included artists from popular acts such as Renovación Urbana, Maikel y El 

Fonky, La Alianza, Ruta 11, Charly Mucha Rima, Cuentas Claras, and Yimi ConKlaze, sent a 

letter to the then minister of culture, Julián González, protesting the expulsion and accusing their 

agency of extreme inefficiency. Although the letter was aimed at criticizing the inadequate 

policies of the ACR, the rappers also took the opportunity to put bigger institutions on the spot. In 

the document, they wrote: “The Cuban Institute of Music has worn our good faith away with 

commitments that are never met, and at this very moment we are being more censured than ever” 

(Rodríguez 2016). González did not agree to meet with the rappers, as they asked in the letter, 

alleging that the missive had a coercive and threatening nature. 

 

Institutional support to hip-hop has been consistently fading in recent years, to the extent that I 

would venture to classify it as a subtle dismantling of the scene. Rappers affiliated with the ACR 

or the AHS keep making occasional appearances in festivals or are invited to collaborate in 

concerts. However, the state-backed infrastructure created in the early 2000s has been gradually 

falling apart, without any significant new development coming outside the world of independent 

production (Zamora 2017). The dismantling started with the cancellation of the Alamar festival 

after the 2003 edition, and can be clearly appreciated in more recent losses such as the very 

popular Movimiento magazine in 2014 (Gamez 2014). In this case, the ACR argued that it was 
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forced to stop producing its publication due to “budget limitations.” The annual International 

Symposium of Hip-Hop, another initiative founded in 2005 by the ACR, had to be cancelled in 

2016 due to “managerial errors” (Rodríguez 2016). Some journalists such as María Matienzo 

(2016), consider that this is yet another episode within the policy of censorship and expulsion that 

has characterized the ACR since its very foundation. In addition, the agency’s record label Asere 

Producciones has not produced a single album in years. Rappers and reguetoneros, continue to be 

the most affected artists in terms of lack of opportunities to perform in state-run venues, except 

for few exceptions such as Fábrica de Arte Cubano (FAC), a cultural center that I will analyze in 

chapter 5.  

 

Although the initial intention of embedding the hip-hop scene in the institutional system might 

have had some potential for positive outcomes, the truth is that the model proved to be 

unsustainable. Many functionaries of the ACR, frustrated with the bureaucracy and poor 

management in the institutional system, have gone independent. This is the case of Isnay 

Rodríguez, former vice-president of the ACR and organizer of the International Symposium of 

Hip-Hop. Rodríguez is also a hip-hop historian. He has recently founded his own production 

company Guámpara Music. When he was asked about his opinion on the ACR, he expressed: “In 

theory, it should have helped develop the rap movement, but that didn't happen, it was actually 

the opposite. Hip-hop is from the streets, it's natural. There are plants that if you take them out of 

their habitat, they’ll never grow because that's their natural habitat, they need it” (Llamoca 2017).  

 

The artists that comprise the current catalogue of the ACR have very little expectations in terms 

of practical support coming from the agency. The reason they remain there is rooted in the still 

undefined legal status of independent producers and musicians. This point was surveyed by the 

rap artist Malcoms “Rebeld” Junco in an interview he conducted in 2017 with rappers from the 
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provinces of Pinar del Río, Artemisa, Havana, Mayabeque, Villa Clara, Camagüey, and Holguín. 

Based on the results of the survey, published by the independent bulletin Palamusica 

Underground, Junco arrives at the same conclusion that I noted above. When Papá Humbertico, 

who (surprisingly?) is affiliated to the agency, was asked if ACR rappers like him still can call 

themselves underground artists, he replied: 

Of course, totally! The Cuban Agency of Rap’s only function is to legalize things. The 

agency legalizes us as artists in this country, and this is something that only exists here in 

Cuba. We are underground because our music is not promoted for a big audience by 

anyone, including ourselves (Humberto Joel Cabrera cited in Junco 2017). 

 

Currently, the hip-hop scene struggles to adjust and to find its place in the new economy of music 

in Havana. In fact, in other major cities of the island with smaller economies than Havana, the 

scene seems stronger than in the capital. As Rodolfo Rensoli commented in a recent interview: 

Right now, a Cuban hip-hop movement does exist, but in a very scattered way. I can 

assure you that its epicenter is not in Havana. Rap does not exist in Havana anymore. 

After the phenomenon of Los Aldeanos, that made rap visible again, there is a sort of 

resistance on the same path that is trying to recover the image that rap exists for a certain 

youth audience and whatnot. But the “real movement” is disjointed (Rodolfo Rensoli 

cited in Jank 2017).    

 

In general, something that is helping is the more frequent contact with rappers and producers that 

live abroad. Some of them, like the former aldeano Bian Rodríguez or Danay Suárez, have 

reached a considerable level of commercial success. Others have acquired important 

technological skills and corporate connections. For their success, they have relied heavily in the 

credibility that they achieved in Cuba as underground rappers, which is the distinctive feature that 
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has made them competitive in the global market. Transnational alliances, probably dominated by 

Cuban-to-Cuban exchanges, will be key in the near future for both the local and the exiled Cuban 

rap community. This is nothing new, but rather more evidence of a pattern described by Susan 

Thomas some years ago: 

One of the most remarkable things about the way contemporary Cuban music is created, 

produced, and consumed is the level of interaction between Cuban musicians in various 

countries and those who remain on the island. Their transnational communication and 

collaboration show the extent to which Cuban culture, once thought to exist in isolation, 

is being constructed constantly on a global scale (2003:117). 

 

The arguments used to explain the decline of the hip-hop scene in Havana might suggest that I 

have fallen in the trap of a binary rappers vs. the state model. I agree with Geoffrey Baker who 

argues that this perspective, which dominates Cuban music scholarship, leads to simplistic 

understandings of notions of control, co-optation, appropriation, and harnessing (2011:37). I am 

aware, as Baker notes, that hip-hop and the state are coming from a similar ideological place in 

the Cuban case, or, in other words, that “rap works within the Revolution,” even in extreme cases 

such as Los Aldeanos and La Comisión Depuradora, who did nothing but to display a sort of 

“revolutionary fundamentalism” (ibid). Therefore, I have tried to be careful in writing about state 

cultural institutions and organizations, in plural, rather than state, in singular, being conscious that 

“a lot of power lies at lower levels of the state hierarchy, in the hands of individual program 

directors and venue administrators” (ibid:98).  

 

My modest contribution to the debate about the role of institutionalization in the decay of the rap 

scene has been to focus the gaze on the damage caused by a cultural policy that resists 

recognizing, let alone protecting, non-state spaces for the production and commercialization of 
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music.26 In this sense, the Cuban state has not delivered in its promise of an alternative way to 

create and experience a progressive society. Rather, it has confirmed the limitations of Marx’s 

theory to address the role of cultural production. This idea has been explored already by analysts 

of contemporary Cuba such as Robin D. Moore, who noted that: “Policies under state socialism 

have been erratic, with officials struggling to map political and economic ideals onto cultural 

agendas by trial and error” (2006:25). Cuban hip-hop is there to prove it. 

 

2.2 The Electronic Dance Music Scene 

 

2.2.1 The Utopia of the Future 

 

Electronic music, or music that employs electronic musical instruments, digital instruments, and 

circuitry-based music technology, has always sounded futuristic. The first developments in 

electronic music can be traced back as far as the nineteenth century (Chadabe 1997). After 

decades of continuous experimentation, the 1970s were immensely influential for the 

development of popular electronic music with the emergence of hip-hop, dub music, and disco 

                                                        
26 The “institutionalization” debate involves intellectuals such as Alan West-Durán (2003), 
Sujatha Fernandes (2006), and Nora Gámez (2013). West-Durán’s main argument in this regard 
is that the Cuban government has tried to co-opt the hip-hop movement since 1999, after 
recognizing that Cuban rappers function as a “countervailing voice” (2013:132). In Cuba 
Represent! Fernandes used the Cuba of the 1990s and early 2000s as a case study to demonstrate 
that “the ability of political regimes to associate themselves with alternative and oppositional 
images, values, and ideas matters for their legitimacy” (2006:21). In Rap is War (2013), Gámez 
analyzed how hip-hop’s racial politics became a concern to the state and a site for hegemonic 
control and assimilation. The author suggested that a shift from racial politics to a politics of 
confrontation occurred in the movement, leading to the radicalization of rap bands such as Los 
Aldeanos. According to Gámez, the former duo rearticulated “the Cuban Revolution’s framework 
to propose a radical politics of confrontation that mobilizes a subversive ‘revolutionary’ identity 
constructed as a political agent.” The author argued that the music produced by these rappers 
worked as a form of politics in a context where political association or other forms of public 
mobilization are restricted. 
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cultures as well as the electronic music of bands such as Kraftwerk (Germany) and Yellow Magic 

Orchestra (Japan). However, was not until the late 1980s and early 1990s that electronic dance 

music (EDM) consolidated as a popular phenomenon, a musical language supported by machines 

(Thornton 1995). I will be referring specifically to this dance stream within the bigger category of 

electronic music. It includes a wide variety of music subgenres such as techno, house, trance, and 

drum and bass, made largely to be played, mixed, and manipulated by DJs in nightclubs, raves, 

and festivals.27 This culture was introduced to Havana in the late 1990s.  

 

The 1990s in Havana saw the emergence of a dance scene associated with the nightclub and the 

figure of the DJ. The new sounds, coming mainly from Europe and North America, made it to the 

island via globalization forces as well as the economic openings introduced to the Cuban model 

during the Special Period. There was a more commercial stream that flourished mainly in the 

revitalized discotheques of the tourist economy (Salas 2010:2). The preferred musical genres in 

these night venues were disco, electro-pop, and other mainstream EDM subgenres. But there was 

also a smaller scene forming around more underground variations of EDM. This community of 

self-taught DJs, led by artists such as DJoy de Cuba and DJ Dark, pushed until they were allowed 

to play this music in small clubs of downtown Havana such as Saturno and Karachi. Initially, the 

underground EDM sets were only possible to schedule on Sunday afternoons or matinés, which 

contrasted with the night spirit of the club culture. However, the movement grew rapidly and 

alternative avenues were opened by a team of cultural promoters and EDM enthusiasts that 

formalized later into the independent producer Matraka Producciones.  

 
                                                        
27 It is important to highlight that for the EDM scene, recording and performance have swapped 
statuses. As Sarah Thornton described: “Records are the original, whereas live music has become 
an exercise in reproduction. Club cultures celebrate technologies that have rendered traditional 
kinds of musicianship obsolete and have led to the formation of new aesthetics and judgements of 
value. Producers, sound engineers, remixers and DJs, not song-writing guitarists, are the creative 
heroes of dance genres” (1995:4).   
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The futuristic component of EDM is relevant in the Cuban case because it offered an escape 

during the harsh days of the Special Period.28 The sounds of imagined machines, artificial 

intelligence, and digital romances, offered a big contrast to the technological stagnation and 

blackouts characteristic of the 1990s in Cuba. They were highly appealing to a group of 

youngsters who were frustrated with the continuous reference to a glorious past that they never 

experienced, the crisis of their presents, and the uncertainty of their futures. A small scene started 

taking shape around a more abstract/futuristic sensitivity when compared to other local alternative 

music scenes such as hip-hop and rock, that were more explicitly rebellious. The following words 

by Joyvan Guevara (aka DJoy de Cuba), considered the first Cuban EDM DJ/producer, capture 

the essence of the original forces driving the movement:  

Since the very beginning we started putting a lot of bomba [passion, attitude] into what 

we were doing. It was very important for us to seize the control of dance parties, to show 

people new music, and to demonstrate that EDM is a zone of influence orbiting around 

the principles of peace, evolution, and progress. The majority of us DJs are looking for a 

peaceful future, to be built by a peaceful generation that is highly concerned with unity 

and love, and that rejects weapons and wars (Hernández 2013). 

   

By the end of the 1990s, a relatively small but solid community of underground EDM fans was a 

fact, resulting in the organization of the first Cuban rave in 1998. The rave was baptized Rotilla, 

and later Rotilla Festival as it grew in attendance and program. Rotilla is a small beach located in 

Santa Cruz del Norte, just outside Havana, close to the border with the province of Mayabeque. 

Rotilla became a regular three-day event in the following years and acted as the focal point of the 

scene until what I term its hijacking by state institutions in 2011. The story of Rotilla illustrates 
                                                        
28 For an excellent analysis of how the “myth of the Future” intersects with the booming EDM 
scene in the Brazilian Amazon, via the informal economy formed around tecnobrega music, see 
Amazonian Sound Systems, Cyborg Indians, and the Future of the Future, or, the Renewed 
Search for El Dorado under Late Capitalism (2014) by Darien Lamen. 
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similar dynamics of institutionalization as I have examined with the Alamar hip-hop festival. In 

the following sections I analyze the main elements and events involved in the organization of the 

festival as well as the evolution of the EDM scene after the demise of Rotilla, which coincided 

with the new policies of the “update.” 

 

2.2.2 Matraka’s Festival 

 

Havana’s early underground EDM movement was highly influenced by techno, trance, breakbeat, 

and acid house. By the end of the 1990s, these were subgenres that had become globally 

mainstream. In Havana, they were just arriving. Based on my own attendance to the few clubs in 

the capital where this music could be listened and danced to, I recall that some of the most played 

bands were The Prodigy, Fatboy Slim, The Crystal Method, and The Chemical Brothers. Later, I 

learned that the DJs of that era also played less mainstream artists such as Laurent Garnier and 

Plastilina Mosh. Early in 1998, some renowned EDM artists visited Havana from Europe. The 

DJs that had a more direct exchange with their fellow Cubans were the Austrian DJ Hagen and 

the Germans DJ Tiny and DJ Hell. Helmut Josef Geier (aka DJ Hell) was visiting the city to 

collect samples of Cuban music to finish his album Munich Machine (Paz 2016). During his stay, 

Geier donated a significant amount of music to local DJs from his record label DJ Gigolo Records 

and organized a couple of parties/workshops to demonstrate some DJ techniques. Later in 1998, 

he and other German producers helped a group of DJs from Havana to organize Brigada Verde, 

the first mini-festival of EDM in Cuba (Hernández 2013). 

 

In the capital, the majority of the incipient scene was composed by young rock music fans who 

made a transition to a subculture with similar codes of alternativity. It was at the centric Club 

Atelier (now Submarino Amarillo), where Joyvan Guevara hosted a weekly rockoteca in 1997, 
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that habaneros were introduced to the sounds of underground EDM (Salas 2010:2). The catchiest 

feature of this type of dance music was its abstract, instrumental, acid, and repetitive sound, 

which Sarah Thornton describes as “a futurist celebration and revelation of technology, to the 

extent that it minimizes the human among its sonic signifiers” (1995:72). These appealing 

attributes, considering the depressing times that Cubans were living, put EDM in the list of music 

scenes that offered a getaway from that structure of feeling that we call the Special Period. EDM 

was also the cultural messenger of a sense of alienation and individuality characteristic of 

postmodern capitalist societies, which started to resonate among the Cuban youth. As Ismael De 

Diego reflected, speaking for a whole generation in Ni Rojo Ni Verde: Azul!: “The omnipresent 

argument is that of the mass, the collective, that we are a part of a broader social principle. The 

individuality is always beyond the debate. There is no way to face a system that has taught me 

until today that I am nothing and the system is everything” (2012).29  

 

Rotilla stands out for its non-institutional approach to the production of a complex mega-festival. 

But, in the beginning, all was very low-budget and small, almost like a private party.30 What we 

could call the first edition, in 1998, was rather the result of spontaneity and improvisation. Michel 

Matos, who would become the head of Matraka Producciones later, together with Joyvan 

                                                        

 
29 Ni Rojo Ni Verde: Azul! is a documentary film directed by Sandra Cordero and Hanny Marín. 
Produced by Matraka Producciones in 2012, the film narrates the story of the hijacking of the 
Rotilla festival by the MINCULT in 2011 and the transition to a state version of the alternative 
music festival called Verano en Jibacoa. In Ni Rojo Ni Verde: Azul!, the filmmakers interviewed 
several important figures of the world of independent cultural production such as Michel Matos 
(director of Rotilla), Raudel Collazo (rapper of Escuadrón Patriota), Aldo Rodríguez (aka El 
Aldeano), Luis Eligio de OMNI (member of the arts collective OMNI Zona Franca), Darsi 
Fernández (lawyer, Cuban delegate of the Spanish Society of Authors and Publishers, and 
cultural promoter and producer), Eduardo del Llano (writer and filmmaker), and Fernando Pérez 
(filmmaker). (Santana 2013). 
30 The events narrated in this section are partially based on my personal experience as I attended 
several editions of Rotilla in the 2000s. The inputs of Michel Matos and Joyvan Guevara were 
also extremely important to reconstruct the story of the festival. I interviewed both of them in 
2016.    
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Guevara and other DJs and friends, convinced the only family living at the little beach of Rotilla 

to let them have a dance party there (Paz 2016). The family agreed and even provided the 

electricity to power the sound equipment. Although the beach could fit an estimate of five 

hundred people, only around one hundred showed up that first August, to dance to the sets of very 

young Cuban artists such as Eddy Gt, DJ Vitty, Lestter Freehole, Herber, and DJoy de Cuba. 

Matos, Guevara, and their friends, who were highly represented by students from the international 

film school in San Antonio de los Baños, had a great time and decided to do a second rave the 

following year. The remoteness of the location and the limited attendance at the first editions let 

the event to go unnoticed by local authorities. A growing group of DJs and EDM fans established 

the tradition of going every August to Rotilla to celebrate a three-day rave that lasted until 2003. 

Until that point, the EDM beach party had been attended by an average of 300 people. It had been 

completely funded by the organizers and friends with their personal savings (Matos 2016).  

 

In 2004, the ravers had their first encounter with the authorities when they were not allowed to 

organize their traditional gathering. Guevara, Matos, and other key members of the movement 

had been touring the country that year to promote EDM and their independent festival outside 

Havana. Their plan was to end the tour at Rotilla where they were expecting a considerably 

higher audience, including new fans from the eight provinces they had visited. This time Rotilla 

was publicly promoted, so the local government of Santa Cruz del Norte found out and got in 

touch with its provincial and national superiors. The Revolutionary National Police was sent to 

intervene and make sure that the event was cancelled, and that all the people assisting were 

redirected back home. The details of the Rotilla Project tour, the cancellation of the rave in 2004, 

and the confrontation with the local authorities were documented in the film Dancefloor 

Caballeros (Böll 2006). 
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Seeing how many people had to be turned away by the police, the organizers realized how big the 

scene had become in only seven years. They decided to create an independent collective to carry 

on a proper planning of the festival as well as to produce other events, music and films. The 

collective was named Matraka, which in Spanish is the name of a rustic music instrument that 

produces a very loud and annoying noise. In Cuba, matraca or matraquilla means also to be very 

insistent about something. In 2003, Serbian promoter Rajko Bozic and other organizers of the 

EXIT festival had attended the rave at Rotilla as spectators. They felt identified with the DIY 

approach of the event, which resembled their origins in Milošević’s Serbia, and offered their 

support to Matos and his team. Is not until 2011 that Matraka members would learn about the 

additional incentive of the Serbians to get involved with the organization of Rotilla using USAID 

funds. With the technological, managerial, and financial support of EXIT, and the formalization 

of a team of organizers for Rotilla, Matraka was ready to put together a bigger rave in 2006.  

 

Before I delve more into the production of post-2006 editions of Rotilla, it is important to 

mention that the foreign support of the festival did not come only from Serbia and the US. 

Several European embassies made important contributions. At the same time, students from the 

international film and TV school in San Antonio de los Baños, from very diverse nationalities, 

played a critical role in the foundation of Matraka, providing the inexperienced collective with a 

vision of social marketing that significantly enriched their future projects. From the ecological 

and responsible approach to entertainment that Matraka promoted in Rotilla were born 

progressive campaigns to raise awareness of HIV and denounce homophobia. In the 2010 edition, 

the last one organized by Matraka, the central social campaign was named Estar Aquí (To Be 

Here). In a 2009 interview for the official newspaper Juventud Rebelde, Matos, commenting on 

his plans for the following year festival, described Estar Aquí as follows: 



 

83 

 

Estar Aquí is a concept with which we want to sensitize the Cuban youth, to show them 

that migration is not the only alternative available, nor should it be their ultimate 

aspiration. It is a fact that this is the most common way of thinking among Cuban youth. 

We want to show them that it is possible to create here, that leaving is not the only 

solution, at least from the point of view of artistic and personal, if not economic, 

fulfillment. There are many groups here, including my team, that feel very good doing 

what we do. We don’t make any money, but we manage to find support, resources, and 

friends that help our projects to happen, and we end up feeling great (Michel Matos cited 

in Montoto 2009).   

  

For 2006, Matraka chose a different location since Rotilla was not big enough for what they had 

in mind. In 2004, the festival had been promoted all over the country via the Rotilla Project tour, 

concerts, flyers, and the occasional appearance of Guevara and Yoel Antonio Diéguez (aka 

Wichy de Vedado), in provincial radio shows. Matraka was expecting more than the 300 hundred 

ravers that averaged the editions between 2000 and 2003. Additionally, EDM fans were anxious 

to partake in a big event since Rotilla did not happen in 2004 and 2005. A bigger beach called 

Jibacoa, also in the municipality of Santa Cruz del Norte, Mayabeque, was selected. It was very 

close to Rotilla, the name the organizers kept for the festival. This time, the members of Matraka, 

who were affiliated to state cultural organizations such as the AHS and the Cuban Association of 

Audiovisual Producers (ACAV), used their individual institutional status to formally request the 

use of the beach for the rave.  

 

The MINCULT approved the project and there was even some promotion of the festival in the 

official media. Matraka and the EXIT festival were never mentioned. It appeared as if Rotilla was 

happening almost spontaneously, as a result of the efforts of a few enthusiastic young people and 
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a scene that had naturally grown in ten years. The role of the state organizations was limited to 

provide the basic infrastructure in terms of security, medical assistance, electricity, gastronomy, 

and to designate one of the vice-presidents of the MINCULT to create a commission that would 

approve the program and lineup of the festival. In another context, where the local government 

might have realized the excellent economic potential brought by a festival attended by thousands 

of people, Rotilla would had played a bigger role in the development of the de-commercialized 

area of Santa Cruz del Norte. However, even when Matraka raised this point in different 

occasions, the infrastructure provided by the state was reduced to the minimum possible.  

 

Rotilla 2006 introduced significant changes when compared to previous editions. It was 

conceived and promoted as a festival of alternative music rather than an exclusive festival for 

EDM fans. Although EDM DJs received more stage time than anyone else, reggae, rock, trova, 

spoken word, and significantly, hip-hop, were incorporated to the three-day cultural marathon. 

Rotilla became the point of encounter and the ultimate event for scenes and artists that were 

institutionally marginalized at the time. This multi-genre approach was maintained until the 

festival hijacking in 2011. Another novelty of the 2006 edition was the incorporation of the work 

of independent filmmakers, street theatre companies, and visual artists to complement the music 

performances. Social campaigns, with progressive approaches to health and ecology, were also 

gradually incorporated to Rotilla’s program.  

 

In 2008, Rotilla featured three simultaneous stages, active during the three days of duration of the 

festival. The Elektro Stage was the principal attraction of the event, with DJs spinning EDM 

records twenty-four hours. The Arena Stage was used to feature spoken word, rap, rock, trova, 

and reggae bands. Finally, the Cinema Stage screened experimental Cuban and foreign films. 

These structural changes were inspired by the model used by the EXIT festival as well as the 
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increasing interest of international artists and national DJs to perform at the festival. Matraka was 

particularly careful in giving enough stage time to young DJs from outside Havana, where the 

scene already had achieved a significant level of development. By 2010, Rotilla had nothing 

lacking in comparison with a safe and successful festival anywhere in the world. In the last 

edition, on top of the aforementioned stages, the Fusión Stage was included to feature the 

experimental work of the Cuban avant-garde of producers of electronic music. The festival was 

so big by 2010 that it required the existence of a large information tent (called Info Stage), and a 

VIP section for the organizers, artists and their guests. 

 

The drastic growth of the festival in 2006 and subsequent years was possible thanks to the 

funding of foreign and national organizations such as MTV Europe, Havana Club S.A., the 

Norwegian, Dutch, and Spanish embassies, and the partnership with EXIT (Salas 2011). With a 

minimum of institutional intervention, Rotilla was a laboratory for music professionals, 

particularly in the areas of sponsorship, management, social marketing, DIY production and 

international cultural exchange. Since Matraka was not allowed to hold a legal status, and 

therefore could not sign contracts or do bank transactions, several thousands of dollars travelled 

in cash during those years, in pockets and backpacks. Today, many independent producers in 

Cuba, particularly the ones with none or weak institutional connections, still face the same 

insecurity and risks. Even in the presence of substantial changes to the Cuban model, 

functionaries and state institutions have been very cautious when it comes to introducing 

measures that can empower non-state actors economically. This logic is significantly visible in 

the culture sector. As Nora Gámez put it: 

With respect to musicians, the Cuban state learned from the experience of Eastern 

Europe, preventing the self-organization of autonomous economic actors, so artists are 

not allowed to associate independently. Musicians and composers pertaining to the state 
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music agencies are heavily taxed and are not permitted to form an association to manage 

their international royalties (2013:12). 

 

Rotilla, without losing its original EDM spirit, offered an admirable continuation of the Alamar 

festival efforts to put Cuba in the map of transnational rap. During the last four editions of 

Rotilla, dozens of international rappers such as the Brazilian Lica Tito, Slow, Antizona, and 

Donatinho, and the Venezuelan Gabylonia performed at the shores of Jibacoa beach. Foreign DJs 

such as the Austrian Chris Secundo, also played the festival (Montoto 2009). Another important 

contribution of Matraka’s festival was the development of a Video Jockey (VJ) culture in the 

island (Rotilla Magazine 2010). VJing is the art of mixing visual sessions of loops with music. 

This art has become a critical component of the EDM culture, and Rotilla was the laboratory 

where the first Cuban VJs were formed. In the mid-2000s, Adrián Monzón (aka VJ Cuba), one of 

Matraka’s founders, organized a series of workshops in Havana. From these informal gatherings 

would emerge future VJ talents such as Delta VJ (Arturo de la Fé), VJ Butterfly (Jenífer María 

Almeida), VJ Longa (Eduardo Longa), and OSVJ (Osniel Pérez).  

 

Between 2006 and 2010 the festival did nothing but to grow in popularity and organization. 

According to estimates of the organizing committee, by 2008 around 10,000 attended the rave, 

and the figure increased to 15,000 in 2009. In 2010, a record of 30,000 people attended what had 

become the biggest independent festival of alternative music in the Caribbean (Paz 2016). This 

was a clear sign that Matraka was doing things right, and providing a safe and inclusive space for 

scenes that the state’s cultural policy had been partially or totally ignoring. Besides a few 

disagreements with the MINCULT censorship commission, regarding some artists that were not 

allowed to perform due to their political views, Matraka and its festival were doing well, at least 
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to their best knowledge.31 After the experience of five editions putting together the festival as a 

formal collective, Matraka had matured as a producer not only concerned with the artistic 

dimension of Rotilla, but also with its social impact on Cuban youth as well as the precedent it 

was setting for future collaborations between institutional and independent players (Salas 2011). 

   

However, when Matos and his team tried to initiate contact for the traditional meetings with the 

MINCULT, regarding the logistics and program of the 2011 edition, they were informed, in the 

casual setting of a parking lot, that from that moment on everything related to Rotilla was going 

to be handled by state organizations. As Matraka was not recognized as a legitimate organization, 

the MINCULT did not even give an explanation in regards to its decision. Furthermore, all the 

former organizers of the festival were banned from attending the state version of Rotilla. Still, 

some members of Matraka, including Matos, tried to make an appearance in Jibacoa wearing a t-

shirt that read “Rotilla 2011: The Stolen Edition.” They were stopped several times, and forced to 

go back at the punto de control (police border control) located in Guanabo, the main intersection 

between Havana and Mayabeque (Santana 2013). 

  

When August 2011 was getting close, Matos and his colleagues found out that the new organizer, 

the provincial Recreation and Culture Commission of Mayabeque, was using the same location 

and dates, and that it intended to use the same name for the event, taking advantage of the 

                                                        
31 In our interview in March 2016, Michel Matos told me that the policy of Matraka in this regard 
was the defense of a program that often included censured artists. Nevertheless, the MINCULT 
banned the participation of the majority of a group of bands considered as a “national security 
threat” that were “acting against the interest of Cuba's cultural policy.” Perhaps the best example 
was the collective OMNI Zona Franca, expelled from the Casa de la Cultura of East Havana and 
banned from performing in Rotilla 2010 due to the dissident content of their music and artistic 
performances. According to Matos, Fernando Rojas, vice-minister of culture in charge of the 
Rotilla commission threatened Matraka with suspending the festival if OMNI performed. 
However, in other occasions Matraka managed to feature some dissident bands such as the rap 
duo Los Aldeanos and the punk rock band Porno para Ricardo (using La Babosa Azul as a 
pseudonym). 
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audience that Matraka had built over the course of 13 years. Matraka denounced the hijacking of 

its festival via social media, an email that was sent to thousands of relevant recipients, and a press 

conference, not attended by any member of an official media outlet (Declaración Oficial del 

Consejo Directivo del Festival Rotilla 2011). The independent festival and its organizers, that had 

been promoted on national TV and radio, and covered by several journalists of official 

publications, was blacklisted. Matraka also attempted to initiate, without success, a legal process 

for brand and identity theft (Ni Rojo, Ni Verde. Azul! 2012). The only thing achieved from these 

efforts was the voluntary change of the plagiarized name of the event from Rotilla to Verano en 

Jibacoa. 

  

In 2011, the organizers of Verano en Jibacoa tried to come with something very similar to Rotilla. 

They knew that thousands of people would attend the event, many of them without knowing 

anything about Matraka’s exclusion. However, people noticed immediately that this event was 

different. The lineup was carefully curated to start disassociating the rave from politics and 

artistic experimentation. The bands that played were offered economic remuneration for their 

performances, breaking a historical nonprofit relation conceived by the original organizers. In a 

tactical move, a few weeks before Verano en Jibacoa, several DJs were included in the payroll of 

different state organizations such as the National Laboratory of Electroacoustic Music (LNME). 

This would allow them to be legally hired and treated as other musicians with institutional 

representation. In some cases, the only condition was their compromise to participate in Verano 

en Jibacoa. Overall, the event was criticized for its poor organization. Many of the audience left 

after the first day when they found out that Matraka was out.  

 

Institutional recognition for the art of DJing had been a long-term goal for Matraka. Matos told 

me that he was happy that, at least, this was one positive outcome after the loss of their festival. 
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There is much more that Cuba’s EDM movement owes to Matraka. This group of young artists 

and activists has inspired the creation of numerous independent EDM collectives in Havana and 

the rest of the island (Mirabal 2010:25). Many of the current EDM festivals and raves that take 

place all over the country, such as Proelectrónica (Havana), Electrozona and Stereo-G (Holguín), 

have built on Rotilla’s nonprofit approach as well as its concept of partying with respect for the 

environment (Guerrero 2016). Matraka also can be credited for training the first collective of 

Cuban female DJs (GBass Beat), and for initiating a press conference culture on the island, to 

debate and defend the interests of non-institutional producers and artists. After losing Rotilla, 

Matraka has focused on smaller projects, particularly related to film production and the 

organization of the independent hip-hop award ceremony Puños Arriba. 

 

Although Rotilla fans and organizers were outraged with the hijacking of their festival, some 

insiders, such as its co-founder and regular headliner Joyvan Guevara, have confessed to also be 

relieved by the shutdown (Guevara 2016). Guevara told me that he was not very happy with the 

way Matraka was managing the festival in the last editions. The involvement of EXIT, in 

particular, introduced a political dimension that was not part of the original idea. Moreover, 

during our interview Guevara admitted that he had stopped enjoying Rotilla as much as he used to 

when the festival transited from purely underground EDM to alternative music in general. This 

diversification, Guevara said, was basically copied from EXIT after some promoters and 

musicians involved with Rotilla, including himself, visited the festival in Serbia. In principle, the 

veteran DJ told me, he thought it was a good idea. However, Matraka did not have the same 

budget, resources or the twenty-something stages that the Serbians were able to set up for their 

mega-festival. On the other hand, Guevara thinks that, even without the involvement of the 

Serbians, the transformation of Rotilla into a multi-genre music festival was rather inevitable 

since it was the only independent platform of considerable capacity available at the moment in 
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the island. With or without being the intention of the organizers, Rotilla became a political 

tribune associated with a segment of the Cuban youth that openly voiced its desire for changes to 

the Cuban model. 

 

The hijacking of Rotilla, together with the mismanagement that ended up sinking the Alamar hip-

hop festival, stand as good examples of the tensions between independent producers and state 

institutions during the 1990s and 2000s. As we can appreciate with these two cases, the 

arguments used for the intervention with non-institutional projects were often related to the 

incapacity of independent producers to handle big audiences and the controversial nature of the 

funding for their events. The fact is that, after the state organizations took over, the hip-hop and 

EDM scenes lost two major events that have not been replaced with anything close in terms of 

quality and capacity. Foreign and domestic attempts to politically manipulate these scenes, 

particularly in the case of Rotilla, were not discussed with the organizing committee. Matraka’s 

team was denied the opportunity to defend itself. However, the consensus is that both Rensoli and 

Matos were always open to establish a dialogue with the institutions in order to improve the 

quality and safety of their festivals. When Alamar and Rotilla became considerably big, their 

organizers did not hesitate to approach state cultural organizations. In the case of Matraka, the 

official media tried to silence the hijacking of Rotilla by ignoring everything related to it, as it 

never happened. Matos’ only option to tell their story was the emerging world of independent 

blogs. In his appearance in an event organized by the dissident political forum Estado de SATS, 

Matos observed: 

We have to play our own game, to think from our own thinking, and not to be afraid to 

establish alliances with international actors, with diplomatic headquarters, with foreign 

commercial groups. We need alliances that make us stronger, because we have to be 
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realistic about this: the civil society is weak without economic support, equipment, 

resources, connections, and technology. (Santana 2013). 

 

Paranoia and arbitrariness in regards to non-institutional cultural initiatives continue to haunt 

Cuba’s cultural policy. Rotilla and Alamar are among the earliest projects that evidence this fact 

in post-1990 Cuba. When the Black August Hip-Hop Collective, an organization ideologically 

aligned with the political ideas of the Cuban state, got involved with the Cuban movement, it 

received a warm welcome. On the other hand, shortly after EXIT, a festival organized by people 

who helped overthrow Milošević in 2000, established a partnership with Matraka, Rotilla was 

hijacked and transformed into a very different experience. Instead of a consistent approach in 

regards to the exchanges between foreign sponsors and local independent producers, the 

MINCULT’s policy has been characterized by selective enforcement. These gaps in Cuba’s 

cultural policy, which are largely the result of inadequate regulation of the sector, would become 

more evident in recent years with the deployment of radical economic transformations as part of 

the “update” and the emergence of new models of cultural management (Fernández 2017a). The 

funding of non-institutional initiatives keeps being a very polemic topic. The following comments 

by Roberto Zurbano, reflecting on the USAID-EXIT-Rotilla-rappers case, reveal a very important 

angle of this debate: 

The need for external sources of funding in Cuba is not only exclusive to rap. The whole 

Cuban economy needs external sources of funding. A significant part of the Cuban film, 

mining, or tourism industries is coproduced with other countries and non-Cuban 

institutions. This has been the case forever. We don’t have to demonize such a common 

fact to any developing country. What we need is transparency and dialogue, to avoid the 

growth of ideological ghosts that live out of this sort of manipulations. For this to happen, 

we need debate, respect to the different perspectives about hip-hop or any other matter 
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that concerns the whole Cuban society, and to make the right decisions about how to 

spend our scant resources in the most authentic and liberating cultural projects. This 

should be the discussion, but sadly, the focus has been shifted in other directions (Gámez 

2014). 

     

 The 1990s and 2000s were rough years for those trying to produce culture at the margins of the 

state institutions in Havana. The political context of these two decades of Special Period and its 

aftermath was quite delicate. Although I have not made reference to this important element yet, 

we should keep in mind that during those years the US radicalized its hostile stance in regards to 

Cuba, by introducing more aggressive measures as part of the ongoing embargo to the island. 

However, this was never a valid excuse for some state functionaries to ignore and marginalize 

their fellow citizens without giving them the opportunity to express their views. Instead of 

dialogue between institutional and non-institutional players, confrontation and arbitrary decisions 

predominated.  

 

The logic behind Cuba’s cultural policy had not been so challenged and resisted since the early 

1960s. “Institutionalization” of alternative music scenes was the principal strategy used by the 

cultural branch of the state. In practice, it has proved to do more damage than good. Independent 

production has nothing but increased, especially after the economic openings of 2011. 

Contrasting with major achievements in the field of cultural production in previous decades, the 

post-1990 cultural policy has not delivered significant results. It is rather in the realm of 

independent production, where it is fair to say that institutional support has also played a role, that 

we can find the most engaging initiatives. Forced and mediocre institutionalization, as the cases 

of hip-hop and underground EDM reveal, has not resulted in a good alternative resolving the 

systemic problems of Cuba’s music industry. At the end of the day, as the Cuban filmmaker 
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Fernando Pérez observed in Ni Rojo Ni Verde: Azul! (2012): “It is not about tolerance, but really 

about opening the promised spaces.” In December 2017, Michel Matos, Diddier Santos and other 

former coordinators of Rotilla organized a concert at the Manual Artime Theatre in Miami. 

Former headliners of Rotilla such as Los Aldeanos and OMNI Zona Franca performed at the 

event, that was named Rotilla Festival. According to Matos, at this point it makes more sense to 

revive the festival in Miami than in Havana. Most of the disjointed Rotilla scene has relocated in 

the US for both economic and political motives (Rodríguez 2017).  

 

2.2.3 The Post-Rotilla EDM Scene 

 

The Havana hip-hop scene is in decline, and has not adjusted well to the post-2011 economy of 

music. However, the scenario is quite different for the EDM scene. The end of Rotilla was, in a 

sense, the end of an era of confrontation with state institutions. Coinciding with the 

implementation of a new economic policy, EDM fans and producers have consolidated as one of 

the most dynamic informal markets for music consumption in the city. An increasing number of 

private nightclubs, bars, and “guerrilla parties” have flourished in Vedado, Old Havana, Centro 

Habana, Playa, and even in peripheral municipalities such as Boyeros and East Havana.32  

 

After Rotilla and its DJs stopped being the ultimate source of EDM styles and events, the scene 

has divided into two major segments. The most popular and lucrative segment is characterized by 

                                                        
32 These “guerrilla parties,” that fall in a gray category within the current laws, are organized by 
nomad collectives and EDM artists that are constantly changing the setting of their next gig. A 
good example is Fiesta Única, organized by producer Xander Black. It takes place in abandoned 
movie theatres of Havana or private residences. When I attended one of these parties in 
November 2016, at the former Lido Theatre in Centro Habana, the admission fee was 2 CUC for 
Cubans, and 5 CUC for foreigners. During the five hours that I stayed at the party, I counted five 
different DJs, from which at least three were from the US. The subgenres played ranged from 
minimal house to post-trance music. 
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the production, promotion, and commercialization of mainstream EDM, particularly the subgenre 

of house music, which in Havana people also call EDM. In order to avoid confusion, I will refer 

to this segment as commercial EDM. This stream of producers/DJs has a significant presence in 

the hottest private clubs of the city such as La Flauta Mágica, Efe Bar, and Sarao’s Bar (now 

Olalá). DJs associated with commercial EDM such as the female duo Pauza, Iván Lejardi or DJ 

Reitt, have achieved official recognition and are often featured on national media. As Lejardi 

commented in an interview for an Italy-based independent publication specialized in Cuban 

electronica:  

The EDM movement in Cuba has been growing with the years. We really wish that we 

had enjoyed earlier, the promotion that we have today, via national festivals, TV and 

radio shows, public events, and institutional support. All this reflects on an increase of 

the public that consumes this music compared to the 1990s (Iván Lejardi cited in 

Coocuyo 2015). 

 

Commercial EDM events take place in all kind of state venues such as the Balneario 

Universitario and FAC, and in festivals organized by state organizations such as Proelectrónica 

(Hernández 2015c). The majority of the consumers of commercial EDM are teenagers and young 

people, under thirty. They are the closest you can get in terms of a hipster culture in 

contemporary Havana, and as so, they embody a significant amount of what Sarah Thornton 

(1995) coined subcultural capital. Building on Pierre Bourdieu’s work on cultural capital, 

Thornton concluded that “hipness” is a form of subcultural capital: 

Subcultural capital can be objectified or embodied. Just as books and paintings display 

cultural capital in the family home, so subcultural capital is objectified in the form of 

fashionable haircuts and well-assembled record collections. Just as cultural capital is 

personified in “good” manners and urbane conversation, so subcultural capital is 
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embodied in the form of “being in the know,” using (but not over-using) current slang 

and looking as if you were born to perform the latest dance styles (Thornton 1995:12).  

 

Young commercial EDM followers tend to concentrate around popular events such as the trendy 

Sarao dance parties at the Salón Rosado de La Tropical. Sarao weekend EDM parties, which are 

regularly attended by more than 2,000 people, have captivated the imagination of a recent wave 

of US visitors. Consider the description of one of these parties by a young tourist from 

Philadelphia, who visited Havana in 2016: 

El Salón Rosado, where Sarao throws its Friday night parties, is a huge outdoor club with 

two balconied terraces and all the trimmings of any other global mega-club: booming 

stacks of speakers, bright lights, bathroom attendants looking for tips, scantily clad 

women, muscled bros, and even duck-faced selfies. Many in the young crowd wear 

sunglasses, but they are most definitely not rolling on Molly; they’re probably just drunk 

off a bunch of Cristal, Havana’s preferred local beer. Drugs carry too high of a penalty 

and are too expensive for most youths to indulge in. Sarao keeps their parties cheap at 1-2 

CUC cover; those with money to spend head to reguetón and salsa parties, where you can 

expect to pay a cover of 25 CUC or more. The American influence on Cuban youth is 

evident as the night begins, with tracks from The Weeknd and Disclosure starting off 

while the crowd fills in. When Sarao owner Michel Pérez hits the stage, a huge roar 

envelops Salón Rosado -it’s time to turn up. DJs John Ex and Lejardi take control of the 

decks and heavy drop-laden beats start to rock the crowd. Top 40 favorites like CoCo, 

Bitch Better Have My Money, and Lean On make their way into the set as Michel coaxes 

the crowd into a fervor on the mic, urging them to put their hands in the air and leading 

call and response chants. A true sense of catharsis engulfs the Sarao crowd as the drops 
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get bigger and heavier, working their way towards dubstep. This is a generation hungry to 

let loose and searching for an outlet (Burrell 2016).  

  

Since the previous section, I have been referring to the other segment as underground EDM, 

which habaneros call simply “underground.” This music tends to be consumed by older crowds. 

Underground EDM events are usually more affordable for the average Cuban. The music 

produced and played by this stream of DJs resembles the sound of the Rotilla years, that is, more 

conceptual, experimental, and abstract music than commercial EDM. In fact, many of the 

contemporary DJs that cultivate underground EDM such as DJoy de Cuba and DJ Thellus, were 

regular performers in the Rotilla lineups. They tend to describe their productions as art that leaves 

room for the imagination, for diverse interpretations. This offers a contrast with the aesthetic 

predictability of commercial EDM, where a similar structural formula of composition and tracks 

mixing tends to be overused.  

 

To illustrate this division, it is useful to quote Sarah Thornton again. She states “the mainstream 

is the entity against which the majority of clubbers define themselves” (1995:5). In the case of 

Cuban EDM, the more commercial branch acts as the mainstream against which current 

underground producers define themselves. This is an important shift, if we consider that during 

the Rotilla years the underground sound was the ultimate reference of the Cuban EDM. There is 

yet another possible division that we could establish in the scene, that of the DJs/producers that 

are members of state organizations such as the LNME and the independent ones. However, since 

the work of the LNME tends to focus on non-dance styles of electronica, I will stick just to the 

commercial and underground streams of EDM, that are composed in their majority by 

independent DJs and producers.   
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Joyvan Guevara is one of the major forces behind underground EDM in the city. After Matraka’s 

independent festival was shut down, he continued producing and DJing consistently in downtown 

state-run clubs, particularly in El Tropical, which is considered one of the meccas of underground 

EDM in the city (Burrell 2016). After the Rotilla years Guevara has been invited to perform in 

numerous local and international events such as the Havana World Music festival, Proelectrónica, 

and the Winter Music Conference in Miami (Scruggs 2016). He also has performed solo sets in 

different countries, including Turkey, Brazil, Serbia, and France. Guevara has become famous for 

celebrating his birthday in a very particular way. Every December 19, for the last 10 years, he has 

organized a block party in Vedado where he performs a six-hour set and invites some colleagues 

to collaborate in what becomes a celebration of the EDM culture in the city (Burrell 2016). I 

interviewed Guevara in December 2016, to talk about his most recent project: Analógica Label, a 

sort of imprint of Rotilla, the revolutionary festival that he co-founded in 1998.  

 

Analógica, which does not count on any institutional support so far, is the result of the efforts of 

Guevara and some of his colleagues and disciples to keep alive the underground EDM scene in 

the capital. Since 2012, Analógica has been putting concerts and DJ sets together as well as 

hosting regular nights of underground EDM in small clubs in the city. The project focuses on the 

organization of this kind of events as well as free workshops, open to the followers of this 

segment of the scene. These workshops have helped form a new generation of DJ/producers, 

working particularly with artists that are lacking access to music, technology, and resources to 

learn the art of DJing. Analógica, taking advantage of the mobilizing capacity of Guevara, who is 

known as “Cuba’s godfather of EDM,” has guaranteed a relatively small but loyal audience for 

this young talent emerging in Havana and other cities. Guevara’s international recognition has 

allowed him to collaborate with important figures in the world of underground EDM such as US’ 

Derek Turcios and Germany’s Ellen Alien, and to invite them to share their knowledge with local 
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producers. Guevara’s short-term goal with the project is to found an independent record label in 

order to produce and promote the work of local artists. He also would like to organize the 

Analógica Festival, Cuba’s first mega-festival exclusive for underground EDM artists, a dream 

that he could not accomplish with Rotilla (Paz 2016). Darsi Fernández and Yoana Grass, two 

important experts in the Cuban music industry, have identified Analógica as an independent 

project with great economic and cultural potential. Therefore, Analógica has been recently 

featured in the 2017 edition of AM-PM (América por su Música, America for its Music), an 

encounter for independent professionals of the music industry organized by Fernández and 

Grass’s producing company (4C Producciones) with the collaboration of FAC.  

 

The local producer P.M.M. has been a big supporter of Analógica. P.M.M., which stands for Por 

un Mundo Mejor (For a Better World), is arguably the main provider of sound and visual 

technologies and equipment for live music events at a national level. P.M.M., officially a state 

company, is largely managed following rules that deviate significantly from those governing the 

institutional system. This company plays a big role in the story of the new models of cultural 

management that I will analyze in more detail in the following chapters. P.M.M.’s support to 

Guevara’s project, via subsidized prices, or even setting up stages, speakers, consoles, and giant 

screens at no cost, has made a big difference for the survival of Analógica. When the two 

collectives work together in an event, they promote it as Analógica-P.M.M., but in this case 

P.M.M. changes its acronym name to Por Mejor Música (For Better Music), a sort of alternative 

version of its original trademark, which is mostly associated with reguetón and commercial EDM 

concerts. 

 

When I spoke with Guevara in Havana, he told me that he has big plans for Analógica in the near 

future, such as opening its own nightclub/recording studio/DJ academy, or as he defined it, a 
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project similar to FAC, but exclusive to the underground EDM scene. However, he confessed to 

be lost in terms of knowledge of the legal system and the limitations that he might have to face to 

make these dreams come true. This kind of naivety, coming from such an experienced producer 

did not take me entirely by surprise. There are plenty of talented independent producers like 

Guevara in Havana, trying to navigate a system full of contradictions and disinformation.    

 

Even if, as Joaquín Borges-Triana (2015a) suggested, a collaborative approach predominates 

among Cuban independent cultural producers, the new economy of music has initiated an 

unprecedented culture of branding and competition. Even if the current laws concerning cultural 

production are far from protecting the economic rights of non-state music producers and 

entrepreneurs, they are making sure to attach their names to projects with great commercial 

potential in the near future. This is the case of the underground EDM label Abstraction, founded 

in 2017 by Julio César Machado (aka Hioll). Machado took the initiative of formalizing an 

independent record label for the underground scene before Guevara, who has been focused on 

live performances with Analógica. Despite Guevara’s credentials in the scene, the early 

commercial presence of Abstraction might make a big difference when independent producers are 

finally recognized as legitimate economic actors. Meanwhile, Machado and his team are reaping 

the benefits of online sales in platforms such as Beatport of their artistic catalogue, which 

includes Machado himself as well as other important names in the local scene such as Jorge 

Cebrian (Keji Itan), Alejandro Joanes (Sun Over Me) and the Vázquez brothers (Srav Zerbothz) 

(Rivero 2017). In the case of commercial EDM, the producer credited for starting its first 

independent studio, 101% Music, is Rasiel Portilla (aka DJ Ra). Portilla, who started in the 

industry as the DJ for reguetón mega-artist Baby Lores, was also a key player in the foundation of 

Sarao, the major producer for commercial EDM events in town (Burrell 2016). 
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In 2011, while Rotilla was being converted to the state-run Verano en Jibacoa, some important 

changes were being introduced in the country. These changes had a direct impact on the EDM 

movement. No other alternative scene, except for the case of reguetón, knew how to take more 

advantage of the social and economic transformations than commercial EDM. The first important 

change was the very disappearance of Rotilla, which made the state institutions more supportive 

of a new generation of DJ/producers. To cool things down, after the buzz initiated by Matraka 

and its supporters, the institutional strategy was to distract the scene by appointing new leaders 

that started receiving stage time right away at Verano en Jibacoa.  

 

A new era for the private sector began with the “update.” Commercial EDM collectives had been 

waiting for this moment. The disappearance of Rotilla, which was never very supportive of their 

music, was balanced with the emergence of new private and state spaces that opened their doors 

to commercial EDM. The few state-run clubs available in the city, that were traditionally the 

territory of underground EDM, were no longer the only option available. New private bars and 

clubs such as Big Bang Bar and Club 1 y 42 saw the opportunity to capitalize on a younger and 

more consumerist audience, more likely to pay for their pricy drinks and admission covers. The 

new entrepreneurs called upon commercial EDM producers, and they responded. Some of the 

new music impresarios even managed to open their own nightclubs such as producer Sarao, who 

owns a fancy venue in the heart of downtown Havana. Although commercial and underground 

EDM coexist in many popular events such as Fiesta Única, there is a noticeable dominance of the 

market by the former. This is not surprising at all, if we consider the growing consumerist 

mentality spreading all over the city, which has had an important influence on the taste dynamics 

of the EDM scene. I base this latter argument on Sarah Thornton’s reading of club cultures as 

taste cultures: 
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Club crowds generally congregate on the basis of their shared taste in music, their 

consumption of common media, and their preference for people with similar tastes to 

themselves. Clubs and raves house ad hoc communities with fluid boundaries which may 

come together and dissolve in a single summer or endure for a few years. Club cultures 

embrace their own hierarchies of what is authentic and legitimate in popular culture 

(1995:3). 

 

Despite the relative increase of institutional support and recognition, EDM, particularly the more 

commercial stream, remains operating largely at the margins of the institutional system. The fact 

that alternative music scenes such as reguetón and EDM are less dependent on and subject to the 

inefficiency and censorship of state organizations, has been decisive in a faster and more 

successful adaption to the new economic scenario. Geoffrey Baker saw this coming when he 

noted that “reguetón functions primarily in a commercial space where the yardstick is audience 

appeal rather than government approval” (2011:119). I would say that the same observation 

applies to EDM. In contrast, the hip-hop and rock scenes, represented by governmental agencies, 

have faced more bureaucratic hurdles, delaying the development of effective commercial 

mechanisms more attuned to the new economy of music in Havana. 

 

Overall, the division of underground vs. commercial has had a damaging effect on the EDM 

movement. The economic success that I have described for the more commercial stream should 

not be overestimated. The scene is still considerably young, and has a lot to accomplish in terms 

of positioning itself in the competitive market of music and entertainment in Havana. 

Additionally, we should not ignore the fact that, as it happens elsewhere, the players that benefit 

the most in the music industry are not the musicians but rather the business owners that manage 

the commercial infrastructure of the scene. Finally, we should keep in mind that the boundary 
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dividing what is commercial and what is underground is extremely subjective. As the Thornton 

study revealed: “Dichotomies like mainstream/subculture and commercial/alternative do not 

relate to the way dance crowds are objectively organized as much as to the means by which many 

youth cultures imagine their social world, measure their cultural worth and claim their subcultural 

capital” (1995:96).  

 

However, some differences are clear in the way the two sides of Cuban EDM approach the 

process of commercialization. While some underground producers such as Abstraction have 

realized the importance of developing circuits of commercialization, the majority of this segment 

continues to develop the scene without paying enough attention to the new economic scenario. 

Iván Lejardi, a DJ/producer that moves comfortably between the two sides of EDM in Havana, 

has summarized these ideas with the following comments: 

Some of the so-called “underground” DJs and the “commercial” DJs focus on trying to 

demonstrate which electronic music is good and which is bad, most of the times by 

imposing their personal taste. They should be focusing instead on establishing a 

connection with their audience and on avoiding the constant questioning of their 

colleagues, which generates a vibe that is transmitted to the consumer. Often, these DJs 

blame their failure on the mediocrity of the audience or the existence of a more 

“commercial” genre that people prefer to consume. One of the things that most of the 

Cuban DJ/producers have to learn is how to read better their audience. Is not about 

playing for a random public imposing your music, getting frustrated with the reaction, 

and saying the public is lacking cultural knowledge. People pay to have fun, to escape 

from the problems at home. Is about trying to conquer the majority of the audience, 

which provides the artist with important feedback and the venue with a successful night 

in terms of sales (Iván Lejardi cited in Coocuyo 2015). 
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Here, the notion of “vibe,” or the element that “mediates the emotional qualities of a dance floor 

experience” is crucial to understand the dynamics of EDM scenes (Wang 2015:13). As Thornton 

observed: 

What authenticates contemporary dance cultures is the buzz or energy which results from 

the interaction of records, DJ and crowd. “Liveness” is displaced from the stage to the 

dance floor, from the worship of the performer to a veneration of “atmosphere” or “vibe.” 

The DJ and dancers share the spotlight as de facto performers; the crowd becomes a self-

conscious cultural phenomenon (1995:29). 

The “vibe,” as Lejardi suggests, has an important economic connotation in the current scenario 

dominated by commercial appeal. Lejardi’s reasoning captures the way in which many people 

involved in the music industry feel about the contemporary EDM scene. There was a time in 

Havana – circa Rotilla – when EDM artists did not have real incentives to develop a commercial 

dimension for their work, unless they were thinking about relocating outside Cuba. At this early 

stage, the DJ/producers that managed to access the very limited spaces available to play this kind 

of music could afford to do “their own thing” because there was very little competition. Those 

times are gone, the scene is significantly bigger and at a more advanced stage of development. 

Even with inadequate regulation for the music industry, the country has introduced a new 

economic policy that has a direct impact on every single aspect of life in today’s Cuba, including 

cultural production. 

  

Now, with a real chance of making money, and taking advantage of the ambiguity of the laws that 

regulate cultural production, institutional support has become a more important goal for 

alternative music scenes. The ongoing crisis and the new socioeconomic model drafted by Raúl 

Castro’s administration have translated into a subtle but steady institutional dismantling in the 



 

104 

 

cultural sector. As a result, the competition for institutional support, more specifically for state 

resources and venues, since independent producers tend to deal directly with alternative sources 

of funding and the management of their projects, has considerably increased since 2011. Here the 

words of Lejardi are useful again to illustrate why commercial EDM has been more successful: 

If a DJ is not able to connect with the audience through the music he/she believes is the 

best in “his/her world,” it is not the audience’s fault. Here is where a demand fails to be 

met, followed by a lack of interest of the media and the potential spaces to promote that 

music, simply because no one cares about it. This is the current dilemma of the Cuban 

EDM movement, which many DJs interpret as a moment of stagnation provoked by 

external forces, instead of analyzing themselves (Iván Lejardi cited in Coocuyo 2015). 

  

The recent “normalization” of diplomatic relations between Cuba and the US has translated into 

more cultural exchange in Havana. We are still measuring how much of what Barack Obama and 

Raúl Castro achieved will be undone by Donald Trump’s administration, but the fact is that since 

2015 the number of music events hosted in Havana’s private and state-run venues has increased 

considerably. The EDM scene has been among the ones that has benefitted the most by the 

increasing interest of foreign artists to perform in the capital and collaborate with local musicians. 

The list of foreign EDM DJ/producers that have played Havana nightclubs after 17-D-2014 is 

quite long. Some of the highlights of these presentations include Space Elephants, Chus & 

Ceballos and Brian van Andel (Spain), Mike Polarny (Poland), Ellen Allien (Germany) and 

Derek Turcios (US). Some foreign acts have required a bigger setting to accommodate the 

increasing interest of Cubans in EDM. This was the case of US Diplo and Major Lazer, who 

performed for an estimate of 400,000 people at the Anti-imperialist Tribune early in 2016. This is 

over average attendance to an EDM festival of international recognition. By comparison, EDC 
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Vegas, a very prestigious event in the US, drew in 130,000 people per day in 2015 (Scruggs 

2016). 

 

In recent years, besides the considerable growth of the EDM scene in clubs of the capital, it is 

important to also highlight its presence in music festivals. Multi-genre events such as the Havana 

World Music festival (2014-present) and Musicabana (2016) have given plenty of stage time to 

local and foreign EDM artists. At the same time, other festivals more specialized in electronica 

have secured a continuation of the ecological rave spirit of the Rotilla years. Two of the best 

examples take place in the Eastern provinces of Holguín (Stereo-G, 2012-present) and Santiago 

de Cuba (Manana, 2016). In the capital, the main attraction since 2011 is Proelectrónica, a 

festival organized by PM Records with the support of the Cuban Institute of Music (ICM). 

Proelectrónica is curated by two important figures of the EDM scene, Iliam Suárez (I.A.) and 

Alexis de la O (I.A., Nacional Electrónica). In 2017, Eyeife joined the list of EDM festivals in 

Havana. The echoes of cultural exchange derived from 17-D-2014 reached its peak for the scene 

at an institutional level in October 2015. On that date, the US-based Bart Entertainment, LTD., 

the ICM, the National Center of Concert Music and the LNME signed an agreement focused on 

promoting the participation of foreign DJ/producers in EDM festivals and concerts in the island 

(Juventud Rebelde 2015). 

 

At the same time, as part of the buzz derived from 17-D-2014 and the reforms of the “update,” 

Cuban EDM producers have increased their presence abroad. A good example is Havana’s Yoel 

Antonio Diéguez (aka Wichy de Vedado), who toured Holland early in 2015, where he also 

recorded the album Synesthesia, published by the Dutch label Bambeats Records (Hernández 

2015a). Diéguez, former Rotilla headliner, has been exploring a new sonority for underground 

EDM in recent years. His more recent work features collaborations by major figures of the Cuban 
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jazz scene such as trumpeter Yasek Manzano and pianist Tony Rodríguez. After Diéguez finished 

Synesthesia in Holland, he spent some time in Germany working with the renowned producer 

Gabriel Ananda and playing some clubs in Berlin. Wichy de Vedado is now very active in the 

emergent private clubbing scene in Havana. Besides the popularity and proven music quality of 

artists such as Diéguez, Cuban EDM producers have not managed to get a single album published 

by a state-run record label. However, independent studios have produced a significant number of 

albums that have been allowed to compete in official events of the industry such as Cubadisco 

and Cuerda Viva. 

 

The diplomatic rapprochement has created a great deal of expectation about Cuba’s future in the 

music industry and its potential to open new creative avenues, given its solid musical tradition. 

Some popular publications such as Vicious Magazine (2016) even speculate about Cuba 

becoming an essential destination for the clubbing scene in the near future. This kind of 

optimistic speculative commentary is part of a sensationalist wave that started right after 17-D-

2014. Despite the positive outcomes that might result from the diplomatic dialogue between the 

Cuban and US governments, and Trump has already reversed some progressive policies, we 

should not underestimate the limitations for local EDM producers.  

 

Although its very availability for private consumption is already a significant change, access to 

the Internet remains expensive and slow. There are domestic banking restrictions against 

international credit card transactions and Paypal, preventing producers from buying and 

downloading music, software, plugins, etc. (Burrel 2016). Many local EDM producers manage to 

remain current thanks to the increased possibility of travelling abroad, the solidarity of foreign 

colleagues or exiled friends, and pirate sources such as the “weekly package.” Yet neither of 

these options lead to a sustainable model of cultural production. At the pace that things are 
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moving in the island, it might take a considerable number of years to make the necessary updates 

required for a serious development of the industry. The first step of the process is from a 

conceptual and legal nature. It has to do with the recognition and protection of non-state cultural 

initiatives, actors and spaces. It requires the update of a cultural policy stuck in the rationale of 

the 1980s, in order to synchronize it with the challenges of the twenty-first century.  
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Chapter 3 

Outdated Cultural Policy and Ambiguous Regulation 

Darsi Fernández is a major force behind the most interesting music projects in Havana. The 

Cuban delegate for the Spanish Society of Authors and Publishers (SGAE), she is also a 

renowned artistic manager, cultural promoter, and lawyer, who moves comfortably between the 

institutional and the independent. A significant part of her latest work has focused on identifying, 

studying and assisting projects that were born at the margins of the state institutional system. One 

of the platforms she created for this purpose is AM-PM, a space where cultural producers share 

ideas, build alliances, and learn from national and international experts in different fields of the 

music industry. I was fortunate enough to interview her twice during my field research trips to 

Havana in 2016. In our second interview Fernández said something that stuck in my mind: “It has 

taken a lot of time to recognize this fact, but finally everybody is agreeing on it: anything outside 

that mastodon works better” (Fernández 2016).   

 

In this chapter I examine Cuba’s current cultural policy and the way music production and 

commercialization is regulated. My goal is to demonstrate that the current model is outdated and 

unsustainable. I try to identify areas where an updated cultural policy, backed by adequate 

legislation, could be simultaneously beneficial for the local music industry, the state, and the 

Cuban society. In order to be effective, these updates would involve a paradigm shift in the 

institutional system in terms of recognizing the importance of non-state players and creating safe 

spaces for their development. Extreme centralization in the cultural sector is counterproductive 

from both an economic and a social point of view. However, recent legislations and events such 

as the decision to subordinate the corporate wing of Eusebio Leal’s office to the Ministry of the 

Revolutionary Armed Forces, indicate a clear intention to delay a long anticipated radical change 
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in the management of the cultural industries. Leal’s Office of the City Historian was one of the 

very few alternative sources of cultural production and consumption recognized by the state. 

 

In the previous chapter I addressed some of the contradictions of the sector in the 1990s and 

2000s. At that point, the economic dimension of non-institutional music productions was 

overshadowed by the efforts of independent producers to validate scenes and practices 

marginalized by the state institutions. The nonprofit, idealistic approaches of Grupo Uno, 

Matraka, and their festivals prove this point. However, in the more recent context of the “update,” 

the need to operate a cost-effective project and to diversify the sources of funding has achieved 

more importance. We can clearly appreciate this in the non-state sector, the informal economy, 

and even in the state corporate system. In order to make sense of this new reality the cultural 

policy needs to be updated accordingly. Before suggesting any changes, we need to understand 

what is that we want to change and what is wrong with it. Therefore, this chapter is largely 

concerned with a single question: What is the cultural policy of the “update”? 

 

To refer to Cuba’s institutional system in the cultural sector as a mastodon is not an exaggeration. 

Since its creation in 1976, the Ministry of Culture (MINCULT) has concentrated the management 

of the cultural industries. With the crisis of the 1990s it became evident that some of its functions 

and organizations, particularly at the micro level, required a degree of flexibility that the highly 

centralized state model was blocking. Instead of gradual decentralization to cope with the 

challenges and contradictions of a partial market economy and the openings to foreign 

investments and cultural exports, the state has chosen to keep the cultural sector under its full 

administration. As a result, many organizations affiliated to the MINCULT have been 

incorporated, dissolved, and transformed in the last three decades. This process has taken place in 

a rather chaotic way, with little consistency and legislative backing. The cultural policy discourse 
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has remained considerably untouched in the context of a new agenda of modernization of Cuba’s 

socioeconomic model.  

 

Although the current incompatibility between socioeconomic and cultural policies is a complex 

debate, I argue that it boils down to the contradictions arising from a discourse that, based on 

mechanisms of subsidization conceived in the 1970s, commits to heavily support artistic creation 

and to guarantee the public access to arts and cultural productions. This is a very progressive 

approach, and Cuba has been justly praised for it. The problem with it is the limited means 

conceived to achieve these goals, which so far have considered the state institutional system as 

the only legitimate mechanism to produce, promote, distribute, commercialize and consume 

cultural products and services. Since its origins in the highly Sovietized Cuba of the 1970s, this 

was already both an idealistic and a discriminatory approach, if we consider the thousands of 

Cubans that have left the island because they have been denied a space to live outside this highly 

concentrated model. Today, with a more economic-centric style of governance and a state that 

publicly endorses the importance of individual entrepreneurship, the exclusionary nature of this 

cultural policy becomes even more evident.  

 

In the current context, as Tania García and Beatriz Pérez observed, it is not possible to defend 

subsidized artistic creation without “strengthening the production and distribution of the cultural 

products that guarantee the contact between artists and consumers” (2012:12). I argue that the 

current institutional system cannot deliver this task by itself. It needs the regulated competition of 

non-state players. This would be a short-term policy to cope with the most immediate 

contradictions that I analyze in this chapter. In the long run, this discussion should transcend the 

dichotomy of state vs. non-state sectors. To quote García and Pérez again: 
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In the presence of a structural and systemic crisis, it would be more effective to face the 

reconfiguration of the model, which will involve the congruous integration of the 

different forms of property and avoiding to manage the economy from conjunctural 

decisions and with a fragmented conception of the different sectors. An update or a 

reform of the economic model cannot be produced without a transformation of the social 

and economic relations that sustain it (2012:13).  

 

The frontal marginalization of non-state cultural spaces and initiatives in previous decades had 

been partially justified with the extremely hostile political context of the 1960s and 1970s. But 

today, even though some negative elements such as the US embargo remain in place, the situation 

is different. Since the beginning of the Special Period the Cuban model has suffered radical 

transformations, particularly related to the consolidation of the non-state sector and the informal 

economy.33 The backdrop for the resulting new socioeconomic relations has been a steady 

withdrawal of state subsidies. The best evidence to prove that the cultural sector has been affected 

by this new scenario is the escalation of independent productions. The chronic lack of synergy 

among the state organizations in the sector, together with a tendency to concentrate more 

functions in the hands of conservative functionaries and the consolidation of the new economic 

policy known as the “update,” have made many artists and cultural producers migrate to the new 

economy of private businesses, self-managed companies, and foreign contracts.   

 

                                                        
33 According to Carmelo Mesa-Lago, within the non-state sector, the most dynamic groups are 
self-employed workers (507,342), usufruct farmers (312,296), and members of new 
nonagricultural and service co-ops (7,700). These four groups make up 17% of the labor force, 
out of a total 29% in the entire non-state sector. However, the actual size of both the “official” 
non-state sector and the informal economy remain questionable. The numbers above were 
officially reported by the Cuban state in 2015. There are no official data on the non-state sector 
disaggregated by components (Mesa-Lago 2017). 
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The MINCULT’s current policies do not address the post-Special Period reality in a convincing 

or effective way. We have the discourse of subsidized culture for the masses and comprehensive 

support for artistic creation coexisting with a poorly regulated market economy, and an inefficient 

institutional mastodon as the only source of legal contracting. This cultural policy is more 

damaging to certain economic activities such as the commercialization of recorded music, which 

are based on the ownership of a cultural product. Yet, based on my interviews with experts in the 

field, cultural production has rather improved in quantity and quality in recent years. Why have 

these improvements occurred even in the context of the MINCULT constraints? I have three 

arguments. First, the leading role played by independent producers and promoters, which in my 

interpretation includes those who are on the payroll of a state organization but develop cultural 

projects outside the limiting rules of the institutional system. Secondly, the ambiguous way in 

which the sector is regulated and legislated allows for all sorts of irregularities. Sometimes these 

loopholes end up producing positive “experiments.” However, without a sound regulatory 

framework and cultural policy to sustain them, great initiatives become unsustainable in time. 

Finally, the escalation of transnational collaborations and the appropriation of new media 

technologies by Cuban producers, artists, and promoters have together increased the opportunities 

for production and circulation. As Darien Lamen has commented, referring to a similar dynamic 

in contemporary Brazil: “Newly empowered by digital technology and driven by her own 

entrepreneurial ingenuity, the excluded denizen of the periphery no longer depends on state 

institutions for recognition but rather uses her cultural assets and horizontal networks to 

effectively ‘include herself’ within society” (2014:36).  

  

The current stance of the MINCULT suggests a relapse back to extreme centralization, when the 

majority of the other sectors of the economy seem to be going in the opposite direction. One of 

the possible explanations for this paradox is that cultural production is not considered as part of 
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the economy, at least from an industrial perspective. However, this would be only at a discursive 

level since the economic relations among the industry players are regulated, however 

inefficiently. The “update” has delivered, although not at the pace and the scale promised, the 

new private and cooperative property relations that were announced. However, in contrast to the 

strategy of gradual decentralization around other economic activities, the field of cultural 

production remains remarkably unchanged. Independent music production and performance has 

hardly been recognized legally, leaving music and musicians vulnerable to the ambiguities of the 

informal economy.  

 

There is a significant legal vacuum in today’s cultural sector, which is part of a bigger problem: 

Cuba needs a new Constitution, or at least to introduce radical reforms to the current document, 

which was drafted during the very different context of the 1970s. The lack of legal protection 

affects many initiatives that have proved to be sustainable alternatives to what the state offers. 

Part of the official argument, that I will examine in more detail below, is that the current state-

centric model has been successful. It has been able to cover its costs in hard currency with its own 

revenues. Thus, this argument goes, moving away from state relations of property would 

introduce unnecessary competition in the state sector. The fear of losing control over the creative 

process is understandable: the current system has provided highly subsidized cultural 

consumption. But, as is happening in other realms of the Cuban economy, this is a new context, 

open to new economic and regulatory possibilities.  

 

While the state claims it needs consistency in its cultural policy, recent facts, under-reported by 

the state media, are clear symptoms of important structural transformations at the macro-

management level of the industry. Behind the scene there are other agendas at work. These do not 

indicate conspiracy but rather inconsistency. Two examples come to mind. Concerts organized by 
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foreign entities are easily and quickly approved, as long as they are not considered politically 

controversial. Furthermore, the uncertain legal status of highly skilled Cuban specialists in the 

sector is making them available as cheap labor. Consider the famous 2016 Rolling Stones mega-

concert at the Ciudad Deportiva, a Havana sports complex. It was of course tremendously 

popular; so much so that it displaced the Havana World Music festival, another major event 

which featured a number of Cuban and international performers, scheduled for the same time. 

Instead of the planned four-day festival, when the Rolling Stones concert was announced, Havana 

World Music was reduced to two days. Another moment which signaled huge changes in the 

music world was the agreement signed between Sony and the Enterprise of Recordings and 

Musical Editions (EGREM) in 2015. This agreement gives the multinational corporation access 

to the most significant catalogue of post-1964 Cuban music and authorization to distribute it and 

make a profit out of it for several years. I will offer a further analysis of these two case studies 

later in this chapter. 

 

3.1 The Law and the Gray Zones 

 

It would take a second dissertation to do a comprehensive analysis of all the laws, resolutions, 

and decrees –plus the countless amendments– that are relevant to the cultural sector in 

contemporary Cuba.34 Instead, in this section I will focus only on the main legal bases that 

concern the regulation of the music industry, particularly the most ambiguous and outdated ones. 

My goal is to identify gray areas where the divide between current legislation and reality is more 

evident. In other words, these are the spaces that independent producers have crafted in order to 

navigate the limitations of the institutional system. I focus my analysis on six points of special 

relevance: the guidelines for the update of the socioeconomic model; the media monopoly of the 

                                                        
34 As far as I know this research has not been done in any kind of comprehensive manner. 
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state; regulations concerning copyright and royalty payments; regulations concerning live music 

performances; regulations indicating more centralization in the cultural sector; and, post-17-D-

2014 regulations by the administrations of Barack Obama and Donald Trump regarding the US 

foreign policy toward Cuba. 

    

Cuba’s current Constitution dates back to 1976. Since then, the text has been reformed only three 

times in 1978, 1992, and 2002 (Arango 2017). None of these constitutional reforms have implied 

major changes for the cultural sector. In 1976, the Cuban state was in the middle of a process of 

institutionalizing virtually every single aspect of life in the country. From that moment until the 

beginning of the Special Period, centralization in the management of all sectors radicalized as the 

ruling administrative style. To deal with the crisis of the 1990s the government started a culture 

of provisional decrees and amendments that is very difficult to follow. The cultural sector was 

also part of this explosion of temporary regulations. By the time that Raúl Castro became 

president, after two decades of “special measures for special circumstances,” it was clear that 

some “temporary” practices have become fundamental to the functioning of the model. In this 

recent phase, the “update,” the regulation of the cultural sector has not incorporated the major 

changes that the new scenario demands. This is a consequence of a mentality divorced from the 

evolution of the Cuban model, which has continued privileging centralization and a 

noncommercial approach in the cultural industries at a discursive level. In practice, the cultural 

institutions have incorporated free market relations focusing on the interactions between state 

organizations and foreign partners, leaving the local independent producers out of the new 

regulatory frameworks. 

  

The 1976 Constitution is famous for its ambiguity in many areas where it is not clear who makes 

certain decisions and what criteria is used to evaluate, allowing for selective enforcement. This 
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ambiguity has not been resolved after forty years. Consider, for instance, the following excerpt 

from the Constitution of the Republic of Cuba of 1976, Chapter I, article 3: “Cuba will never 

return to capitalism;” or Chapter V, article 39, section ch: “Artistic creation is free as long as its 

content does not oppose the Revolution.” This subjective tone that predominates throughout the 

text legitimizes the socialist state as a sort of desirable monopoly, because the state is “the 

people,” so any decision made by its functionaries would be in the benefit of “the people.” In 

practice, in the past two decades independent cultural producers have played a major role in the 

development of the sector. They have struggled to adjust to a poorly regulated environment which 

often forces them to operate in the informal economy and to engage in unlawful activities. One of 

the most dangerous aspects is the chronic lack of knowledge about the laws and regulations 

concerning the commercialization of cultural products, and more in general, Cuba’s current 

Constitution. In this regard, the Cuban author Julio César Guanche has noted that “the express use 

of the Constitution among the state functionaries and the citizenry has been virtually absent 

throughout the years” and that “is very likely that the Constitution is unknown to a significant 

part of the population” (2015:28). This legal illiteracy is another area where the state monopoly of 

media should be questioned. 

 

3.1.1 The Guidelines for the Update of the Socioeconomic Model 

 

The Guidelines for the Economic and Social Policy of the Communist Party of Cuba and the 

Revolution were approved on April, 2011 (Partido Comunista de Cuba 2011).35 The document’s 

main goal is “to update Cuba’s economic model to guarantee the continuity and irreversibility of 

                                                        
35 In 2017, the Cuban Parliament approved the Economic Development Plan until 2030 and The 
New Guidelines of the Economic Policy for 2016-2021. Both documents, which had been already 
sanctioned at the VII Congress of the Communist Party of Cuba in 2016, ratify that Cuba’s new 
socialist model will recognize and create the conditions for the existence of the private and non-
state cooperative corporate sectors as important players in the national economy (EFE 2017). 
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an alternative socialist system, the economic development of the country, and the quality of life 

of the Cuban people” (ibid). While the text recognizes the unsustainability of the traditional 

socialist model it emphasizes the fact that the prevailing economic system will remain based on 

the socialist property of the people over the fundamental means of production. For this purpose, a 

socialist planning approach rather than a free market model would continue guiding Cuba’s 

economic policy. The 2011 guidelines recognize the fact that the enterprises of the state corporate 

system need more autonomy. Additionally, they ratify that they would remain the dominant 

players in the national economy, taking into account that other alternative players would be 

introduced and stimulated to improve efficiency. These other players mainly refer to foreign 

investors (mixed-capital corporations, joint ventures), usufruct farmers, members of new 

nonagricultural and service co-ops, and self-employed workers or cuentapropistas.36  

 

The document acknowledges the impossibility of the state to maintain a massive, bureaucratic, 

highly subsidized state sector, and the consequent need to create conditions for the development 

of the alternative forms of property mentioned above. This can be appreciated in passages where 

a new and rather urgent employment policy is stated, one that involves a process of 

restructuration in the state sector to eliminate “payroll inflations” and “paternalistic treatment” 

towards state employees (Partido Comunista de Cuba 2011). A main reform goal of Raúl Castro’s 

                                                        
36 In 1960, the new revolutionary government experimented with the Credit and Services 
Cooperative (CCS). In 1975, the Cuban state enforced the creation of farmers’ associations under 
the legal status of cooperatives of agriculture and livestock production (CPA). Then, in 1993 the 
state introduced a hybrid between a state and a cooperative agricultural company called Basic 
Unit of Cooperative Production (UBPC). The three models coexist in today’s agricultural sector 
(Centro Cultural de la Cooperación Floreal Gorini 2013). The new nonagricultural and service co-
ops have legal personality which allow them to do transactions with state and legitimate non-state 
entities. Before these cooperatives can sell their products and services using a free-market 
approach, they have to meet their commitment to the state sector. They tend to be more successful 
when created by the voluntary initiative of a group of persons that share the same goals and 
values rather than when coming from former state enterprises. However, this latter segment 
dominates the nonagricultural and service cooperative sector with a 77% share (Mesa-Lago 
2017). 
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administration was to fire 1.8 million unneeded workers in the state sector, which demanded an 

expansion of the non-state sector (Mesa-Lago 2017). After partially materializing the substantial 

layoffs announced in the document, the “guidelines” suggest the policy of paying state workers 

based on their contribution to the economic performance of the enterprise (pago por resultado or 

payment by results) vs. the predominant system of paying them a fixed salary. The system of 

payment by results has not been significantly implemented in the state cultural sector. This has 

contributed to the infamous lack of incentives of its workforce. The cultural sector continues 

employing more people than it needs. Although the functionaries and specialists of the average 

state organization tend to have an adequate formation, they also tend to lack the required 

specialization to insert products and services in particular niches of the cultural industries. This 

workforce is also characterized by its constant fluctuation within the institutional system, which 

doesn’t help with specialization. 

 

The “guidelines” of 2011 ratify an economic strategy that has been controversial since its 

emergence in the 1990s. The new model grants limited licenses to operate in the private sector, 

mainly in activities that require low qualifications, but it does not allow self-employed Cubans to 

form legal, private corporations of any size. However, foreign investors have access to strategic 

sectors of the Cuban economy (Rojas 2017). The official argument is that this policy is aimed to 

avoid wealth concentration. In practice, the private economy players keep finding gray (and 

black) zones to sell their products and services, make a profit, and accumulate as much wealth as 

possible. To believe they would do otherwise would be naïve. One cannot pretend that in a 

country in crisis, where the rules are constantly changing with very short notice, people will tend 

to be conservative about how much they want their business to grow or how much money they 

need to save.  
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Instead of focusing on the design of more efficient tax mechanisms and financial and legal 

infrastructures, the state has taken a hostile stance toward the new inevitable entrepreneurs, 

causing the latter to become paranoid, preferring to keep their money “under the mattress” instead 

of Cuban banks. These and other limitations imposed on the non-state sector (e.g. exclusion of 

most professional and high-tech occupations, multiple taxes and taxation at a high level, lack of 

wholesale markets, bureaucratic resistance, obstacles to hiring employees, narrow definition of 

legal activities) have been identified and discussed by influential scholars such as Carmelo Mesa-

Lago (2017). Other analysts such as Richard E. Feinberg have projected trends in the non-state 

sector that we are now able to see partially materialize in the informal dimension of the cultural 

field. In Open for Business: Building the New Cuban Economy, Feinberg envisaged four stages of 

capital accumulation of microbusinesses: “primitive household accumulation, early-mover super-

profits, growth and diversification, and strategic alliances with state enterprises and with foreign 

investors” (2016). In chapters 4 and 5, I will illustrate this evolution with several examples.         

   

The 2011 “guidelines” were outlined according to the sectors that the Communist Party and the 

state considered in need of an update: economic management; macroeconomics; foreign 

economic policy; investments; science, technology, and environmental policy; agro-industrial 

policy; industry and energy; tourism; transportation; construction, housing, and hydraulic 

resources; commerce; and, social policy, where we find a very small section dedicated to the 

cultural sector. The “social policy” part of the text is, by far, the most vague and superficial. It 

suggests that the only goal is to keep protecting the achievements of the Revolution (i.e. 

subsidized access to education, sports, healthcare, and culture). Out of the 313 guidelines that 

comprise the document, only two are dedicated to the cultural sector. Furthermore, these two 

guidelines are nothing but an echo of the same policy discourse that the MINCULT has repeated 

since its creation in the 1970s, as if this was the same Cuba of those years, with the same social 
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and economic players, and with the same level of support that the Socialist Bloc provided. The 

small section dedicated to the cultural sector ignores the need to address the legal status of 

thousands of independent artists and cultural producers, promoters and entrepreneurs. Consider 

the two guidelines in question: 

163. To continue promoting the defense of our identity, the conservation of the cultural 

heritage, the artistic creation, and the capacity to appreciate art. To promote the habit of 

reading, to enrich the cultural life of the Cuban people, and to encourage community 

work as a means to satisfy spiritual needs and strengthen social values.    

164. To continue elevating the quality and rigor in the professional artistic education and 

to adjust the enrollment in the different manifestations according to the needs of the 

provinces, municipalities and emblematic professional ensembles (Partido Comunista de 

Cuba 2011). 

 

3.1.2 The Media Monopoly of the State 

 

In order to synchronize the MINCULT’s policy with the “update” several conceptions rooted in 

an obsolete mentality need to be readjusted. A good start would be to get rid of the unrealistic 

idea that legitimizes the state as a media monopoly. In the 1976 Constitution of the Republic of 

Cuba, Chapter VII, article 53, we can read: 

Freedom of press and freedom of speech are recognized for the citizens according to the 

goals of the socialist society. The material conditions to exercise them are subject to the 

fact that the press, the radio, the television, the film industry and other means of mass 

diffusion are property of the state and cannot be transferred, under any circumstances, to 

private property, which will secure its exclusive use by the working people in the interest 

of society. 
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In practice, the state has become increasingly dependent on informal collectives and individuals 

to run the cultural industries in a relatively modern and diverse fashion, both from an aesthetic 

and a technological point of view. This can be confirmed with the creation of informal 

partnerships to organize music festivals such as Manana Cuba, Musicabana, or Havana World 

Music, and the key role of producing companies with no legal personality such as 4C 

Producciones and La Rueda Producciones. Despite the insecurities of the informal economy, non-

institutional cultural production in all sorts of artistic and media manifestations have continued 

rising. New media technologies and transnational collaborations, two defining elements of the 

times we are living, have disarticulated the state monopoly. This is an inevitable fact, and sooner 

than later Cuba’s cultural policy will have to come to terms with it at a legislative level. However, 

as we see with the cinema law that many filmmakers, producers, and intellectuals have tried to 

negotiate in recent years, the efforts to legalize independent producing companies in the arts and 

media sectors are anti-constitutional.37 The great paradox is that independent films are allowed to 

compete in official events such as the Havana International Film Festival, the same way that 

                                                        
37 In 2015, around sixty Cuban audiovisual makers formed a Filmmakers Committee. Sydney 
Levine, who has followed this story closely, has chronicled: “Soon after its creation, the 
Committee announced that its objectives included ensuring the active participation of Cuban 
filmmakers in every decision that was made about [our] cinema, and protecting and developing 
its production at the industrial and independent levels. At this time, they are working together 
with ICAIC [Cuban Institute of Cinematographic Art and Industry] and the Ministry of Culture to 
pass a decree-law defining the autonomous audiovisual creator, which would legitimize 
filmmakers as a legal concept, with full rights to exercise their profession. However, the decree-
law, which was drafted seven years ago and ratified by the most recent UNEAC [National Union 
of Writers and Artists of Cuba] Congress, was rewritten by the Filmmakers Committee so that it 
is not limited to recognizing audiovisual practice as individual work, but as collective, and so that 
it legally protects independent producers. This law, which would involve widening the scope of 
the law passed in 1959 for ICAIC’s founding, or drafting a new one, would include the creation 
of a film commission that would support production and make it viable; a promotion fund that 
would be governed by an arts council, and to which all independent and institutional artists could 
aspire; financial incentives that would promote the support of private and state companies and 
sponsors; and a general legal framework that conceives of cinema systemically, inspired by the 
useful experiences that have taken place in other countries in the region such as Colombia, 
Argentina, Guatemala, and the Dominican Republic” (Levine 2015). 
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independent music productions participate at the Cuban Institute of Music (ICM)-organized 

Cubadisco (Arango 2017).  

 

3.1.3 Copyrights and Royalty Payments 

 

Another area of inadequate and confusing legislation is that of the copyright and royalty 

payments. Any thoughtful observer of the Cuban music industry knows that behind today’s most 

successful recorded and live music are independent promoters, producers, and self-managed 

musicians, or musicians managed by experts that move between the institutional and the informal 

sides of the industry. Think, for instance, of the quality and popularity of the productions of 

independent companies/labels such as 4C Producciones, Guámpara Music, BandEra, Célula 

Music, or La Oficina Secreta. I will analyze them in detail in chapter 5. Many of the specialists 

that manage these companies have gone independent in order to adjust to the new socioeconomic 

scenario that is being disregarded by the state in the cultural sector. Besides very exceptional 

experiments such as Fábrica de Arte Cubano (FAC), the MINCULT has remained extremely 

conservative when it comes to admitting that the kind of economic relations that make sense for 

the contemporary cultural industries involve the active participation of non-institutional players. 

But, contrasting with an orthodox and vague discourse about cultural commercialization, the 

MINCULT has been actually assertive in its regulation of royalty payments. In this sense, the 

standards are very similar to the ones used by the transnational corporations that the socialist state 

has traditionally condemned.  

 

The case of the copyright regulatory frameworks is rather critical. The current laws date back to 

1977 and, unsurprisingly, do not consider basic matters in the functioning of the contemporary 
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music industry such as the legal migration of copyrights to the digital space (Sanchelima 2002).38 

The “update” has not included privately owned businesses or cooperatives in the cultural sector as 

legitimate economic players, even when there is clear evidence of their capacity to produce 

innovative events and cultural products, which are often conceived under a nonprofit perspective. 

However, the “update” introduced a license that allowed self-employed Cubans to sell CDs and 

recorded music in any possible format. Although the Cuban government signed the international 

Berne Convention on copyright in 1997, the copyright laws are not enforced in this common 

activity for cuentapropistas, let alone royalty payments to the authors. Mario Escalona, General 

Director of EGREM, noted that the cuentapropistas authorized to sell CDs “have flooded the 

market, freely manipulating a series of materials which production costs had been often assumed 

by our institutions, which do not benefit from the operation of thousands of informal sales points 

throughout the country” (Acosta 2016). The following paragraphs provide analysis of specific 

laws and resolutions, followed by explanations of how cultural producers work creatively with 

and around these laws and resolutions. These resolutions can be consulted at the Official Gazette 

of the Republic of Cuba’s website (https://www.gacetaoficial.gob.cu/), a publication by Cuba’s 

Ministry of Justice. 

 

                                                        
38 As Robin D. Moore (2006) described, before 1959 Cuban musicians received minimal 
royalties, if any. As it was common practice all over the world, composers often signed away the 
rights to their songs after recording them. Conscious of their disadvantageous bargaining position, 
they did so as a distribution strategy to reach wider audiences. In order to balance the situation in 
favor of the individual composers, Ernesto Lecuona and Gonzalo Roig, two major names in the 
history of Cuban music, founded the National Society of Cuban Authors (SNAC). However, in 
1960 Fidel Castro’s government dissolved SNAC after accusing Lecuona and Roig of 
embezzlement. Although a new agency, the Cuban Institute of Musical Rights, replaced SNAC, it 
did not last very long as Cuba isolated itself from the capitalist world driven by Ché Guevara’s 
conception of a society organized around moral rather than material incentives. “Copyright, from 
such a perspective, represented everything that was wrong about the capitalist system” (Moore 
2006:75). The abolition of copyright during the early years of the Revolution led to the defection 
of many musicians and composers.  
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The Law #14 of 1977 ascribes the function of dictating regulations concerning copyright and 

royalty payments to the MINCULT. For this purpose, the National Centre for Copyright 

(CENDA) was created in 1978. Later, in 1986, the Cuban Agency of Music Copyright (ACDAM) 

was founded to provide specialized services in the music sector. During the worst moments of the 

Special Period the regulation of copyright and royalty payments suffered important 

transformations after the state restarted commercializing Cuban music abroad. In this context, 

former minister of culture Armando Hart signed Resolution #22 of 1993, which established the 

basis to address the changes in the economic relations between artists and the state institutions 

resulting from the decriminalization of foreign currency possession. According to this resolution, 

the Cuban authors are entitled to collect royalties in foreign currency resulting from the use of 

their works abroad. There is a commission that is charged by the state representation agency for 

its mandatory mediation. This commission fluctuates but is never below 15%. 

 

The same resolution establishes that the state representation agency will charge another 

commission negotiated in the contract with the foreign party. The estimated expenses associated 

to the promotion and production of the recording, as well as its expected commercial success are 

considered for the calculation of this second commission. The majority of the musicians that I 

interviewed in the last four years agreed on the extremely poor work of the state commercializing 

companies, particularly in the area of promotion, which has increasingly become the 

responsibility of the artists and the resources they can mobilize in the informal economy. In the 

case of live music performances abroad the mediation of a state organization is also mandatory. 

Here, the state organization also charges the two commissions that I described above. Resolution 

#22 of 1993 states that, as a policy, the income received by the artists in hard currency resulting 

from the commercialization of their recordings and live performances, should be considered a 

source of funding to cover their needs for musical instruments, equipment, etc. The Havana 
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branch of the main Spanish collecting society for songwriters, composers and music publishers 

(SGAE), located at the emblematic Lonja del Comercio building, has played a crucial role in 

securing fair compensation for Cuban musicians published and commercialized abroad.   

 

Resolution #5 was implemented in 1997, establishing new royalty rates in Cuban pesos (CUP) for 

the use of music recordings and live performances in national territory. With these new rates the 

state attempted to improve the precarious situation of musicians. In practice, the increased cost of 

life and professional development in a partial market economy in crisis, together with steady 

reductions in state subsidies, did not allow the reform to go beyond a symbolic improvement. 

Furthermore, as a significant part of the music produced in Cuba circulates in channels that are 

out of reach for the state institutions, the reform was not supported by an effective mechanism to 

secure that authors will be remunerated for the mechanical reproduction of their compositions, let 

alone more sophisticated copyrights such as synchronization licensing. Consider some examples 

of these rates, taking into account that the currency used is the CUP (approximately 25 times less 

valuable than the CUC and the USD): 

- Popular music concert: 4-6% of the income resulting from ticket sales  

- Festival: 6-8% of the income resulting from ticket sales 

- Radio: 0.32/title 

- TV: 0.80/title 

- Restaurants, live or recorded music (in Havana): 700.00/month 

- Bars, live or recorded music (in Havana): 750.00/month 

- Nightclubs, live or recorded music: 4-6% of the income resulting from ticket sales 

- Reproduction in CD, cassettes, or similar formats: 10% of the wholesale price  
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Later in 1997 the MINCULT introduced Resolution #42, which regulated royalty payments in 

hard currency for music recordings commercialized in national territory. This resolution 

considered both the musical author and the musicians who participated in the recording of an 

album. The MINCULT capped these royalties to a maximum of 20% of the wholesale price of 

each CD, cassette, or a similar format. Many of the musicians and music professionals that I 

interviewed observed that the ACDAM and the state editing houses are unreliable organizations. 

However, they charge a substantial commission from the 20% mentioned above. As a result of 

this and the uncertain legal status of local independent editing houses many Cuban musicians 

look abroad for record deals with foreign editors and publishers. To cope with the obvious gaps 

of Resolution #42 of 1997, Instruction #1, about the scope and interpretation of Resolution #42, 

was released that same year.39   

 

3.1.4 Live Music 

 

In regards to the regulation of live music the key guidelines are established in Resolution #293 of 

2006, and Resolution #81 of 2008. Resolution #293 regulates the celebration of what the 

MINCULT calls fiestas populares (popular parties), stating that only the provincial music centers, 

in coordination with a state representation agency, can contract music bands or musicians to 

perform in public events. Resolution #81establishes that the ICM, the state representation 

                                                        
39 The biggest change introduced by Instruction #1 was the decision of letting the royalty 
payments resulting from a music recording to be negotiated between the state representation 
agency and the record label, which has to be a state organization in the case that the 
commercialization takes places in national territory. Other relevant points of Instruction #1 refer 
to the ratification that no royalty payments could result from the commercialization of 
audiovisual material, and to the impossibility of transferring royalties in hard currency to the heirs 
of authors that passed away. Instead, these royalties had to be collected in CUP. Royalty 
payments for audiovisual works were incorporated in 1999, with Resolution #111 of that year. 
Heirs were granted the right to collect royalty payments in the same currency in which the artistic 
work is commercialized later in 2012 with Resolution 38 of that year. 
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agencies, and the provincial music centers determine, according to their quality, the payment for 

the music bands that participate in public events. The MINCULT caps this payment to 25,000 

CUP (approximately 1000 CUC or USD). Resolution #70 of 2013 ratifies the illegality of 

contracting musicians without the mediation of their artistic representation agencies or other state 

organizations. Resolution #70 dictates that the state representation agencies can charge up to 30% 

of the value of the contract for a live music performance. 

 

In April 2016, I interviewed Carlos Iglesias in Toronto. Iglesias, who has a vast experience in the 

music business, is the manager of renowned Cuban musicians Carlos Varela and Aldo López 

Gavilán. Although he has focused on the international dimension of Varela and López’s careers, 

Iglesias also has produced some events in Havana. There, often assisted by Josué García’s La 

Rueda Producciones, he has organized several concerts in venues such as the National Theatre, 

Los Jardines de la Tropical, and the recreational club José Antonio Echeverría. Iglesias’ 

productions in Havana have also relied heavily on the collaboration of Yoana Grass, another 

important promoter, producer, and manager of world-famous jazz artists such as Harold López-

Nussa, Yissy García, Daymé Arocena, and the multifaceted artist/producer X Alfonso. 

 

According to Iglesias, a culture of artistic management has been traditionally absent in socialist 

Cuba (Iglesias 2016). The figure of the manager is not legally recognized even in the institutional 

system. However, the new economy of music in Havana has revealed the importance of these 

experts. The current legislation, through Resolution #70 of 2013, considers a group of key 

occupations in the music industry as personal de apoyo (backing personnel). This includes a few 

categories within the field of sound and lighting engineering as well as the figure of the artistic 

productions assistant, which is the closest to a manager that the Cuban system recognizes. During 

the transition of the 1990s to a partial market economy musicians tended to see the role of 
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managers as a necessary evil, concerned with tasks that are normally the territory of booking 

agents. But in more recent years they have consolidated as a key element for a successful artistic 

career. In Iglesias’ opinion this has a lot to do with the growing group of musicians that are 

getting international gigs. These offers are accompanied by contracts that are hard to navigate by 

Cuban musicians and even by the specialists of state representation agencies. In order to navigate 

the intricacies of the institutional system, many musicians have opted for having both a local and 

an international manager. The laws and regulations that govern the domestic and the foreign 

markets are quite different. This would be the case anywhere in the world but certainly Cuba 

offers one of the most atypical and challenging models.  

    

Even for an experienced professional like Iglesias, the way in which live music sustains itself in 

Cuba remains a mystery. To illustrate with an example: using the only authorized mechanism, an 

organization with legal personality, say a state-run nightclub, hires a music band. In order to act 

under the law all the members of the band have to be signed with a state representation agency. 

The nightclub signs a contract with the agency, where the payment for the band is negotiated, 

considering the aforementioned cap of 25,000 CUP. The agency pays the band after charging its 

commission for representation, promotion, and production. The musicians and backing personnel 

involved have to pay taxes on this income. On the face of it, this looks like a familiar flow of 

transactions and legal steps in the music business. The main difference with other models, besides 

the fact that non-state entities are not legally allowed to participate at any level, is that this 

process can take several weeks, or even months. In addition to the slowness and bureaucracy of 

the process to get paid, some of my interviewees told me that there are regular cases of errors of a 

legal or accounting nature. As a result of the inefficiency and lack of incentives that predominate 

among the staff of the institutional system, many music bands prefer to take the risks of the 

informal economy.  



 

129 

 

 

With the openings derived from the “update” musicians are increasingly avoiding the official 

mechanism. They are using alternative channels where they can be paid directly by the owner of a 

private venue or a cultural promoter that works with a number of private clients such as 

restaurants, bars, and nightclubs. In this scenario none of the parties involved have legal 

personality. The equivalent to a contract is a verbal agreement with no legal value. By law, non-

state venues are not authorized to feature live music. But there is also no law or decree preventing 

them from doing it. Musicians that are signed with state organizations can only perform with the 

mediation of their official representation agency. But a state organization cannot sign a 

commercial contract with a private business because the only alternative players that get to have 

legal personality outside the state sector are the cooperatives, which so far have not been 

approved in the cultural sector. We end up immersed in a vicious circle, a gray zone. 

 

Iglesias believes that, by keeping the institutional mechanism as the only legal possibility, many 

state functionaries benefit from the current irregularities in the music industry. I agree with his 

assessment. The exercise of soft power over musicians and specialists has become common 

practice. The MINCULT often turns a blind eye on their unlawful activities in exchange for their 

availability to be mobilized at the state agenda’s convenience. In our interview, Iglesias used the 

reguetón duo Gente de Zona as an example. Today, Miami-based Gente de Zona is at a different 

level after signing a lucrative contract with Sony. They are now being represented by Magnus, 

Marc Anthony’s representation agency.40 But when the popular duo was based in Havana, they 

used to play a couple of mega-concerts organized by the ICM every year, for free. Then, they 

would play some small venues, charging an admission fee that could be as shocking as 500 

CUC/person. And, “who knows how?” Iglesias observed, “but people would pay for it.”  
                                                        
40 Other Cuban artists that have recently signed major record deals with Sony are Diana Fuentes 
and Jacob Forever, while Luna Manzanares and Danay Suárez have signed with Universal. 
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Iglesias agrees that developing a domestic market for Cuban musical productions should be a top 

priority. This is a recurring argument of Cuban cultural economists such as Tania García and 

Beatriz Pérez, who have observed: 

It is necessary to elevate the economy to a creative condition, to integrate knowledge, 

information, and citizens’ participation in the search for the well-being from and for the 

whole society, and not to produce an aid-type and paralyzing style of redistribution. It is 

also necessary to plan a way out of the underdevelopment and to distribute the national 

income through the creation of practical and productive employment. In order to achieve 

this, the internal market should become the main source that sustains the fundamental 

resources. Finally, it is necessary to stimulate the exports income without cutting the 

value of a qualified workforce. This means economic and social empowerment 

(2012:13). 

Other analysts of the cultural sector such as Joaquín Borges-Triana have focused more directly on 

the way the absence of a domestic market affects local musicians: 

This [absence of a national market for music] creates a situation where records and 

recording apparatuses are sold at prohibitive prices, and in a currency that is not the same 

as that which is paid to the average citizen. Therefore, it is almost impossible for a Cuban 

musician to have his/her records bought by the public or by the intended recipient for 

which the sonic creation is produced. In addition, there are too many musicians in 

relation to the state’s limited capacity to produce records. The topic is extremely 

complicated because at the same moment that the global record industry is disappearing, 

in Cuba it is only now beginning to be developed, but still has not managed to be 

profitable (2016). 
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To address these policy suggestions requires plenty of structural transformation, but more 

importantly, a change of mentality and its subsequent reflection on updated regulatory 

frameworks. “When I produce a Varela concert in Cuba,” Iglesias told me, “it is us who end up 

paying, instead of making any money.” If we consider the production costs, including what local 

technicians charge “under the table,” the 25,000 CUP that Varela has to share with his musicians 

and his backing personnel do not cover the most basic infrastructure and logistics required for a 

concert. And from this sum Varela’s state representation agency takes a 30%. There is also the 

option of waiting months to work only with the precarious resources that the institutional system 

can offer, but this avenue tends to only appeal to emerging artists who do not have other choice. 

Established artists like Varela, or even emerging ones who are aware of the illegitimate but more 

professional standards available at the informal economy, prefer the latter. We should keep in 

mind that the informal economy in this case has an important institutional dimension. For this 

reason, I analyze independent producers and the spaces they generate as new models of cultural 

management, where the state institutions are used mainly to legitimize a project from a legal 

perspective (Fernández 2017a). In the case of recorded music, the only real market that exists in 

today’s Cuba is based on the prevalence of copyright infringement. The small official market for 

CDs is rather symbolic and designed for the consumption of foreign tourists (Borges-Triana 2009, 

2015a). 

 

Iglesias thinks that the 25,000 CUP cap was calculated taking into account the average salary of a 

Cuban employed in the state sector. If this is true, and I believe so, it is more evidence of the 

disconnection between the economic and cultural agendas of the state. This approach overlooks 

the real costs of maintaining a musical career in Cuba, and the fact that the institutional system is 

no longer equipped with the human and technological resources required to deal with a larger and 

more sophisticated music supply. For the production of big concerts and festivals the MINCULT 
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subcontracts individuals and collectives of specialists who, while are commonly on the payroll of 

a state organization, have achieved a significant degree of independence through their own 

initiative, networks, capital and resources. On the other hand, the recent regulatory frameworks of 

the “update” do privilege economic activities traditionally condemned by the Cuban state such as 

real estate speculation. As Stephanie Nolen has recently noted: “It’s a sharp irony of the Castro 

economic reform program that many of those who have benefited most are white Cubans from 

the former elites, who have the strongest ties to the exile community, the closest links with the 

still vehemently anti-Castro Cubans in Miami” (2016). 

  

Producers like Iglesias, who think it is important to keep Havana’s music industry alive beyond 

any economic logic, end up losing money. The most frustrating part is that there is money to be 

made, but it is the infamous scalpers who end up making the unmerited profit. Iglesias 

exemplified this with his personal experience in 2013. That year he produced a concert at the 

National Theatre to celebrate 30 years of Carlos Varela’s artistic career. The tickets went on sale 

for only 20 CUP. The day of the concert Iglesias realized that the majority of them were being 

sold outside the theatre by scalpers at 20 CUC, twenty-five times the original price. Neither the 

state nor the musicians or the producers and specialists involved would see any of this money.  

 

The MINCULT’s intention might be that every Cuban can afford these concerts, but the reality is 

that a significant number of the seats are going to be taken by VIP guests and people willing to 

pay extra. The fact that there are wealthier Cubans and a celebrity jockeying that is new to the 

Cuban cultural scene could be dealt with in a more creative way. Protecting the most 

disadvantaged has to involve more than offering them the illusion of a high-class cultural 

program where everyone has the same access privileges. In fact, the bulk ticket sales to tourist 

groups has become increasingly noticeable, often leaving many Cubans outside the theatres. 
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Pretending that we are still in the 1980s is not going to solve this problem. Instead, alternatives 

include more flexible mechanisms that allow musicians and producers to make some profit and 

thus contribute more via income taxes that could be reinvested in the deteriorated venues of the 

institutional system. More concerts and festivals could be held in the city. This source of income 

could also help to subsidize more free events.   

 

The unsustainability of the institutional system is evidenced in the huge gap between what 

musicians get paid by their agencies and the cost to maintain their careers. It is virtually 

impossible for them to pay for musical instruments, sound equipment, transportation, promotion, 

and a manager, without having to perform abroad or in local private venues. This latter option is 

not regulated but rather tolerated, until the MINCULT decides otherwise. These limitations are 

very frustrating for all the players involved in the cultural sector as they see that in other sectors 

there are alternative legal ways to cope with the progressive reduction of state subsidies. The 

problem goes beyond profitmaking. What about nonprofit projects without legal status and rights, 

subject to the judgement of functionaries that have demonstrated a dogmatic and arbitrary logic in 

numerous occasions? The precarious economy of many Cuban musicians has been sustained by 

their performances abroad. But here they also face risks. They usually make enough money only 

when they are contracted directly, without the intervention of their state representation agency. 

But foreign contractors, knowing that Cuban artists have no legal rights outside the institutions, 

have often taken advantage of this fact to underpay them.  

 

The only legal income sources for Cuban musicians are their institutional contracts. However, 

when it comes to their expenses they are often treated as regular citizens that do not hold an 

institutional status. As Iglesias told me, the fees charged to a musician for importing musical 

instruments are the same that apply to any Cuban citizen. These are heavy taxes. For instance, the 
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fee for importing a guitar is 300 CUC over the original price, and for a keyboard 500 CUC extra. 

What is the rationale behind this aggressive tax policy in a country where music is so important, 

where artists are encouraged to self-finance their careers, and where a local industry of musical 

instruments is nonexistent? I could not find a convincing argument in four years of investigation. 

To make it worse, Cuban customs regulations in this regard are ridiculous. Every time that Cuban 

musicians travel abroad, their instruments have to be declared and their serial number registered. 

When these musicians return, they have to demonstrate that the returning instrument is the same 

that left the country, or pay the outrageous import fee.  

 

When it comes to record contracts musicians are also at a disadvantage. The state record labels 

were founded under socialist principles, to protect the Cuban culture and the artists’ rights. These 

principles have mutated according to the current times, disproportionally favoring the state labels. 

As Iglesias has experienced personally with contracts involving one of his artists, the pianist Aldo 

López-Gavilán, the state contracts are based on the same conditions that transnational 

corporations apply: a meagre sum in advance for the artist and no rights over the master 

recording. Additionally, the mechanism for musicians to collect royalty payments is infamous for 

its unreliability and sluggishness.  

 

In practice, many musicians have found a way to take advantage of this unfair mechanism. 

Musicians who are able to capture the interest of the cultural functionaries get to record an album 

at a symbolic cost. These cheap productions, from the artist perspective, are used mainly as a 

promotional tool to get live performance contracts, where the real monetary reward is found. This 

dynamic is not exclusive to Cuba. It has to do with recent mutations in the global music industry, 

mainly as a result of digital technologies and the escalation of music streaming online. However, 

the fact that independent music production in the island is not officially allowed, let alone 
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supported, puts independent musicians in disadvantage when compared to the level of 

international exposure of their fellow musicians that are part of the institutional system and 

manage to record an album in a professional studio. At the same time, when Cuba establishes a 

sounder mechanism for intellectual property rights protection, many musicians that gave up their 

rights over their master recordings will be denied important revenue opportunities that are now 

being overlooked.    

    

Telmary Díaz is a renowned Cuban musician. She started to sing with bands such as Free Hole 

Negro and Interactivo that usually circulated in the independent side of the industry. Telmary is 

currently an artist affiliated to the institutional system, who, as many of her colleagues, has joined 

the momentum of Havana’s emergent economy of music. In recent years Telmary has developed 

a solo career closer to the state institutions. Her current approach to music production, 

particularly when it comes to the recording and distribution of her albums, takes very seriously 

the state budget that exists for this purpose. As she mentioned in our interview, once a music 

project makes it to the list that the institutions commit to fund, “the battle is won,” since the 

commercializing organizations involved do not expect to make a significant profit, or even to 

recover the investment (Díaz 2017). The trick is to make it to that list because of the large amount 

of professional musicians hoping to put out a record at a very low cost.  

 

It is hard to believe that a model, the only legitimate model, that does not consider seriously the 

commercial dimension of a music record is still in place. The fact that the state subsidizes culture 

to this extent is a very noble thing. Yet when musicians with better institutional connections or 

that are handpicked by state functionaries and labeled as “true representatives of the Cuban 

culture” are prioritized in getting a record deal over others that might have more commercial 

appeal or are simply more popular, a number of problems arise. This is not the case for all the 
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musicians supported by the state. Telmary is a good example of an artist with good institutional 

connections, talent, popularity, and market value. The important point is that the state institutional 

system is not capable to cover all these fronts without the healthy competition of non-state 

players. Telmary, as many musicians in Havana, is well aware of the limitations of the 

institutional system. However, she has found an important ally in it to complement her other side 

as a self-managed artist.   

 

Telmary told me that the majority of the music bands in Havana use a “cheque and door” 

approach. By this she means that their state agency commits to pay them a fixed amount 

according to the capacity of the venue. This sum is paid using cheques, after the representation 

fees are charged. But, there is another source of income for the band, which is normally higher 

than “the cheque.” It comes from the percentage of the admission fee that the bandleader or the 

band manager is able to negotiate with the venue. The number of people attending a concert and 

the actual price charged for a ticket are difficult to verify by the agencies, considering that these 

transactions are often processed in cash, without using computerized systems. Therefore, it is 

very common for the bands’ representatives and the venues’ administrators to declare lower 

numbers. The mediation of the state institutions, which many perceive as taking a cut from the 

deal without contributing too much to the process, together with the poor economic incentives for 

the institutional artists and administrators, create ideal conditions for illegal practices, tax evasion 

and corruption.  

 

In our interview Telmary presented a hypothetical example to illustrate. Let’s assume that her 

band plays the popular Bertolt Brecht theatre. She normally has an agreement in which her 

representation agency, using a cheque, pays the band 50% of the tickets that are estimated to be 

sold. The remaining 50% would be negotiated with the venue’s administrator according to the 
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actual number of tickets sold. From this latter 50%, Telmary usually would be able to cut a 50/50 

deal with the Brecht’s administrators. She told me that sometimes she is able to push it to a 70/30 

in her favor, if the venue does not commit to promote the show. The Brecht would declare the 

number of people that attended the concert to Telmary’s agency and would pay it the agreed 

percentage with the band. The agency would charge its commission and pay the band. The money 

that the band would split with the venue normally goes to cover the expenses for transportation, 

promotion, managers and production assistants. More often than not all these services are self-

provided by the band or offered by informal providers. According to the current regulations every 

member of the band should be affiliated to and get paid directly by their state agency. In practice, 

the process takes so long that bandleaders like Telmary have a reserve fund to pay their musicians 

in advance. Telmary told me that the established procedure is also violated by state administrators 

who reserve a considerable part of their venues’ capacity for patrons that are willing to pay more 

than the official admission fee. My point with these negative critiques is not to demonize the 

institutional mechanism. These practices are part of the music business everywhere. However, we 

would expect a sounder mechanism coming from a highly centralized model such as the Cuban. 

The fact that violations of the official procedures have become the norm instead of the exception 

is sending a strong message about the need to introduce changes. 

  

Telmary’s state income is not enough to cover her personal and professional needs, so she 

recently entered the booming market of private entertainment in Havana. In this gray segment of 

the economy transactions only take place in tax-free cash and contracts are based on verbal 

agreements that are not recognized by the law. When I interviewed Telmary she had two regular 

gigs in Old Havana’s popular restaurants Azúcar and The Tavern. In both cases she was getting 

paid a fixed weekly salary by the private owners. For her Old Havana gigs she had to cover all the 

production costs, including transportation and sound equipment. Azúcar and The Tavern do not 
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have other live music events during the week, so the infrastructure they offer is very basic. 

“When we play these restaurants,” Telmary told me, “besides the fact that we are making money, 

we are having two nights of free promotion, rehearsal and drinks, all in a very cool setting.” 

There are plenty of bands like Telmary’s, taking advantage of the new economy of music in 

Havana. They perform in other private restaurants and clubs such as Corner Café, King Bar and 

Sarao (now Olalá). Since this activity is unregulated, from time to time the state institutions get 

involved. This was the experience of Telmary when the owner of The Tavern was asked by a 

MINCULT inspector to show the permit that allowed her to perform at his restaurant. She went to 

her agency and managed to obtain a letter and a work order to perform at The Tavern once a 

week for a month. Since then, Telmary has been updating the same letter every month. She told 

me that so far they have not had any other issues with inspectors, but this could change any time.  

 

Telmary seemed very happy with the new opportunities for musicians resulting from the 

“update.” At the same time, she felt unsafe with the lack of legal protection in the informal 

economy. So far, the cases of musicians being ripped off by private business owners are scant. 

Musicians form a very united community. It is very likely that the word about a case of abusive 

treatment or underpayment would be quickly spread, and result in an artistic boycott to the venue. 

However, the increasing competitive nature in the sector, where artists can make more tax-free 

money without having to deal with the bureaucracy of the institutional system, also offers 

significant leverage to the private proprietors. 

 

3.1.5 More Centralization in the Cultural Sector 

 

Contrasting with a policy of gradual decentralization in numerous activities such as 

transportation, agriculture, gastronomy, and real estate, cultural production is actually becoming 
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more centralized. I mentioned previously that Habaguanex S.A., the tourism conglomerate 

founded by Eusebio Leal and administrated by the City of Havana Historian's Office was 

absorbed by the Ministry of Revolutionary Armed Forces’ Corporate Management Group 

(GAESA) in 2016. City Historian Eusebio Leal’s office was the only legal competition for the 

MINCULT. Another clear step toward centralization is the reactionary mechanism that the 

MINCULT has designed to deal with the increasing number of independent cultural initiatives. 

This mechanism is reflected on Resolution #22 of 2016, signed by the returning minister of 

culture Abel Prieto. Resolution #22 regulates the allocation of funding for nonprofit projects 

organized by artistic collectives. It stipulates that this funding will be distributed by the 

MINCULT via three of its subordinated institutions: the Cuban Institute of Radio and Television 

(ICRT), the AHS and UNEAC. In order for a project to be legal, one of the directors of these 

three institutions have to approve the allocation of funds and guarantee control over the execution 

of the project. According to Resolution #22, which is a piece of legislation that has not been 

implemented yet, the sources of funding for nonprofit cultural projects include the increasingly 

symbolic state budget, the capital invested by Cuban and foreign entities based on the island 

(including the embassies), as well as Cuban and foreign individuals, and non-state for-profit and 

nonprofit organizations recognized by the Cuban laws. In the case of foreign donations, its 

acceptance and associated transactions are mediated by either the UNEAC or the AHS.  

 

After conducting relevant interviews and visiting the AHS and UNEAC in 2016 and 2017, I 

concluded that Resolution #22 has not been implemented for two main reasons. First, because 

these two organizations, responsible for establishing the procedures to implement it, have not 

completed this task. Second, because of the fear to the reaction of hundreds of independent 

producers and promoters, many of whom work for the state, who have established their own 

mechanisms to fund their projects at the margins of the institutional system. In the unlikely case 
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that this resolution is enforced many promising projects won’t see the light. The most successful 

producers in the sector tend to avoid the painful bureaucracy of the institutional mastodon as 

much as they can. Because I interviewed some of them, I know that they are frustrated with the 

decision of the MINCULT of mediating the allocation of funding, instead of granting legal 

personality to their independent producing companies and nonprofit partnerships. Resolution #22 

of 2016 follows a tradition of legislative ambiguity. For instance, it stipulates “quality of the 

project” as a decisive component for the decision-making process. The lack of definition in the 

criteria to select the projects would allow for selective enforcement. This ambiguity secures 

negotiating power in favor of the state institutions. 

 

3.1.6 Post-17-D-2014 US Foreign Policy toward Cuba 

 

In the following section I will discuss the impact on the local music industry of recent changes in 

the US policy towards Cuba. This is a complex and ongoing process that I address considering 

the facts that took place until the summer of 2017. Ex-president Barack Obama’s policy of 

“engagement and empowerment” of the Cuban people to act as agents of change has been mainly 

framed as “different means to the same end” (Pérez, Jr. 2016). Instead of discussing this idea, the 

importance of which for the future of the island is undeniable, I would like to focus on the 

underestimated impact that 17-D-2014 has had on the way Cubans imagine a post-Castros 

cultural sector. The US discourse for the development of a private entrepreneurial sector in Cuba, 

which resonates to a certain extent with the “update,” has been backed by concrete actions, 

programs, and legal amendments. There are plenty of examples to illustrate this.  

 

Cuba Emprende is an NGO set up recently by Cardinal Jaime Ortega at the cultural center Padre 

Félix Varela. With funding from Miami, this organization offers subsidized workshops for 
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potential entrepreneurs in Havana, Cienfuegos and Camagüey. These workshops, which “address 

everything, from marketing and management techniques to applying for bank loans, have trained 

more than 2,500 Cubans, the majority of them women; about two-thirds have gone on to run 

businesses” (Anderson 2016). Although the young entrepreneurs that participate in the program 

have been sarcastically nicknamed “Obama’s children” by Cuba’s official press, suggesting their 

temporary status, this group will arrive in the more market-oriented future of the island with 

fundamental skills (Vega 2016).  

 

Since the US Embassy reopened in Havana in 2015, its Public Affairs Section has been putting 

together a program of grants “with an aim to support activities that promote US-Cuba bilateral 

relations” (Reena 2016). The program focuses on the development of:  

Entrepreneurship and economic opportunities, especially among youth and underserved 

communities; institutional linkages between academic or nonprofit organizations to 

enhance bilateral partnerships through the promotion of education, the access and use of 

technology, sports, and partnerships; and, cultural exchange and understanding of our 

shared history, traditions, and values through innovative means (Vega 2016).  

The awards, that range between 15,000 and 100,000 USD, are granted to Cubans from all sectors, 

as well as to US and Cuban nonprofit organizations.  

   

Between 2015 and 2016, Havana’s cultural agenda was especially busy as a direct result of the 

post-17-D-2014 craze. In those two years the city received more mainstream celebrities than the 

previous three decades combined. Cultural events without precedents such as the shooting of 

Hollywood films and fashion shows by Chanel were part of the hype (Anderson 2016). The US 

electronic trio Major Lazer and UK rock stars The Rolling Stones played mega-concerts in 
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2016.41 Shortly after Obama’s official visit in March, 2016, the President’s Committee on the 

Arts and the Humanities sent a delegation of around 50 artists and functionaries to establish 

closer links for cultural collaborations. The delegation included names such as the pop stars 

Usher and Dave Matthews, William “Smokey” Robinson from Motown Records, and the 

Cuban/US dancer Lourdes López, artistic director of the Ballet of Miami (OnCuba 2016b).  

 

In 2016, besides the local AM-PM symposium, Havana hosted another important international 

encounter for the music market: Primera Línea, which was part of the World Music Expo 

(WOMEX) World Tour (Bräuer 2017; Zafra Media 2017). After the mammoth concerts by Major 

Lazer and The Rolling Stones the city has not featured something similar in size and mainstream 

appeal. However, several cult artists such as Red Hot Chili Peppers, Metallica, and Marc Anthony 

have shown special interest in playing Havana. Public opinion blames the cultural institutions, 

and their fear of having big crowds listening to energetic foreign music, for blocking the 

negotiations. Yet, other important events of the global music scene keep taking place in the 

capital. A good example is the celebration of the International Day of Jazz in the Gran Teatro de 

La Habana in 2017. The event, organized by the Thelonious Monk Institute, the ICM, and the 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), featured legends of 

the US and Cuban music such as Herbie Hancock, Chucho Valdés, Antonio Sánchez, Marcus 

Miller, Richard Bona, and Gonzalo Rubalcaba (Hernández 2017d). 

 

Cuban music and arts have been considerably represented in US territory after 17-D-2014. While 

president Obama was visiting Havana, a delegation of Cuban musicians and producers were 

participating in the prestigious music festival South by Southwest (SXSW) in Austin, Texas. For 
                                                        
41 Major Lazer’s performance at the Anti-imperialist Tribune in 2016 is documented in the film 
Give Me Future (2017) by US filmmaker Austin Peters. The Rolling Stones performance at the 
Ciudad Deportiva sport complex in 2016 is documented in the film Havana Moon (2016) by Paul 
Dugdale. 
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the first time since this important event for the music industry was founded in 1987, Cuban artists 

were specially showcased in an exhibition called Sounds of Cuba (NPR 2016). Also in 2016, X 

Alfonso and other staff from FAC participated in the Miami Mini Makers Faire, at the National 

Young Arts Foundation campus (Levin 2016; Arias-Polo 2016). Additionally, DJ Leydis, one of 

the first Cuban female DJs now based in Oakland, California, was invited to be part of the 

reception for the Hispanic Heritage Month in the White House (Abd'allah-Álvarez 2017a). In 

2017, the New Orleans Jazz & Heritage Festival featured Cuba Comes to Jazz Fest, billed as the 

largest celebration of Cuban culture in the US since the 1950s (D'Arcangelo 2017). Later that 

year, a Cuban delegation formed by members of PM Records and journalists attended the Latin 

American Music Conference (LAMC) in New York to promote a new electronic music festival in 

Havana called Eyeife (Hernández 2017c). Silvio Rodríguez and his band played the Central Park 

in New York in September 2017 as part of the Summer Stage concert series (Fernández 2018). A 

couple of months later, the jazz act Yissy y BandAncha started touring different cities in the US.  

 

Although the presidential transition from Obama to Trump has slowed down the exchange, the 

cultural field has not been as affected as was predicted. At the time of writing this chapter 

(October 2017), the regulations issued by the Department of the US Treasury and the Office of 

Foreign Assets Control (OFAC) under Trump’s administration have been focused on limitations 

to the individual people-to-people travel. Group people-to-people travel, a category that includes 

cultural delegations, has not been affected.42 The other important post-Obama change concerns an 

                                                        
42 As Benito Albisa has recently observed, “president Obama opened the door to that tourism with 
the expectation that tourist dollars would help expand Cuba’s small private sector. He authorized 
individual US citizens to designate themselves as ‘people-to-people’ visitors. Trump’s new 
regulations eliminate that category for individual travelers. Now, all non-academic educational 
visits under the ‘people-to-people’ licenses must be done through a recognized US group-tour 
agency. This last point is key, as the individual people-to-people category was the one most 
commonly used by Americans visiting the island; it was the easiest to obtain, the cheapest way to 
visit Cuba, and the one that offered the most freedom to travel around the island” (2017). Shortly 
after this chapter was written, the US announced that it was pulling more than half of its 
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expansion of the definition of “prohibited members of the Cuban government” which excludes 

more Cubans from being able to receive remittances (Swyter 2017). Although these restrictions 

affect the system as a whole, and we cannot underestimate the ongoing damage caused by the 

commercial embargo imposed on the island since the early 1960s, most of the avenues that 

Obama opened for Cuban artists and producers are still valid.43  

 

During his last months of presidency Obama enforced a series of executive orders that had an 

immediate impact on the Cuban music industry (Anderson 2016). In October 2016, the OFAC 

and the Department of Commerce’s Bureau of Industry and Security announced new amendments 

to the Cuban Assets Control Regulations and Export Administration Regulations. Two of the 

goals of these amendments were to “increase people-to-people contact in Cuba by facilitating 

authorized travel and commerce” and to “bolster trade and commercial opportunities by 

expanding and streamlining authorizations relating to trade and commerce” (U.S. Department of 

the Treasury 2016a). The following list published by OFAC summarizes the relevant 

amendments that are still valid:  

                                                                                                                                                                     

diplomatic staff from its embassy in Havana as a response to alleged “sonic attacks” that Cuban 
authorities failed to prevent (Fredericks 2017). As a result, Cubans (including musicians and 
cultural delegations) have been forced to apply for a visa to the US using a consulate office 
located in a third country, which makes cultural exchange between the two nations more 
expensive and difficult. For example, in November 2017, the arts festival Pacific Standard Time: 
LA in Los Angeles had a hard time to feature a Cuban lineup that included hip-hop artist Telmary 
Díaz, jazz drummer Yissy García and tres guitarist Pancho Amat, plus their bands (Lewis 2017). 
The three headline performers and their musicians (except for the case of Amat’s band) procured 
their visas with the help of John Feeley, the US Ambassador to Panama as well as the US 
Embassy in Mexico and the US Consulate in Santo Domingo in the Dominican Republic. 
However, Cuban arts have continued being showcased and appreciated in the US. A recent 
example is the festival Artes de Cuba: From the Island to the World held at the Kennedy Center 
for the Performing Arts in Washington, D.C. in May 2018. The festival featured 420 Cuban and 
Cuban-American artists, becoming the biggest cultural event dedicated to the island in the US. 
The 242 artists that travelled from Cuba flew to Mexico to obtain their visas at the US embassy in 
that country. (Andrés 2018, Arbona-Ruiz 2018, Whitefield 2018).   
43 In 2016, the US and Israel abstained from voting in favor of the embargo for the first time in 
the history of this traditional UN affair (OnCuba 2016a).    
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- OFAC is removing a restriction in an existing general license and explicitly authorizing 

transactions relating to the creation, dissemination, or artistic or other substantive 

alteration or enhancement of informational materials, including employment of Cuban 

nationals and the remittance of royalties or other payments.     

- Cuban nationals in the US in a non-immigrant status or pursuant to other non-immigrant 

travel authorization will be authorized to earn a salary or compensation, consistent with 

the terms of the particular visa, provided that the recipient is not subject to any special tax 

assessments in Cuba.   

- US companies will be authorized to engage in transactions related to the sponsorship or 

hiring of Cuban nationals to work or perform in the US similar to nationals from other 

countries, provided that no additional payments are made to the Cuban government in 

connection with such sponsorship or hiring. For example, Cuban athletes, artists, 

performers, and others who obtain the requisite visas will be able to travel to the US and 

earn salaries and stipends in excess of basic living expenses. Transactions in connection 

with the filing of an application for non-immigrant travel authorizations will also be 

authorized. 

- US banking institutions will be authorized to open and maintain bank accounts in the US 

for Cuban nationals in Cuba to receive payments in the US for authorized or exempt 

transactions and to remit such payments back to Cuba. 

 

Although Trump’s discourse has directly attacked the policy fronts of people-to-people exchange 

and trade, most of these openings remain unchanged. The problem, and here we can better 

understand the resentment of the Cuban government towards Obama after his trip to Havana, is 

that these openings are designed to benefit Cuban artists and producers individually, and not as 

part of a system that only recognizes the projects and people affiliated to state institutions. Once 
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again the US government has provided its Cuban counterpart with an excuse to block major 

changes to the model. Although Cuba’s defensive stance is justifiable, given the recurring 

attempts by the US to interfere with its internal affairs, this shouldn’t be used as a pretext to delay 

the major updates that the Cuban Constitution, cultural sector and economy require. Cuban 

entrepreneurs deserve to be trusted and given more realistic opportunities to thrive. They should 

be as part of the future economy as the private foreign investors that the state has welcomed since 

the 1990s.  

 

Some inspiration can be drawn from the numerous progressive models available. The idea is to 

customize them according to the characteristics and needs of the Cuban society. There are plenty 

of models, including what Julio César Guanche (2015) calls the New Latin American 

Constitutionalism to refer to the progress achieved in countries such as Ecuador and Bolivia. The 

New Latin American Constitutionalism, a movement that started with the advanced Constitutions 

of Brazil (1988) and Colombia (1991), has made significant advances in the field of legislation 

that could improve the situation in Cuba. Among them, Guanche has highlighted the following: 

The marked inclusive nature of the constitutional process; the acknowledgement of a wide 

catalogue of citizens’ rights; the setting of limits to the nation state as the institutional basis of 

sociodiversity; the extension of juridical pluralism as the norm rather than the exception; and, the 

recognition of participation as the backbone of constitutional redaction, shifting the relation 

between sovereignty and governance in favor of the citizenry (2015:30). 

3.2 Unnecessary Competition? 

 

The MINCULT has used a recurring argument to justify its stagnant cultural policy: moving away 

from state relations of property would introduce unnecessary competition in the cultural sector 

(Leyva 2013). According to this view, non-state economic players should be avoided to keep an 
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optimal balance. If they are tolerated in other sectors, the official discourse suggests, it is under 

the logic of necessary evils. In this section I analyze this stance. I argue that when it comes to 

policymaking in the cultural sector this rigid political standpoint is blockading progressive 

economic and social advances that non-state players would produce in the sector. In fact, this is 

already happening at an informal level. I do not suggest that the legitimization of these players 

will save Cuba from the crisis. However, it is the right move to make in this important sphere for 

Cubans, the contribution that cultural production should make in the collective effort to see a 

better future.  

 

My analysis tries to transcend the socialism vs. capitalism dichotomy. I believe that, as Cuban 

economist Carlos Alzugaray has recently observed, the real discussion should be focused on 

creating policies that balance the three common aspirations for Cubans: prosperity, sustainability, 

and equity. Socialism and capitalism, Alzugaray reminds us, are not ends themselves but rather 

means to achieve these goals (Alzugaray 2016). As Ricardo Torres, another Cuban economist 

observed in Miradas a la Economía Cubana: Análisis del Sector no Estatal (Approaches to the 

Cuban Economy: Analysis of the Non-State Sector): “In a scenario [Cuba] where public 

enterprises are predominant and mostly inefficient, wealth is not socialized and man is not 

liberated from alienation, just the opposite” (2015:25). 

 

I heard about the “unnecessary competition” argument for the first time in 2013, after reading an 

interview with First Vice-minister of Culture Fernando Rojas, in the context of the ongoing 

debate about the policy of not allowing cooperatives in the cultural sector as part of the “update.” 

The creation of cooperatives outside activities related to agriculture and livestock is not 

recognized in the current Constitution. The cooperatives emerging from the “update,” legally 

backed by decree-law 305 of 2012, are of an “experimental” nature, meaning that the state 
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decides, on a case-to-case basis, if a business can operate under that structure or not (Ulloa 2013). 

In the interview, Rojas expressed: 

One of the major achievements of our sector in the past 20 years is that we have managed 

to self-generate the income to cover the expenses in hard currency that our cultural 

system needs. With this income, we carry on the required investments, maintain the art 

schools, among many other expenses. We owe it to the development of a corporate model 

that has proved to be successful. Why do I make this introduction to talk about the 

cooperatives? Because if this formula has been beneficial for the cultural system, to 

introduce a new one to compete with it has the potential of damaging the values of the 

current one. I lean to make the current corporate management more efficient, profitable, 

flexible, and closer in its relationship with the artist. In other words, to apply the logic 

with which a cooperative functions to the development of the state corporation. This way 

we avoid introducing competition, something that today is unnecessary, to something that 

has worked well. The whole trajectory of the Cuban cultural policy is defined by the 

interest to guarantee the access of the masses to cultural consumption and their 

participation in artistic creation. You can see it in the long lines of the film festivals, in 

the book fairs, in the movement of aficionado artists. The hundreds of institutions 

providing the access of the masses to culture were created according to this logic. Within 

the “update” of the country –and of its cultural policy, that in order to be updated has to 

respond to the changing needs of the people-, it is essential to preserve our vocation of 

popular participation and full access to the cultural products and services (Fernando 

Rojas cited in Leyva 2013).  

 

There are a few weak knots tying Rojas’ arguments. First, and this has been a real challenge for 

my dissertation, where are the statistics that support the idea of a model that has proved to be 
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successful? Successful in what sense? Compared to what? What is the reference? If it is 

successful, why do so many artists, and Cubans in general, relocate abroad? What is the state 

budget and the economic results of the cultural sector?44 We are told by the official media that, as 

it happens in other sectors, the positive ratios grow (they always grow!) a certain percentage 

every year, but a percentage of what amount? Why is this not public information? Many of my 

interviewees believe that if we remove the initiative of non-state organizations and independent 

producers and promoters from the equation, the post-Special Period state monopoly of culture is 

far from being a success both from an economic and a social point of view. I have tried to find 

statistics that confirm or contradict these beliefs in numerous Cuban libraries and official online 

resources. The information is missing.  

 

Second, Rojas’ idea to improve the already “successful” model is “to make the current [state] 

corporate management more efficient, profitable, flexible, and closer in its relationship with the 

artist.” Of course, these are goals of every ministry of culture in the world. But he doesn’t tell us 

how are we going to get there. By keeping the cultural model unchanged? Have private and 

cooperative economic relations, operating in parallel with the state corporate system, not been 

introduced to the general model to gain in efficiency and flexibility? Has the state found a better 

                                                        
44 In the case of the state budget for culture, the information provided by the official media 
combines “culture” and “sports” under the same rubric. The trend in recent years has been to 
allocate approximately 5% of the state budget to culture and sports. According to Cubadebate, 
this figure will be 1.809 million CUP in 2018, representing a 3% increase when compared to 
2017 (Figueredo and Roig 2018). It is impossible –for an outsider– to know for sure how much of 
this money is going specifically to the cultural sector, let alone how much of it is going to the 
music sector. On the other hand, Cuba’s complex dual currency system is a major challenge to 
establish any sort of comparison with other economies or periods of time as well as to find out 
what are the real subsidies. The Cuban state has been criticized for its lack of transparency and 
quality in national statistics. As a report on the “update” has noted: “When the methodology for 
national accounts is not published, opportunities to analyze, formulate and execute different 
policies are lost. For example, the recent official figure that sets the number of unemployed 
among the new self-employed at 67%, contradicts Cuba’s official overall unemployment figure. 
If both figures were accurate, there would already be no unemployment in Cuba (Hernández and 
Domínguez 2013).      
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way to achieve these goals other than introducing competition to support its insufficient supply 

and the lack of specialization and incentives in its overstaffed organizations? How is to “apply the 

logic with which a cooperative functions to the development of the state corporation” a better 

option than having non-state cooperatives? Is not this an economic utopia for Cuba in the current 

context of crisis, political apathy, and a highly unmotivated workforce in the state sector? When I 

interviewed Tania García and Rafael Acosta in March 2016, they confirmed an approach that 

García had defended in her analysis of the impact of the “update” in the cultural sector. When this 

process was at a very early stage, she observed: 

The global trends in the management of the cultural industries are shaking up the 

perception of cultural production. In the contemporary world, the process of creation is 

the core around which the valuation of the cultural industries is spinning; the institutional 

system is just an instrument, a mediator of the process (García and Pérez 2012:18).  

 

The precarious shape of the average state cultural venue, the lack of incentives to work in the 

institutional system, the increasing social divide and racialized economy, as well as the 

perceptible cuts to the state budget for cultural production and consumption –at least from a 

qualitative viewpoint given the poor quality and lack of transparency of national statistics–

comprise the conditions for the cultural scene. Given this, can the MINCULT functionaries talk 

about its “hundreds of institutions providing the access of the masses to culture” and its “vocation 

of popular participation and full access to the cultural products and services” from the same 

standpoint that they had in the 1970s and 1980s, when this discourse was born? Is a state 

monopoly in the cultural sector something that Cubans want to keep? Does it satisfy the cultural 

needs of everybody? What options are left for the unsatisfied producers, distributors, promoters 

and consumers? The intensification of the informal economy and the growing Cuban diaspora can 

provide some answers.  
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To be sure, introducing competition in the cultural sector via legalization of private businesses 

and non-state coops would produce the same negative effects that we can see in capitalist 

economies elsewhere. Some of these negative effects include “labor cost-cutting (firms will try to 

cut wages and benefits, and increase the intensity of work, imposing cost on their workers), 

wasteful differentiation (firms spend vast amounts on advertising to differentiate their products), 

and dislocation costs (when companies fail, owners lose vast sums of capital, workers lose their 

jobs, and communities suffer spin-off losses)” (Stanford 2015:144). Yet these negative effects can 

be minimized with effective regulation and mechanisms aimed to socialize ownership and 

production, tuning the economy to make sure wealth is redistributed in the most equitable way 

possible. This is a massive task that I can’t pretend to solve in this dissertation. My contribution 

in this sense is to present examples from Havana’s informal economy that constitute a good 

starting point to outline a sounder model. On the other hand, the positive effects of competition 

would have an immediate impact, helping to tackle the contradictions and inefficiencies that 

plague the sector. Some positive effects include “innovation (companies try to develop new 

products, and more efficient production systems), choice and accountability (consumers can go to 

a competing firm if they are not satisfied with the price or quality of output), quality (firms must 

try to improve the quality of their output or service, or else lose costumers), and investment (to 

earn more profit, some firms will invest in capital equipment and research and development)” 

(ibid.).   

 

During one of my field research trips to Havana I interviewed Juan Triana, a popular economist 

and current member of the commission that advises the government on the “update.” In Triana’s 

opinion, the “update” has been successful and disappointing at the same time (Triana 2016). In 

the case of the cultural sector expectations were high, considering that cultural production was 
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coming from an advantageous position as a result of the progressive policies of minister Abel 

Prieto in the late 1990s and 2000s. During Prieto’s first administration (1997-2012) the cultural 

sector set important precedents in terms of state sensibility to the transformations that the Cuban 

society was starting to suffer. Even with the negative aspects that I highlighted in the previous 

chapter around the process of institutionalization of alternative music scenes and independent 

cultural producers, the creation of governmental agencies to “accommodate” them can be 

considered a progressive move, at least when compared to the rigidity that predominated in other 

sectors. During Prieto’s first mandate his office pushed for the institutionalization of alternative 

music scenes and collectives who previously fell outside the law. While this policy had negative 

outcomes, at least it created legitimate spaces for the new social and cultural actors that emerged. 

In other spheres, besides the heavily taxed private activities of small restaurants (paladares), 

taxis, and lodging, the emerging professions that could not be accommodated in the state sector 

had to exist in the shadows of the informal economy. My argument in the previous chapter was 

that, together with the creation of new state institutional spaces, the cultural policy should have 

also considered and regulated the existence of legitimate non-state spaces. So, following Triana’s 

point, Prieto’s first term was a period of relative “enlightenment” when compared to the 

conservatism that characterized the administration of other ministries during those years. 

 

Paradoxically, while this process of institutionalization was at its peak during Prieto’s first 

mandate, musicians gained a relative level of independence. Though they were not legally 

allowed self-employment, the tourist-oriented economy created an unprecedented demand for 

music performances. The bureaucracy of the state representation agencies and the shortage of 

venues of the institutional system could not keep up with the pace of this demand, contrasting 

with an increased supply of music bands. The cultural authorities found themselves caught 

between the impossibility to offer contracts to all the musicians affiliated to state institutions and 
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the position of the MINCULT as their only legal representative. As a result, irregularities related 

to music performances not mediated by state organizations escalated. Without practical options to 

deal with this problem, the cultural authorities often had to turn a blind eye on those irregularities. 

The tourist-demand effect was later intensified by the emergence of private nightclubs and 

gastronomic establishments that started featuring live music. Without being Prieto’s 

administration goal, the limitations of a highly centralized model and its incompatibility with a 

society of new values and economic dynamics were exposed. The idea that the existence of non-

state cultural entrepreneurs in socialist Cuba was not only possible but necessary started taking 

root in the mind of its people. 

 

According to Triana, from the government’s perspective anything outside the state sector has 

been perceived as ideologically and politically incompatible with the development of the 

revolutionary process. It was not until 2008, when Raúl Castro assumed the presidency of the 

country, that the ruling political ideology started assimilating the function of the private sector in 

the Cuban context. Before this time, including the period of controversial reforms in the 1990s, 

non-state economic players were seen as a threat. Raúl Castro has taken the temporary economic 

strategy of his brother Fidel to irreversible levels, yet it has been very difficult for the current 

government to introduce major changes while keeping the same discourse of a socialist model 

caught in a crisis.  

 

The economic transformations that have had a significant impact on the economy have been 

restricted to interactions between state corporations and foreign investors. The small-business 

private sector and non-agricultural cooperatives have been offered an opportunity to develop, 

absorbing over a million workers that the state cannot employ anymore, but the legal, financial, 

logistical, and technological infrastructures available for them to thrive are still pending tasks. As 
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a result, the “update” has not delivered the outcomes expected in key areas such as economic 

growth, national savings, and performance of the export sectors. The new economic agenda has 

been affected by major macroeconomic distortions coming from the 1990s. There are numerous 

structural problems that the state has not been able to rectify. Cuba still features a very dependent 

economy, with low levels of innovation, where a highly qualified workforce is not used to its best 

capacity. The modernization of the model has allowed Cuba to survive economically, but not to 

experience the kind of improvement that was expected. 

 

Juan Triana has a very acute view of how Cuba’s economic policy is being designed, 

implemented, and the results that it is generating. Besides his critical perspective, he is very 

supportive of the official stance. He believes that in cases such as Cuba’s project of “alternative 

socialism,” imperfect means such as a suboptimal economic policy are necessary to achieve 

major ends. I agree with Triana to a certain extent but, if the means that will lead Cuba to a more 

prosperous, sustainable, and equitable society are not perfected, we are running the risk of setting 

too abstract and utopian goals that do not represent the interests of the newer generations. In the 

case of the cultural sector, although this is not Triana’s department, he offered some ideas that I 

believe to be representative of the way in which the average Cuban policymaker is thinking. 

Besides a gradual institutional dismantling in recent years, the cultural sector continues being 

subsidized. Even though the model has mutated considerably in the past two decades, neither the 

economic policy nor the cultural policy sees cultural production as an economic sector. Triana 

believes that there is no serious intention coming from the state to change a mentality that sees 

culture as a public good that needs to be subsidized, and not as a part of a new economic scenario 

where non-state circuits of production and commercialization are critical sources of employment, 

economic growth, and most importantly, of wellbeing. 
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Not even the shift to a tourism-based economy has made a substantial difference in this regard. 

The average Cuban planner tends to see the economic potential of cultural production for the 

tourism industry as a secondary element, which, given the characteristic intangibility of the 

cultural products and services, is diluted in tourist packages. In other words, tourists visit Cuba in 

part to enjoy its culture but not for a particular cultural event. Cuban culture is part of the 

promotional package but specific cultural events have not been incorporated from an industrial 

conception. However, some music festivals such as Manana Cuba, the Havana World Music, and 

the Havana Jazz Festival, very well attended by foreign visitors, have revealed the great potential 

of music tourism in the island. The official reading of the cultural sector and its role in the current 

scenario is evidence of a conservative and obsolete mindset. As the refrain goes, sometimes you 

have to lose something to gain something better. Overall, the access of the masses to culture, and 

the economic, moral, political, and ideological support for artists played a big role in previous 

decades. However, in today’s Cuba to pretend that this support, which also marginalized several 

movements in the name of dogmatic socialism, continues to the extent and the level of quality 

that the cultural industries require, would be to fool ourselves. The survival of this approach 

depends on the support of alternative formulas of commercialization, and the more realistic 

incentives available at the moment can be found outside the state sector.  

 

In our interview Triana told me: “The Revolution itself is a cultural event; no matter how many 

years have passed, the Revolution is seen by the state as an evolutionary process but with the 

same base, where culture has a very specific role to play” (Triana 2016). Triana believes that the 

state is very conservative when it comes to modifying a system that costed so many years to put 

in place. This is why the cultural sector is the Cinderella of the new economy. According to the 

economist, policy makers are aware of the incentives that Cuban artists have to migrate in search 

of better economic and artistic opportunities. However, the loss of this talent is compensated by 
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the cultural stock generated by a sophisticated free system of artistic education. This stock is 

capable of reproducing itself and it is very cheap for the state to use it at its convenience. This has 

been the case in several occasions, for instance, with the so-called Batalla de Ideas (Battle of 

Ideas) around 2000. As part of this initiative Fidel Castro’s administration was able to mobilize 

thousands of artists to start a massive process of formation of art instructors.  

 

For Cuba’s cultural policy the ultimate goal is to create a cultural mass of workers which benefits 

from a good artistic education, at no cost. In exchange, they are expected to be mobilized where 

the state needs them the most, to remain loyal to the Revolution. For most artists with different 

aspirations the options available are limited to institutional marginalization and migration. In 

practice, most of the artists and specialists of the sector are taking advantage of the legal gaps in 

the system to operate in the informal economy of music. While it is evident that the cultural 

sector needs substantial transformations to catch up with the new economic agenda, it is 

controversial for the state to legitimize new players (i.e. competitors) and to reconfigure a 

subsidized system from which many generations of artists have graduated, many of whom had 

glorified the Revolution in their work. It is a high political price to pay. It does not play well for 

the official discourse to take a different stance other than its current conservatism. There is a 

problem of pride and stubbornness involving the “historical leadership” of the Revolution, who 

has governed the country for almost six decades. But this era is coming to an imminent end, and 

sooner rather than later the state will have to create a more democratic institutional system, one 

that relies more on established regulations and less on the individual perceptions of a small group 

of functionaries where power is concentrated.      

  

In today’s Cuba, culture is not as remotely subsidized as it was in the times of Soviet sponsorship. 

All forms of culture are not available to everyone, and more often than not political support is a 
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façade to access state resources. Introducing regulated non-state spaces for the production and 

commercialization of cultural products and services can improve the oversimplified formula of 

subsidized artistic formation and access to culture in exchange for political support. 

Implementing fair taxation mechanisms would redirect a significant amount of money, already 

circulating in the informal economy, toward a more efficient and sound state institutional system. 

Furthermore, extending a hybrid approach that combines self-management, private incentives and 

state resources is another option that the state has not considered beyond its successful pilot 

project FAC. This cultural center, that I will describe in detail in chapter 5, has demonstrated that 

there is a lot of potential when state and non-state agents collaborate. Yet instead of giving other 

similar projects the opportunity to prosper under this business model, the MINCULT has kept 

FAC as the only “experiment” of its kind, leading to the formation of a cultural monopoly that 

many are starting to perceive problematic.  

 

Although the economic relations between state corporations and foreign partners are key, Cuban 

producers and musicians deserve the opportunity to legally commercialize and promote their 

work without the mandatory mediation of the institutions. This is crucial to develop a domestic 

market, which is the backbone of a sustainable model. On the other side of the coin of the current 

cultural policy are the unfair restrictions imposed on nonprofit projects based on the illegitimacy 

of independent players. However, according to Triana, this is not the angle from where cultural 

policy is being discussed at the highest levels.  

 

Cultural policy cannot be analyzed anymore under the simplified logic of “do you know how 

much does it cost to train a clarinetist elsewhere?” From the moment that an average state salary 

of 25 CUC/month is not enough to cover the rising cost of food, basic goods and services, let 

alone the access to the most popular cultural options, the discussion about state subsidization 
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should be taken to a higher level of complexity. We should also be discussing Cuban dependency 

on remittances and the magnitude of corruption, the black market, and the informal economy 

(Nolen 2016). This is a very complex discussion, with numerous internal and external factors at 

play. Cuba has to deal with all the unfair treatment that developing countries face, plus the 

additional burden of an absurd commercial embargo, the most enduring one in the history of 

modern nations. But, the Cuban state could optimize the options available, and as I have shown in 

this chapter, there are some.  

 

I would argue that the current conservatism of the MINCULT is only delaying the inevitable. The 

state institutional system is missing a considerable source of revenue. In order to catch up with 

the gradual withdrawal of state subsidies, musicians are forced to relocate abroad or to operate in 

a market where the best economic opportunities are located in a gray zone. By engaging in not 

legalized activities musicians and producers are taking on the risk of losing their only legal 

employment mechanism. Consequently, they tend to transfer this risk to the public via higher 

admission fees. As a result, many Cubans cannot afford to see popular artists that are almost 

exclusively programmed in small private venues. These artists know that when they play a state 

venue, scalpers take the bigger slice of the pie. In Triana’s opinion, the MINCULT has been 

caught up in a state of self-protection given the current uncertainty about the future of Cuba and 

the criticisms of the “liberal” policies of its previous minister, Julián González. I agree, and to 

this reading I would add that there is a perceptible intention coming from the state to bring the 

process of decentralization of the Cuban economy to a halt. This would represent an easier 

transition for the replacement for Raúl Castro, who should step down from the presidency in 

2018, though he is likely to continue being the first secretary of the Communist Party of Cuba. 
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3.3 Their Satanic Majesties Request 

 

Cuba’s cultural policy discourse remains notably stuck in the same rationale of the 1970s and 

1980s. However, the local music industry is operating under very different economic and 

production practices that range from total, to partial, to no reliance on the state institutional 

system. As a result, a solid informal economy has formed around music production and 

commercialization. But, with the current mechanism some level of interaction with the state 

institutions is unavoidable. As a consequence of inadequate regulation the sector is plagued with 

irregularities. While native independent producers are denied the possibility of organizing as legal 

entities, with rights and duties, many foreign initiatives have had a relatively easy time to disrupt 

the state agenda. This is the case of The Rolling Stones “historical” concert at the Ciudad 

Deportiva in March 2016. This mega-concert displaced the Havana World Music festival, another 

important event endorsed by the ICM.  

          

The Havana World Music festival was held for the first time in February 2014, at the recreational 

club José Antonio Echeverría. Eme Alfonso, its artistic director, conceived this event as a way to 

stress the importance of cultural diversity and fusion.45 With the boost for cultural exchange in 

recent years, Alfonso saw a good opportunity to position her festival as a point of exchange 

between Havana and the rest of the world. The event is organized by a multinational team: Ismael 

Sayyad (Spain), Erlend Skutlaberg (Norway), Eme Alfonso (Cuba), and Raquel Ávila (Spain). 

They detected a significant gap of outdoor music events in the local industry. According to 

Skutlaberg and Ávila, Cuba’s enviable weather and the high availability of real estate in the 

                                                        
45 The fact that the festival’s name contains the phrase “world music” is a marketing strategy. The 
commercial label “world music” was coined in 1987 by several independent record companies 
and DJs in the UK, to make sense of the emerging commercial discourse on the production, 
classification, and representation of non-Western musical styles to Western audiences 
(Gligorijevic 2014:143).  
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island have a potential that has been exploited only at a minimum capacity (Ávila and Skutlaberg 

2016).  

 

The festival receives support from Cuban organizations such as La Rueda Producciones, FAC, 

and the Oficina Leo Brower. These three entities are good examples of what I have described as 

players that, while formally affiliated to state cultural institutions, operate outside the traditional 

schemes of the official system. The Havana World Music festival is linked to the ICM’s Center of 

Popular Music via Eme Alfonso, who is included in its artistic catalogue. The annual festival has 

been sponsored by mixed-capital corporations such as Havana Club S.A. and Estrella Damm. The 

Canadian, British, French and Norwegian embassies have also contributed with promotional and 

financial resources. The MINCULT and the local government of Havana have been supportive as 

well, by approving the permits required to celebrate the event and offering public venues.  

 

The international bands that have played the festival have been sponsored by the embassy of their 

country. In the case of domestic bands, they are paid by their state representation agencies. 

Although the festival is not a particularly lucrative experience for anyone, it has positioned itself 

as one of the most attractive opportunities for musicians interested in reaching the Cuban 

audience. Eme Alfonso, who is also on the board of directors of FAC, a cultural “experiment” 

developed by her brother X, has stressed the importance of music festivals like Havana World 

Music for the growth of local economies. Although the current regulations in the sector limit the 

economic potential of these self-managed initiatives, Alfonso has suggested that her team is ready 

for having a bigger economic impact. In this regard, she commented that: “We will have, in the 

future, a different perspective on this matter” (Borrero 2017).    
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After a successful first edition in 2014, the following year the festival was held at the 

Metropolitan Park. In 2015, the organizers introduced Primera Base (First Base), a call for novel 

music projects from which a few are selected to perform at the festival. Current bands, 

particularly from alternative scenes such as hip-hop and EDM, owe part of their popularity to 

their participation at the Havana World Music festival. Some examples that come to mind are 

Jorgito Kamancola, Rezac, and La Reyna y La Real. Since 2015, the festival has been consistent 

in its goal of promoting the work of young artists, allowing them to share stage time with 

renowned artists such as Systema Solar, Madcon, Fuel Fandango, Auntie Flo, and Van Van. This 

formula proved to be successful, gathering more than 15,000 spectators in the first two editions 

(González 2015). 

 

The third edition of Havana World Music, which I attended, was expected to be one of the 

cultural highlights of 2016. With the experience of three years, the organizing committee had 

managed to establish connections with foreign organizations interested in sponsoring a bigger 

festival. As part of the 17-D-2014 momentum, the Copperbridge Foundation (CBF), a Miami-

based nonprofit, became one of the main promoters. When its sponsorship became official, CBF 

published on its official website: 

Be a part of history: as a US participant you will be able to legally travel to Cuba to 

attend the festival under the CBF general license. Be a part of the first wave of music fans 

to share this live music and living history experience with these internationally renowned 

talents by being part of a seven-day musical and cultural happening. Our travel packages 

are fully compliant with US Treasury Department laws (Rock the Moon Productions 

2016).  
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However, the 2016 edition was affected by The Rolling Stones concert which was approved to 

take place on the same weekend in March, just when Barack Obama’s visit was coming to an end. 

The MINCULT’s decision to privilege the Stones’ event, knowing that it would mobilize all the 

logistical, technical, and human resources available in the city, forced the Havana World Music 

festival planners to organize a smaller event. From the original four days conceived for the 

festival (Thursday to Sunday), the planning committee had to reduce it to only Saturday and 

Sunday. The festival was moved indoors to the more limited capacity of FAC, which meant a 

rupture with the outdoor concept of the event and the loss of thousands of spectators that were 

expecting the festival to happen at the announced University of Havana stadium. The original 

lineup was also affected having to cancel some headliners such as Habana D’Primera. 

 

The free concert that the Stones played for more than a million Cuban and foreign spectators was 

financed by the Fundashon Bon Intenshon, a charitable trust owned by Gregory Elias. The 

production cost around seven million USD to Elias, who is an attorney from the Dutch island of 

Curaçao (Robinson 2016). Elias is also the president of United Trust, one of the leading financial 

advising companies in this Caribbean tax haven. The Stones’ concert in Havana, which 

culminated their “Latin American Tour Olé,” involved the transportation of 61 containers and 351 

specialists (Cruz 2016). In a recent interview Elias admitted that Curaçao’s government helped 

him negotiate with its Cuban counterpart, and that when the moment came for him to get directly 

involved, he was “talking to a state functionary who had no idea who the band were” (Robinson 

2016). When I interviewed music journalist Michel Hernández, he told me that he was not 

surprised by this at all. “More often than not,” Hernández observed, “the foreign bands that play 

Cuba are totally unknown by the functionaries of the ICM, and this is not a problem of lack of 

information, but rather of interest” (Hernández 2016). This is another common criticism of the 

institutional mastodon. In practice, the vast majority of the events involving foreign artists in 
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Cuba are coordinated at the margins of the institutions. The credit for having a more diverse 

music scene should go to individual promoters such as Chucho Valdés, X Alfonso, and Leo 

Brower, and to informal companies such as 4C Producciones and Zona Jazz Cuba. Except for 

very few cases of special interest, the ICM’s role is purely bureaucratic, which would not be a big 

problem if the system was not as centralized as it is. 

 

Despite the relative failure of Havana World Music 2016, resulting from the conflicting agenda of 

the ICM, the 2017 edition was a total success. This time, Eme Alfonso and her team managed to 

come back to an outdoor setting: the Almendares Park. For the 2017 edition, attended by more 

than 10,000 people, the festival featured a more sophisticated corporate image. The main stage 

was named after Estrella Damm, one of the main foreign sponsors. The event was presented as 

“Havana World Music & Black Tears by Vigía” to publicly credit The Island Rum Company, a 

Norwegian corporation that partnered with the MINCULT (Veliz 2017). The ticket prices 

remained relatively low for local attendees. However, the festival was sold more expensively 

online to foreigners using the website “entradasatualcance.com” where tickets cost 21 euros for a 

night. 

 

With the brief exposition of this case study I am not suggesting that mega-events such as the 

Stones concert have a negative impact on the local industry. On the contrary, I think Havana 

needs as many of these concerts as it can get. I was there on March 25 when the Stones gifted us 

with an excellent show that was also attended by the Havana World Music staff –alongside most 

of the rest of Havana. My question is simple: Why do the cultural authorities spend so much time 

criticizing Western mainstream music and capitalist production practices to end up 

accommodating them higher in their agenda, over local productions of the importance and quality 

as the Havana World Music festival? If the ICM was left to regulate and oversee the functioning 
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of the music sector rather than getting involved in every single detail, incidents like this would be 

easier to avoid. In an era dominated by new media technologies and fast-changing production and 

consumption patterns, the cultural industries need more flexibility at the micro level, so all the 

players involved can defend their own interests and make day-to-day decisions that shouldn’t 

have to wait for the approval of an institutional mastodon. This is the same remark that the 

independent filmmakers pushing for a Cinema Law are making in regards to the monopoly of the 

ICAIC. Without referring specifically to this issue, Eme Alfonso has recently made an 

observation that fits very well: “I have been always in disagreement with the existence of cultural 

monopolies, which are the same kind of monopolies as McDonald’s. I think that the real source of 

richness is diversity, and in how that diversity is transmitted” (Borrero 2017). In the following 

section I examine another case study that illustrates the inconsistency of the current cultural 

policy discourse. 

 

3.4 Sony and EGREM 

 

The cultural sector is being framed and regulated under a rationale that ignores the changing role 

of culture in the globalized world to which Cuba is trying to integrate. George Yúdice has 

conceptualized the centrality of culture to the logic of contemporary economy as “the expediency 

of culture,” the fact that culture is now used as “a resource for both sociopolitical and economic 

amelioration” (2003:9). Cuba’s music industry is looking at a new scenario where 

commercialization, flexible management, and artistic freedom are top priorities. The institutional 

system in place has not been able to satisfy these demands for an emergent group of music 

producers that operate at its margins. To fill the industry gaps resulting from poor regulation and 

extreme centralization, independent producers have found gray areas and developed an informal 

dimension in the economy of music. In this section I illustrate with a case study how the 



 

165 

 

MINCULT’s conservative discourse contrasts with structural changes introduced at the macro 

level of the industry. Instead of incorporating new local players in the development of a domestic 

industry, these changes have only considered the economic relations between foreign 

organizations and the state cultural monopoly. A good example is the recent agreement signed by 

Sony and EGREM. 

 

EGREM is the leading state company in the commercialization of recorded music on the island. 

In 2015, Mario Escalona, its General Director, signed a contract that licenses Sony to globally 

distribute a big chunk of EGREM’s catalogue (30,000 out of a total of 70,0000 tracks dating back 

to 1964) for five years, extendable to another three years (Acosta 2016). EGREM’s is, as 

Billboard has described it, “the most extensive catalogue of Cuban music in the world” (Cobo 

2015). As many of my interviewees confirmed, the institutional move took the music community 

by surprise. The deal was the result of two years of diplomacy and secret meetings, similar to the 

process that culminated in 17-D-2014. Sony executives were able to evade the US embargo 

restrictions using the “informational materials" exemption issued by OFAC in 2015, which 

applies to music and other works of art (ibid.). 

  

Although with this agreement EGREM made its catalogue globally available for the first time, 

some of its material had been previously licensed. During the 1990s, a smaller part of its 

collection became available outside Cuba under licensing deals with foreign labels from Spain 

(Fonomusic, Magic Music, Nubenegra, Eurotropical), the US (Qbadisq, Universal Music Group 

Latin America, Peer International, RMM Records, Ahi-Nama, Alula Records), Germany 

(Messidor), Colombia (Artcolor), Mexico (Corason), and the UK (British World Circuit, Real 

World Records). Before the aforementioned general licence issued by OFAC in 2015, the 

possibility of releasing Cuban music in the US was part of the openings derived from the Berman 
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Amendment to the embargo in 1988 (Moore 2006:232). Later in 2004 a direct international 

distribution deal was made with England-based Proper Music Distribution to enter the UK 

market. The contract was part of a bigger project involving a new Floridita bar/restaurant in 

London's Soho district, under an agreement with London-based partners Havana Holdings and 

Conran Holdings (Billboard 2004). On that occasion Minerva Rodríguez, director of EGREM’s 

international commercial division, observed: “Since the economic crisis of the early 1990s, we 

had to learn to see music as a business and get to know how foreign markets work. Now we are 

ready to compete” (ibid.).       

 

The agreement between the transnational corporation Sony and EGREM represents a turning 

point for the Cuban music industry. However, it has barely been mentioned or discussed in Cuban 

media. As an article has it: “The pact represents one of the few changes (and the most significant 

one) in the musical scene”, but “the little information provided, the pact itself, and the 

document’s clauses constitute an enigma” (Peña et al. 2016). Right after the multi-year contract 

was signed, EGREM’s General Director only made the following observation: “We see in this 

agreement an opportunity for joint management in the coming years of our catalogue” (Cobo 

2015). Later in 2016 Escalona offered an interview where he elaborated more on the deal. He 

stated that the contract was “the result of a long term work strategy that includes economic 

feasibility studies,” and added that “the most important thing is that this deal with Sony is not 

preventing us from working simultaneously with other distributors and international platforms 

such as Warner or Universal” (Acosta 2016). Though the MINCULT is sticking to an idealist 

policy discourse of culture subsidization, a discriminatory “capitalist” agenda is simultaneously at 

work. 
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Escalona’s comments are sending a message: the approach to accommodating musical 

productions in the new economy will be focused on the negotiations between state cultural 

institutions and major foreign partners. From this standpoint, which disregards the possibility of 

having a legitimate non-state dimension in the cultural sector, the local industry is being exposed 

to the ruthless procedures of transnational cartels like Sony, Warner or Universal. However, 

independent producers, with less bureaucratic burden and more incentives to develop a domestic 

market, are more likely to establish relations with alternative models of music commercialization 

less aggressive toward underdeveloped industries such as Cuba’s. This is in fact already 

happening with events organized at the margins of the institutions such as AM-PM. Cuban 

musicians should not be overoptimistic about the Sony-EGREM deal. Darsi Fernández, a real 

authority in the matter, has noticed:  

I recommend to all musicians to study the different models that are appearing worldwide 

for the distribution of their music. Sony’s is not necessarily the best model, because there 

are authors for whom it is better that their work be widely distributed through the social 

networks rather than a major record company (Darsi Fernández cited in Peña et al. 2016). 

 

The state cultural monopoly, Escalona said, should be protected “in every single negotiation, 

especially now that has become trendy that US labels negotiate directly with the Cuban artists, 

ignoring the representation of the state, that in our case, is essential” (Acosta 2016). According to 

Escalona, foreign labels that avoid the mediation of Cuban institutions are incurring a legal 

violation because the current laws do not grant legal personality to any musician or producer that 

resides on the island: they have to sign with state representation agencies. Escalona believes that 

the Cuban musicians who evade the official mechanism are “connected with that trend of the US 

policy of not recognizing the Cuban government, in the name of a supposedly direct benefit for 

the artists involved” (ibid). Popular singer Luna Manzanares, one of the few artists that 



 

168 

 

commented on the agreement, has observed: “I am very skeptical of the future results of this 

contract with Sony and its alleged benefits for Cuba and its artists. There is a risk that we be hired 

and then Sony shelves our recordings to eliminate competition for the musicians in its repertoire” 

(Peña et al. 2016). Yet, she ended up signing recently with Universal Music Group, which hasn’t 

prevented her from being featured in official events and national media. 

 

The kind of agreements that Sony-EGREM exemplifies should be one of the diverse strategies of 

international commercialization to advance the development of Cuba’s music industry. Yet, it 

shouldn’t be the only legal option. The mandatory involvement of the MINCULT and its 

institutions in every single contract is counterproductive and unrealistic. The MINCULT 

functionaries could be exploring other possibilities beyond major players such as Sony, 

Universal, Warner, or WOMEX. The global market share of independent record labels has 

experienced a steady growth in recent years, reaching 38.4% of the market in 2016 (World 

Independent Network 2017). But, without any legal competition, do they have enough incentives 

to do it? The ministry doesn’t have the resources or a motivated and specialized-enough 

workforce to cover all the niches of the music market. Furthermore, the political bias that 

characterize the decisions in the cultural sphere is an additional hurdle that many musicians and 

music professionals would rather avoid.  

 

In terms of domestic commercialization, the state representation agencies and record labels need 

regulated competition from internal non-state organizations in order to optimize the quality and 

the economic potential of musical productions. To illustrate with numbers, if we combine the 

sales of the three major state companies, EGREM, Bis Music, and Colibrí, we learn that they only 

billed 50,000 CUC (approximately the same amount in USD) in 2015 (Peña et al. 2016). This 

sum is very far from reflecting the quality of their highly attractive catalogues. This extremely 



 

169 

 

modest number is a clear sign of the significant share that the informal economy has in the music 

market. It is another evidence of the need for a cultural policy update.  

 

3.5 El Quinquenio Prieto 

 

What is happening in today’s Cuba has clear historical precedents. For instance, we can see 

plenty of similarities between the “update” and the experience of previous socialist countries such 

as the USSR’s reforms introduced by Lenin with the New Economic Policy (NEP) of the 1920s. 

In both cases selected forms of private businesses were allowed in order to generate “economic 

growth, greater taxable income, and thus more resources for the state to redistribute” (Pertierra 

2016). While the NEP lasted –until Stalin took over and reversed this policy– a small bourgeoisie 

developed: the NEPmen. The cuentapropistas elite can be considered their Cuban counterpart. In 

both cases the openings represented “the implementation of long-held popular demands for 

greater liberalization of the economy and attempts to push the gargantuan resources of the black 

market into the light of day and the scrutiny of tax collectors” (ibid).  

 

Raúl Castro’s administration is being cautious with the implementation of economic reforms to 

avoid the downward spiral that caused the Soviet State to collapse. Though Raúl himself 

announced the urgency of a change of mentality in his first years of mandate, and supported it 

with concrete reforms, as he arrives at the end of his presidency we can notice a more 

conservative stance. The decision to bring Abel Prieto back as Minister of Culture is a clear 

example of this message: Cuba is going to change, but at a pace that guarantees that the state is in 

full control, all the time. In fact, Prieto has never been completely out of the political life of the 

country. During the four years (2012-2016) that he was relieved from his position as minister he 

acted as Raúl’s personal advisor for cultural affairs. 
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Overall, Prieto played a progressive role during the late 1990s and the 2000s. However, since his 

return the MINCULT’s policies have been leaning to more centralization in the sector, 

accompanied by a paranoid discourse. I have already analyzed Prieto’s Resolution #22 of 2016, 

which regulates the allocation of funding for nonprofit cultural projects in a way that is 

discriminatory towards artistic collectives that prefer to work independently from the state 

institutions. Another example to illustrate Prieto’s current stance can be found in recent 

declarations where he recycles the pre-Special Period discourse of an anti-capitalist crusade in the 

name of a “democratization in the access to culture as an emancipating instrument for the human 

being” (MINCULT 2016). Although history has taught us that when stated in such abstract terms 

this is a rather subjective goal, it is easy to agree on the nobleness of this cause. But, in order to 

achieve this idealist project, is the state going to use the same policies of marginalization, 

dogmatism, extreme centralization, and censorship as those of the 1970s’ quinquenio gris (the 

gray period)? Is there a new strategy for the cultural sector that does not involve incorporating a 

market logic? How realistic is it for the success of the model to leave local non-state competitors 

out of the picture? What is the cultural policy of the “update”? These are the kind of questions 

that Cuban artists and cultural producers ask themselves every day. These important topics are 

rarely and vaguely addressed by the MINCULT.  

 

Many are already calling this new era for Cuban culture el quinquenio prieto (the dark period).46  

Shortly after Prieto’s return in 2016, the MINCULT published a document called Priorities of the 

Cultural Institutions. The text makes continuous references to the need for the state institutions to 

prepare for a symbolic and cultural war. To quote Prieto: “Today our cultural institutions are 
                                                        
46 Dogmatism and intolerance in Cuba’s cultural sector were at their peak between 1971 and 
1975. This infamous stage is known as the quinquenio gris (the gray period). In Spanish, prieto 
means dark, which many Cubans consider a good term to describe the conservative policies of 
returning minister of culture Abel Prieto.   
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being attacked by very diverse forces that aim to disintegrate us” (MINCULT 2016). In the 

document, the role of new media technologies in the establishment of alternative circuits of 

cultural production, distribution, and consumption is framed as a threat. However, Prieto himself 

had a very different take on this matter during his first mandate. At the International Symposium 

of Social Networks in 2011 he commented: 

The cultural industries had been democratized. Back in the day you had to line up at 

EGREM to have your album produced, or you had to present a script at ICAIC and wait 

until they approved it, and then wait until there was a budget available to produce it. 

Today you can make a film or produce an album from home. The new technologies favor 

forms that were industrial in the past. That is why the institutions have to have enough 

flexibility and pay enough attention to the novel creative processes that can be considered 

“alternative” (Abel Prieto cited in Borges-Triana 2015a:130). 

 

In Priorities of the Cultural Institutions (2016), Prieto, a former defender of tolerance and 

diversity, defines his new policy discourse: 

In public spaces under non-state forms of management, and in many affiliated to the state 

institutional system, the cultural policy of the country is openly contradicted by 

presenting a certain kind of cultural shows and products. In certain segments of the 

population we can notice pro-capitalist and neo-annexationist attitudes, as well as a 

colonized bedazzlement in the face of hegemonic models. Among people with 

considerable intellectual preparation, there is a deformed re-reading of the twentieth 

century in Cuba, including the neo-colonial republic and the revolutionary period. This 

has been fostered by the new conditions created as a result of the increasing cultural 

exchange with the US. To keep Fidel alive, to guarantee the continuation of the 

Revolution, to combat any annexationist and pro-capitalist expression, are fundamental 
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tasks of our functionaries in the projection of the institutions towards our people as well 

as in the dialogue with our artists. It is of fundamental importance to understand in all its 

dimension the profoundly anti-cultural and inhuman essence of capitalism (MINCULT 

2016). 

With regards to the possibility of alternative forms of cultural production and commercialization 

to the inefficient monopoly of the state institutions, Prieto was particularly clear:  

Although there are advanced analyses about the possibility to use these [non-state] 

formulas in the productive and technical services, we should ratify the idea that the 

decisions of cultural policy cannot be privatized. To define what is presented, published, 

promoted, exhibited, and commercialized in our circuits is always going to be a task of 

the corresponding institutional authority (ibid).  

 

More recently, in 2017, Prieto attended the Symposium of the Network of Intellectuals and 

Artists in Defense of Humanity in Venezuela. During his intervention he focused on the urgency 

of creating “cultural guerrillas to combat the media mafia, and to win the battle of the ideas, to 

create a global front against the neoliberal offensive” (Pérez 2017). Prieto has returned because 

the government trusts his ability and credentials to slow down the explosion of independent 

initiatives that have originated all over the island. Unfortunately for Cuba, its current minister of 

culture has not very much to contribute to a policy that responds to the needs of prosperity, 

sustainability, and equity of the cultural industries and the society as a whole. So far, his role has 

been to follow Raúl Castro’s lead on matters of culture. Since 2016, with his own version of 

Words to the Intellectuals, Raúl has been referring to the threat posed by “subversive projects” 

and a “global colonizing wave” in the cultural field, reminding Cuban intellectuals about how his 

brother Fidel envisioned Cuban culture as “the shield and the sword of our nation” (Castro 2016). 

Raúl has also based his campaign on the recurring argument of “cultural imperialism,” but as 
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Fidel, only considering one side of the problem. On the other side there are important elements to 

be considered. George Yúdice (2003), for instance, mentions at least two valid reasons to take 

this argument to the level of complexity that it deserves. First, “it has overlooked the 

subordination of internal minorities that takes place within the nationalism of developing 

countries as they gird themselves to stave off the symbolic aggression of imperial powers.” And 

second, “migrations and diasporic movements generated by global processes have complicated 

the unity presumed to exist in the nation; belonging may be infra- or supranational” (2003:29).     

 

A certain level of engagement with political discourse and the conceptualization of major goals 

(aka “the big picture”) is expected to be part of the agenda of any minister. But, what about the 

urgent questions that need to be answered, the short-term goals that need to be achieved, the 

corresponding concrete policies? Why is Prieto focusing on the evil forces of neoliberalism and 

global conspiracies against Cuban culture, and not addressing any of the following issues: Which 

institutions and cultural projects should be subsidized by the state, and in which proportions? 

How is the MINCULT going to turn the execution of the state budget into an effective 

mechanism of social audit? How is this information going to be socialized? When are statistics 

regarding economic performance in the cultural sector going to be measured and shared publicly? 

How is non-state cultural production, a force that has radically changed the artistic and economic 

map in the sector, going to be accommodated in an updated cultural policy? What legal 

infrastructure should accompany such new policy? As economist Tania García has observed, 

these are all decisions concerning cultural rather than economic policy (Román 2015). This 

process requires a revolution within the Revolution and Prieto does not seem interested in being 

the one to lead it. Yet, the current minister, or whoever comes after, will have to deal with 

independent cultural producers somehow. Hopefully, García’s advice in this regard will be 

considered: 
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If, after accepting their inevitability, forms of management and production characteristic 

of the state sector are established in the non-state sector, I do not predict good results 

because these are different forms of property that demand different systems of economic 

relations. This is why the producers in the audiovisual sphere are demanding a cinema 

law, this is why the revision of the copyright regulations should be a top priority. Because 

is crucial to face the fact that, together with a change of paradigm in regards to the type 

of socialism that we are to build, we are experiencing a paradigm shift at a social and a 

productive level where creativity, innovation, and participation constitute the foundations 

of the kind of synergies that produce growth and development (Tania García cited in 

Román 2015). 

 

3.5.1 Neoliberal Socialism? 

 

Rafael González is a young journalist and cultural promoter from Havana. Since February 2016, 

González has focused on developing Cachivache Media, a Cuban independent online 

magazine/podcast. Cachivache has been inspired by publications such as San Francisco-based 

Wired, that address emergent technologies from a sociological perspective. Cachivache is funded 

by Resumen Latinoamericano, an Argentinian media corporation. Cachivache writers, using a 

DIY approach that deviates from the official media model, mostly write about topics that fall at 

the intersections between culture, technology, and society. They have become very popular for 

analyzing the impact of technological transformations for Cubans, particularly the way in which 

the digital world functions in a predominantly off-line society. Cachivache is a good example of 

the wave of online alternative media that has challenged the state institutional monopoly in recent 

years. Other relevant examples are OnCuba and Vistar Magazine. 
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When I interviewed González, he told me that the approval of cooperatives in the cultural sector 

and the legalization of non-state media are two areas where the Cuban state is not likely to change 

its policy in a foreseeble future (González 2016). However, something that he sees is going to 

radicalize are the neoliberal procedures of the Cuban government. As González reflected in our 

interview, none of the “achievements” resulting from the “update” have prioritized the interests of 

the more vulnerable sectors of the Cuban population. In practice, the average Cuban does not 

have the means to apply for a passport, stay at a hotel, go abroad on holidays, open a restaurant, 

or buy a cell phone, a house, or an overpriced car. While we can see some advances in the field of 

the so-called individual freedoms, the truth is that they have come accompanied by more 

accentuated social differences. This social divide is becoming increseangly visible. It can be 

easily appreciated in the gentrification of some strategic locations such as Old Havana. 

 

When I interviewed economist Juan Triana, he told me that Cuba’s future, in terms of its 

economic model, would probably continue being a very unstable experiment (Triana 2016). 

Perhaps, the closest comparisons are China and Vietnam, but there are large cultural and 

geographical differences that need to be considered. No doubt the experience of Asian socialism 

has influenced the Cuban model but, after the bitter experience with the USSR, the Cuban state 

has learned its lesson about copying models from very different societies. Although China, 

Vietnam, and Cuba share a common ideological base, Cuba’s dominant culture and lifestyles are 

very “Western” (Pérez Jr. 1999; 2015). In spite of the ongoing political hostility with the US, or 

because of it, Cuban society remains very influenced by US culture, which is the same to say 

global mainstream culture. At the same time, contrasting with China and Vietnam’s direct 

transitions from feudalism to socialism, Cuba started building its model from the base of a 

capitalist economy influenced by the most advanced capitalism at the time. As Triana told me, 

during the 1950s Cuba was the most modern –not the most developed– country in Latin America. 
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This was partially due to the ability of Cubans to reproduce the US corporate model. On the one 

hand, there were the injustices and negative effects of having a high political and economic 

dependence on an imperialist country, a story that repeated itself later with the USSR. But, there 

is also the other side of things: to be reproducing the schemes of the world leader in modernity. 

After Barack Obama visited Havana in 2016, he observed that China and Vietnam, with their 

slow introduction of market elements to an authoritarian political system, were the models that 

appealed the most to Raúl Castro. However, he suggested that these reference models would not 

solve Cuba’s economic crisis. According to Obama: 

China may be able to pull that off for a while -for a pretty long while, given the culture 

and the size of the country and its ability to isolate itself from outside forces. It’s very 

hard for a small country to pull that off. Once you start being part of the global economy 

and the global supply chain, things happen quickly (Anderson 2016).  

 

With the views of González, Triana, and Obama, I do not intend to start a debate on modernity, 

gentrification, or alternative models of socialism. However, I think that their ideas are a good 

introduction to raise a question with which I would like to end this chapter: Are the Cuban state, 

the MINCULT, and their discourse of anti-capitalist resistance immune to the application of 

neoliberal formulas of governmentality and cultural commercialization? Of course they are not. 

As a result of almost three decades of economic crisis the government has been steadily cutting 

social benefits. This can be illustrated with numerous examples such as the decision to push back 

the retirement age by five years, to reduce and eventually eliminate subsidized food rations, and 

to force more than a million Cubans to look for a job outside the state sector (Nolen 2016). At the 

same time, the Cuban state has openly embraced the entry of foreign capital and the selective 

development of small private and cooperative forms of property, as well as a massive informal 

economy. This scenario resembles the twin modalities of neoliberal governmentality adopted by 
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the Chinese government in similar circumstances, and that Dutch scholar Jeroen De Kloet (2010) 

labeled as “neoliberalism as exception” and “exceptions to neoliberalism.” 

 

In China with a Cut (2010), De Kloet offers a detailed analysis of contemporary China’s cultural 

and economic policies, focusing on the commercialization of music productions. In the text we 

can find relevant examples that enrich the debate around topics that I have examined in this 

chapter. For example, De Kloet tells us about the independent producer Shen Lihui, organizer of 

the Modern Sky music festival, owner of the Modern Sky label, and leading vocalist of the 

Beijing Brit-pop band Sober. Lihui can be seen, as De Kloet observes, as “the embodiment of the 

economic, cultural, and political changes which have taken place in China since the mid 1990s” 

(2010:16). In today’s Cuba we can find producers like Lihui that “have been able to operate at the 

other limits of the permissible, playing the political and economic game skillfully” (ibid). Here 

we can think of X and Eme Alfonso and their successful projects FAC and the Havana World 

Music festival. However, where I find the Dutch author more enlightening is in his analysis of the 

intimate relationship between state and capital in contemporary socialism. De Kloet refers to this 

dynamic in China’s cultural sector as the twin modalities of neoliberal governmentality, an idea 

that I also find illustrative of the Cuban case:  

In embracing the influx of foreign capital, and in allowing the emergence of small 

relatively ‘independent’ local record companies, the state follows a neoliberal route. 

Simultaneously, in retaining control over publishing and distribution, as well as through 

the censorship apparatus, the state also makes exceptions to neoliberalism (2010:174). 

 

In this chapter I have tried to deconstruct the discourse of the MINCULT and its returning 

minister when it comes to establishing priorities for the Cuban society and the community of 

cultural producers that live on the island. This policy discourse is addressing these priorities in an 
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ambiguous way. Furthermore, it is being executed using an outdated conceptual basis. 

Neoliberalism has mutated considerably in recent years. The Cuban state can proclaim all that it 

wants about its anti-neoliberal stance, but the fact is that it has made use of neoliberal forms of 

governmentality. “Neoliberalizing processes,” as scholar Arlene Dávila has noted, “can also 

thrive in contexts where neoliberalism is no longer the dominant discursive political strategy, and 

in countries that have adopted a more socialist and emphatically anti-neoliberal agenda, or as 

'exceptions' to regimes for which neoliberalism is not itself the dominant formation for governing 

populations” (2012:6). Dávila offers two examples to illustrate this. First, the way in which 

socialist redistributive reforms in Hugo Chavez’s Venezuela were subject to the external 

constraints of global capitalism, “to which Venezuela needs to adjust to remain competitive in the 

global oil market, while neoliberal market rationalities often pervade the administration and the 

politics of redistribution” (ibid). Second, we have the case of Argentina under the anti-neoliberal 

administration of former president Cristina Fernández de Kirchner. During her mandate Buenos 

Aires was consolidated as “a city that is partial to first-class visitors and tourists,” and at the same 

time became “less accessible to local residents” (ibid). Today’s Havana perfectly fits in Dávila’s 

list. 
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Chapter 4 

The Creative Economy: A Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing? 

While paradigm shifts entail opportunities, the loss of those opportunities produces a 

cost; a social cost, a cultural cost, an economic cost. We are accountable for deciding if 

we want to create conditions to turn the diversity and the creative talent found in the 

developing countries into an economic asset or if we prefer to perpetuate into the future 

the historical disparities with which we are living today (Fonseca 2008:49).   

 

The Cuban state has been forced into selective decentralization and liberalization in the economy. 

The cultural sector has been left significantly out of this process. But this has not prevented 

musicians and music professionals from carving spaces to develop an informal dimension around 

the economic activities that have been legalized in the non-state sector. In the majority of the 

cases, given the legal vacuum surrounding cultural production, there is a state institutional link 

that justifies the introduction of an innovative business model or a new approach to cultural 

management. These dynamics can be considered a mechanism by which independent players 

adapt to an outdated cultural policy and the ambiguous regulatory frameworks in place.  

 

In this chapter I will address some of the most recent transformations in the realm of cultural 

production by framing them within the theories of the creative economy paradigm. In the 

previous chapter I focused on cultural policy discourse, legislation and regulation of the music 

industry. The present chapter is concerned with the examination of the cultural economy and the 

role of culture in today’s Havana and other parts of the world. That is, following George Yúdice’s 

logic, how culture as an expedient has gained legitimacy and has displaced or absorbed other 
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understandings of culture (2003). From the different approaches to the creative economy I will 

focus on its function as a development strategy.  

 

I will analyze several case studies that show the capacity of the creative economy for positive 

change in both developed and developing countries, emphasizing the importance of a context-

specific approach. Then, I will discuss four case studies of contemporary Havana’s non-state 

sector: two bars, a tattoo parlor, and a fashion design brand. These initiatives are only partially 

involved with music production. However, the stories behind their foundation and their current 

operation are relevant to understand the intricacies of the new economy of music in Havana. I 

will leave the case studies more directly involved with music production, promotion and 

commercialization for the following chapter. For all the cases that I will analyze in the present 

and the following chapter, the presence of a cultural dimension in their business models 

(nonprofit or for-profit) implies some interaction with the state institutional system. Therefore, I 

will refer to these start-ups and informal companies as new models of cultural management, a 

term coined by Darsi Fernández (2017a). This terminology is extremely helpful to understand 

what it means to be an “independent” cultural producer in today’s Cuba. I will offer further 

conceptualization of these new models in the following chapter.  

 

My main goal is to demonstrate that a customized approach to the creative economy paradigm is 

a viable and desirable option to be incorporated as part of the cultural policy of the “update.” As 

Tania García and Beatriz Pérez diagnosed during the early moments of the current modernization 

of Cuba’s model: “A key part of the update of the country’s economic model is to strengthen the 

sociocultural processes from a multidimensional and participative approach that fosters creativity 

and innovation as essential characteristics of our society” (2012:15). To a significant extent the 

non-state sector, especially the activities that take place in the informal economy, is already 
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engaged in production processes where “creativity,” as I will define it in this chapter, is the main 

input, an effect of a particular socioeconomic scenario. While, as Cristina Venegas has put it, 

“innovation, appropriation, and invention” in the Cuban context are largely the result of “past and 

present neocolonial structures,” these processes also respond to “social needs, elusive political 

utopias, and globalization” (2010:6). So, I will be analyzing a context where diverse factors have 

created good conditions for the consolidation of the creative economy.  

 

Moreover, even in the presence of perceptible cuts to the cultural budget, the state has continued 

subsidizing culture and seeking investment alternatives for the development of the creative 

industries. A good example is the Project for Strengthening the Competitiveness of the Cuban 

Music Industry, recently launched by the United Nations Industrial Development Organization 

(UNIDO), the MINCULT, and Korea International Cooperation Agency (KOICA), with Sound 

Diplomacy as technical partner.47 This project is “aimed to strengthen the competitiveness, 

organizational performance and export capacity of the Cuban music industry” (Arthur 2016). This 

project, funded by 1.3 million USD provided by KOICA, sees the music industry as an important 

mechanism for job creation and economic diversification. It sees very clearly that the only way to 

achieve these goals is to promote local entrepreneurship that supports an expansion in the export 

value of the Cuban music industry. The multinational nonprofit initiative involves an expansion 

of both the recorded and the live music markets by promoting partnerships and strategic alliances, 

upgrading production technologies, training musicians and music professionals, supporting 

wholesalers and retailers, and developing international marketing and distribution strategies 

(Chapple 2017).  
                                                        
47 Sound Diplomacy is a private corporation with three main branches located in Germany, Spain, 
and the UK. Founded in 2013, Sound Diplomacy specializes in the design and implementation of 
strategies that increase the value of sustainable “music ecosystems” in terms of economic growth 
and social development. This corporation runs Music Cities Events, a conference of global scope, 
and event series (Music Cities Convention, Music Tourism Convention, and Sound Development) 
on music’s role in diverse places (Sound Diplomacy 2017). 
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Other relevant examples of the state’s efforts to develop Cuba’s cultural industries include the 

commercialization of arts and crafts, souvenirs, and clothing, mainly targeting tourists that visit 

seeking for its beaches, resorts, or socialist nostalgia. A final example is Mi Mochila (My 

Backpack), the government’s response to the weekly package or paquete semanal, a collection of 

digital information content that has acted as an underground substitute to the Internet and Cuban 

official media since 2008. These state initiatives have often resulted from erratic experimentation, 

late adaptation, or foreign interest rather than from a coherent policy for the development of the 

cultural economy. These efforts are likely to have a significantly smaller impact in the future of 

the cultural industries and the economy if non-state players are not considered, protected, and 

supported as key drivers of cultural and economic development.  

 

No doubt that the creative economy, “a production that values the unique, the symbolic, and the 

intangible,” is a difficult concept to deal with (Fonseca 2008:9). However, behind the subjectivity 

involved in the definition of its core elements and assumptions lies the ongoing experience of 

numerous countries, regions and cities that have embraced the creative economy paradigm from 

different perspectives. We can learn from their failures and achievements. There are concrete 

policies, mechanisms, business models, and proved positive social outcomes worth to be 

considered for the Cuban model. While many policies and the very terminology of the creative 

economy are open to diverse interpretations, there is an objective fact: Cuba is trying to join an 

increasingly globalized world that largely operates within the logic of a new relationship between 

economy and culture. As George Yúdice has observed: “This culturalization of the economy has 

not occurred naturally, of course. It has been carefully coordinated via agreements on trade and 

intellectual property, such as GATT [General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade] and the WTO 

[World Trade Organization], laws controlling the movement of mental and manual labor (i.e. 
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immigration laws), and so on” (2003:17). Therefore, there is an objective global capitalist logic 

and particular agendas behind this paradigm. Here is where the importance of a context-specific 

approach becomes evident.  

 

At risk of adding yet another layer of controversial conceptualization, I will focus my analysis on 

the potential of the creative economy as development strategy. Development is a highly contested 

field of studies also subject to multiple interpretations. To engage in polemic debates about 

development is not my intention. It is safe enough to say that prosperity –that is, enjoying a good 

balance between private consumption, public services and leisure time– sustainability, and equity 

are desirable goals of any version of “development” that we want to consider for the future of 

Cuba. Besides these important economic goals, a sound, people-centered model should also 

consider alternatives to maximize the economic security of its people, as well as to foster 

innovation (how to make people’s work more effective and useful), choice (the ability to make 

economic decisions), democracy and accountability (Stanford 2015:28). A customized approach 

to the creative economy as a development option, one that considers the particularities of the 

Cuban society, the infrastructures available, and the potential to create real synergies between the 

state and the non-state sectors, can deliver in this sense. The case studies that I will analyze help 

us to understand with concrete examples how the “creativity effect,” which is always socially and 

economically situated, can be achieved in the challenging context of today’s Havana (Pratt and 

Jeffcutt 2011).  

 

The situation regarding the informal economy of music in Havana, particularly the economy of 

alternative music scenes, resonates with Hermano Vianna’s metaphor of a “parallel Brazil” which 

is increasingly audible via independent music producers and promoters of non-traditional styles 

such as lambadão, forró eletrônico, and tecnobrega. According to Vianna, “somehow, this 
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informal artistic economy is the product of social inclusion conquered by force” (Hermano 

Vianna cited in Lamen 2011:37). This suggests that a cultural periphery can no longer be 

considered as such when it comes to displacing and overwhelming an increasingly superfluous 

“center” which, for its part, seems “more and more like a small and claustrophobic spaceship, on 

a flight route through parallel universes, ever further from the real country, the real economy, and 

the culture of the majority and probably heading toward financial disaster or the drying up of 

creative energy” (ibid). Following this logic, as Vianna declares: “It is no longer the center that 

includes the periphery. The periphery now includes the center. The center, excluded from the 

party, becomes the periphery of the periphery” (ibid). This metaphor of a “parallel Brazil,” 

captures to a significant extent the current balance shift between the state cultural system and 

independent producers in Havana.       

 

4.1 The Creative Economy as a Development Strategy 

 

The creative economy’s potential for positive transformation, and even the very objective 

existence of this paradigm, have been severely attacked in the past two decades. To have a 

summarized idea of such critiques, consider the following observations: 

In their geographical insulation from the current sites of industrial production and mineral 

extraction, the prophets of the wired “new economy” fail to account for the extent to 

which even “virtual” production is dependent on a material support structure whose 

component elements are mined in Africa, assembled in China, and distributed along 

global networks by planes and ships burning vast amounts of fossil fuel. In their social 

insulation from the culture workers of the global ghetto, they fail to account for the extent 

to which much of the restless “innovation-power” that they mystify with terms such as 

“creativity” or “creative disruption” is born out of struggles to survive materially in the 
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present. In other words, the annexation of cultural production to the standing 

developmentalist paradigm seems more concerned with addressing the imperative of 

constant growth than the violent vicissitudes of life on capitalism’s perennial frontiers 

(Lamen 2011:44). 

 

As Darien Lamen’s comments suggest, discussions around the potential of the creative economy 

are often framed within an over-optimistic, elitist tone. Contemporary policymakers, particularly 

in the developing countries, tend to be suspicious about it. And they should. The distrust emerges 

from the fact that a significant part of the vocabulary and analytical methodology concerning the 

creative economy draws on the experience of post-industrial societies in “developed” countries. 

This dominant stream of the paradigm tends to over-emphasize the decline of the manufacturing 

sector in post-industrial settings, generating policy prescriptions that are often imported by 

developing countries, a very different setting. The consequences of not considering the 

particularities of each setting can be culturally, socially and economically devastating. Another 

red flag is the key role attributed to digital media technologies and connectivity as one of the 

main factors to deal with the high concentration in the global circuits of cultural distribution. 

Most of the developing countries are at a disadvantage in this department. Some cases like Cuba 

are extremely “disconnected.” Finally, there is the empirical challenge of measuring the success 

of the creative economy given the difficulty of obtaining economic and social indicators for a 

very diverse group of activities that occur in the public, private and informal realms. However, I 

will argue that despite these and other barriers today’s Cuba is equipped with some of the key 

elements required for developing its own version of a thriving creative economy. Such elements 

are related to a highly creative workforce, mainly located in the non-state sector, and to the 

abundance of social capital and state and non-state cultural infrastructures and mechanisms 
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already in place. But before delving more in detail into the Cuban context, what is this “creative 

economy”? 

 

British writer and media manager John Howkins (2001) is often credited with making the term 

“creative economy” popular. Howkins applied it to a dozen industries, including manifestations 

of creativity that normally are not understood as “cultural” such as science and technology (e.g. 

different types of research and software development). However, he recognized that established 

cultural activities and processes in the world of arts and media are at the core of this new 

economy. In Howkins’ vision, the term describes creativity throughout a whole economic system 

instead of limited specific sectors, which is what the creative industries are concerned with.48 The 

creative industries encompass a wide productive set that includes the products and services 

produced by the cultural industries (film, music, broadcasting, etc.) as well as other industries that 

depend on innovation, a term that indicates “calculated” and “measurable” creation of new 

knowledge, for example, a new musical genre (Belussi and Sedita 2008:238). As Justin O’Connor 

has observed, the creative industries tend to be “presented as a reduction of culture to the 

economy,” yet “this is an oversimplification if we do not recognize that this is a new kind of 

culture and a new kind of economy” (2011:39).  
                                                        
48 The term “creative industries” was introduced in the Creative Nation (1994) report in Australia. 
Then it reached significant exposition when former Prime Minister Tony Blair’s administration 
conducted a study of the competitive advantages of the UK in 1997. The study identified 13 
sectors that were classified as the creative industries or industries with great potential to create 
wealth and jobs based on the generation and exploitation of intellectual property. The British 
concept known as “Cool Britannia” was adopted in very diverse settings such as New Zealand 
(“Hot Nation”), Scotland (“Create in Scotland”), Canada (“A Sense of Place, a Sense of Being”), 
Singapore, Colombia, Argentina, Brazil, and Lebanon (Yúdice 2003:16). The term “creative 
industries” broadened the scope of the cultural industries beyond the arts and incorporated a 
commercial dimension to many activities that were considered predominantly in non-economic 
terms. The creative industries are concentrated in, but not limited to, the tangible products and 
intangible services related to the arts and culture. In this chapter I use Ana Fonseca’s definition, 
who describes the creative industries as the cycle of creation, production, and distribution of 
products and services that can be commercialized using creativity as the main input. This 
collection of economic activities is capable to generate income through commerce and intellectual 
property rights (Fonseca 2008:64). 
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In this chapter I adopt the approach suggested by the UN for the term “creative economy,” which 

privileges activities involving cultural creativity and innovation that can also be classified as 

cultural industries (United Nations Development Programme 2013). In other words, the creative 

economy is “an economic system for the production, distribution, and consumption of cultural 

goods and services through market as well as non-market mechanisms, where the ‘cultural’ refers 

to those forms of economic activity [for-profit or nonprofit] producing outputs with significant 

aesthetic or semiotic content” (Anheier and Raj Isar 2008:3). Given the large scope and diversity 

of scenarios, this broad definition of the creative economy requires a “kaleidoscope approach,” a 

workforce capable of establishing connections among state and non-state players (private 

businesses, co-ops, NGOs, associations and foundations, informal economic players). To 

complement this approach, I will operate with George Yúdice’s perspective on the contemporary 

role of culture. According to this author: 

(…) the role of culture has expanded in an unprecedented way into the political and 

economic at the same time that conventional notions of culture largely have been emptied 

out. I do not focus on the content of culture—that is, the model of uplift (following 

Schiller or Arnold) or distinction (following Bourdieu) that it offered in its traditional 

acceptations, or more recently its anthropologization as a whole way of life (Williams), 

according to which it is recognized that everyone’s culture has value. Instead, I approach 

the question of culture in our period, characterized as one of accelerated globalization, as 

a resource (Yúdice 2003:9). 

 

An influential concept that has caused considerable skepticism among both the academic and the 

non-academic worlds is Richard Florida’s “creative class.” According to Florida (2002), this 

revolutionary group of people (scientists, engineers, architects, intellectuals, artists, writers, 
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musicians, artistic managers, cultural promoters, software developers, opinion makers, etc.) get 

paid to generate new ideas, technologies or creative content. This is their economic function in 

society: to add economic value through their creativity. They share a common creative ethos that 

privileges creativity, individuality, and diversity over any other aspects of life. Florida argued that 

economic development will depend on finding the right balance between the three Ts: 

technology, tolerance, and talent. He estimated that the creative class represented around a third 

of the workforce in the US, generating around half the income that goes to cover the salaries of 

the country as a whole (1.7 billion USD in 2002). However, recent studies have revealed the 

overestimation in labeling these very diverse occupations as a social class, and the limitations of 

exporting Florida’s logic to the analysis of other settings (O’Connor 2010). For instance, we have 

learnt that in the UK around 52% of the “creative workers” are employed or self-employed 

outside the creative industries (Fonseca 2008:48). Another important criticism of Florida’s work 

is its oversimplified and discriminatory logic. In Darlene Ávila’s words: 

Owing to the dominance of Richard Florida’s work on creative classes, analyses have 

concentrated on the fate of highly educated and skilled (white) workers who are located 

in the upscale sectors of advertising and entertainment or in the academy, rather than on 

the plight of the many grassroots “barrio creatives” I encountered in NYC, Puerto Rico, 

and Buenos Aires. These creatives are just as important to the health of global creative 

cities but are regularly discounted and bypassed from most national and global 

considerations of urban cultural policies, while they remain the most precariously 

affected by neoliberalizing reforms (2012:5).  

 

As Yudhishthir Raj Isar (2008) has observed, in today’s world a market logic is essential, but 

while the market forces play a key role in global governance they are not capable of explaining 

everything that is good or true by themselves. In the specific case of Florida’s doctrine many 
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policymakers dogmatically embraced a fashionable agenda fearing they would be left out of the 

race for economic development. Florida’s ideas about creativity and the economy have become a 

popular mantra that many politicians, journalists, officials, and cultural promoters still repeat 

without assessing the importance of context specificity. Though I agree that labeling certain 

individuals and groups performing “creative jobs” –mainly white people in developed countries– 

as a new socioeconomic class of citizens is an overstatement, I do recognize the distinctiveness in 

the production approach of specific social groups and individual entrepreneurs. These are people 

that “think outside the box,” and by acting as creative agents of change they do make a difference 

at a local and sometimes a national or international scale. This piece of Florida’s theory is 

relevant to my argument in this chapter. As Justin O’Connor has put it: “Though ‘creativity’ in 

general is deemed a core social value, because cultural or symbolic inputs are now a major source 

of value right across the economy then the particular skills, mindsets and working practices of 

those operating in this risky, volatile and maverick cultural/creative industries sector would be at 

a premium” (2011:41).  

 

I am particularly interested in stressing the social function of creativity that can be reached when 

creative people, particularly “frugal innovators” in the field of cultural production, have access to 

capital, adequate infrastructure and regulation, and markets to turn that creativity into monetary 

value (Fonseca 2008:48). However, the very definition of creativity is an unfinished and polemic 

project. It can refer to the human capacity to create something new, but at the same time, to 

reinvent traditional paradigms or to connect apparently unrelated dots (ibid:16). A more 

economic-centric reading suggests that creativity is a sort of source of renewable energy whose 

stock actually grows with its use. Following this view, instead of creating market saturation, 

competition among creative players tends to stimulate the entrance of new competitors. In the 

network-like structure that the creative economy promotes, competitors tend to collaborate more 
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than in a paradigm based on orthodox competition. In other words, “old competition” (downward 

pressure on retail cost, substitution of labor by technology, focus on price) is replaced by “new 

competition” (focus on quality, innovation and creativity; innovation relies upon creativity in the 

generation of novel products and services) (Pratt and Jeffcutt 2011). In this scenario, that 

resembles the dynamics that we can appreciate in Havana’s informal economy of music, 

collaborative production translates into more democratic mechanisms of production, distribution 

and access. In a study about the creative city Richard Smith and Katie Warfield observed: 

Creativity describes both process and product, and as such virtually anyone (or, for that 

matter, any 'thing') can now be 'creative' - innovate, imagine, ingenerate or invent - but so 

too can inanimate objects: creative places, creative economies, creative politics and 

creative governance. The foundational qualities of 'creativity' have not evolved over time, 

but the creative subjects, and thus the purposes to which creativity is put to ask, have 

changed (2008:287). 

 

So, in the context of the creative economy paradigm, are we talking about artistic creativity, 

economic creativity, or processes that lead to innovation in mechanisms of commercialization and 

technology? When studying the cultural economy, should we focus on creativity’s potential for 

content origination or for industrial production? Any attempt to capture the definition and the role 

of creativity would result in a subjective, incomplete notion of the term. Yet we need one, so I 

will find a way to define creativity that puts it in the context of development in a broad sense or 

“sustainable development.” Within the huge arsenal of development paradigms, “sustainable 

development” is, as Maïka Sondarjee has suggested, one of the alternative models that has not 

acquired enough theoretical coherence to be called a coherent paradigm (2014:24). Though the 

definition of “sustainable development” can be applied in very subjective terms –what, exactly, is 
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to be sustained in sustainable development? –, this is a concept that I use only to frame Cuba’s 

state agenda in broad terms, the big picture for the future of the island.  

 

In fact, “sustainable development” is a term that the Cuban state endorses publicly. Furthermore, 

in Granma, the ultimate official publication in Cuba, it is seen as an area where the non-state 

sector has an important role to play: “Non-state employment is part of the country’s collective 

effort to achieve prosperous and sustainable development, along a socialist path, with the 

participation of all” (Silva 2017). I will focus then on “the contributions that cultural resources 

can make to drive sustainable development processes as a whole” (United Nations Development 

Programme 2013:39). In this sense, the creative economy acts as a platform for social and 

economic inclusion given that it relies on an asset –creativity– that originates from the formation, 

culture and roots of a geographically defined place such as a city or a country. “This scenario of 

coexistence of the symbolic universe with the concrete world is what transmutes creativity into a 

catalyst of economic value” (Fonseca 2008:16).  

 

As Brazilian economist Ana Fonseca (2008) has observed, the creative economy is not simply a 

collection of sectors grouped in a new category but rather a way to describe the emergence of a 

new economic cycle accompanied by new business models, organizational and institutional 

processes, and relations among the economic and social players. This is a fairly new paradigm 

that puts culture and intangible aspects of the production sphere –human creativity and 

innovation– at the core, and technology as the main instrument. The benefits of the creative 

economy go beyond the economic realm, underpinning the way people understand the world in 

the twenty-first century, see their place in it, affirm their human rights, and forge productive 

social relationships. This is not a single development superhighway but rather “a multitude of 

different local trajectories” to be found at the subnational level, in cities and regions (United 
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Nations Development Programme 2013:15). The key factors for a successful creative economy 

are centered on policies that promote technical, entrepreneurial and leadership skills –human 

capital–, state and non-state networks, and stronger communities through a vibrant civil society 

and adequate educational programs (ibid:112). An important element to keep in mind is the 

question of scale. Creative enterprises tend to start from a low base. Therefore, in general they do 

not benefit from large scale economies. At the same time, for the development of a coherent 

creative economy policy it is critical to establish a solid mechanism for data collection.      

 

The creative economy relies heavily on informal cultural systems, processes and institutions. In 

developing countries it is even more noticeable how “creative workers” operate outside official 

regulations and measurements: 

Informality shapes the political economy of creative industries in developing countries, 

particularly as government capacity for subsidy and regulation is limited in these 

countries. Collectives, micro-enterprises, vendor associations, clubs and guilds occupy 

the place of major cultural institutions and bureaucracies as creative agents tend to be 

smaller and less visible than their counterparts in the global North (United Nations 

Development Programme 2013:26).  

These asymmetries between developed and developing countries are exacerbated by the deficient 

intellectual property frameworks that characterize the creative industries’ policy in the latter 

group of nations. This “disadvantage” in regards to intellectual property rights’ design and 

enforcement is another polemic aspect of the creative economy paradigm. Yet, some examples of 

alternative versions such as Brazil’s have demonstrated that there are some options available to 

disrupt the supremacy of a global capitalist agenda based on the exploitation of intellectual 

property rights. I will analyze the case of Brazil’s cultural economy in the following section.  
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We can approach the concept of the creative economy from different perspectives. We can say 

that it simply responds to a collection of economic sectors that are classified as creative industries 

based on the interpretation of different countries, cities or regions. This approach tends to 

contemplate the creative industries as “a manifestation of neoliberal ‘cool capitalism,’ where 

expressions of dissent and rebellion are incorporated back into a form of cultural capitalism, 

displacing the classical Marxist model of industrial capitalism based upon alienated labor, which 

has increasingly moved from the advanced capitalist economies to the developing world” (Flew 

2012:6). Another possible angle would emphasize the promotion of creative clusters in particular 

spaces such as the wine region in France, the multimedia cluster in Montreal, or Shanghai’s 

creative parks. The development of these clusters “can bring together small-scale cultural 

producers and enable them to pool resources and share infrastructure” (ibid:57). Following this 

view, the creation of jobs and wealth would depend on the capacity of a country, region or city to 

generate creative content that can be commercialized as products or services in the local and 

foreign markets (Fonseca 2008:42). For the purpose of this chapter it is more relevant to consider 

a more encompassing approach, one that conceives the creative economy as a development 

strategy. Considering that a desirable development strategy for the Cuban model should prioritize 

prosperity, sustainability and equity, we can see how this stream of the creative economy 

paradigm can contribute to these ends.  

 

First, there is a clear non-economic way, not measurable by market prices, in which creativity and 

culture contribute to development: “the power of cultural expression and artistic practice, both 

individual and collective, to energize and empower social groups, particularly the most 

disadvantaged, providing platforms for their social and political capacity” (United Nations 

Development Programme 2013:18). Second, there is the capacity of the creative industries to 

make the cultural identity of the places where they cluster distinctive, and therefore, more 
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attractive for investors and tourists. This is the famous “buzz factor,” a key element for national 

identity and branding as well as a tool for both international projection and the strengthening of 

social capital at the local community level. The adoption of this vision makes cities and regions 

more prepared to face the fierce competition of a globalized economy. More tangible benefits 

include the economic value generated by the creative industries in terms of job creation and 

incentives for the creation of new technologies and more efficient business models.    

 

According to the United Nations Development Programme (2013), there are critical factors to be 

considered in the design of a strategy for the development of a local creative economy. Some of 

these factors include: adequate financing (e.g. differentiated taxation policy, selective 

subsidization), particularly in regards to micro and small businesses which tend to be major 

employers in developing countries; sharpening the legal and regulatory frameworks with a focus 

on effective intellectual property rights; the identification of and support to players, 

intermediaries and institutions required to make transformative policy-making work; 

guaranteeing that local players and communities have a say in the decision-making process; 

facilitating transnational exchanges and flows which are key to access global markets and digital 

connectivity; and the building of capacities to develop new skills and education at all levels. In 

other words, investment in human capital (United Nations Development Programme 2013:18). 

All these factors require the active intervention of the state, but there have to be limits that protect 

the creative and entrepreneurial capacity of non-state players.  

 

As we can appreciate in post-Special Period Cuba, a cultural policy only based on subsidies or 

mechanisms of state-funded promotions tends to overdose cultural activity with bureaucracy. 

State support is key, keeping in mind that official intervention changes, for good or worse, the 

way in which many organizations started operating. This is known as the “variable geometry” of 
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informal economies: “as regulatory and policy boundaries move, the dynamics of formal and 

informal activity shift in response. Targeting specific actors for subsidy or promotion may have 

an unwelcome ‘museumization’ effect, converting embedded aesthetic traditions into officially 

sanctioned spectacle” (United Nations Development Programme 2013:28). As the UN report 

suggests, informal creative activities demand a flexible kind of policy thinking in order to equip 

cultural and creative intermediaries with the capacity to uncover opportunities and build 

partnerships to pursue those opportunities (ibid). The state should seek the optimal balance in the 

distribution of the domestic economy between state and non-state sectors, keeping in mind the 

importance of context and the role of informal economic players. At the same time, any model 

aiming to effectively promote the exports of the creative industries has to foster synergies among 

the subsidized and the commercial creative sectors (Fonseca 2008:91).  

 

A good example to illustrate this is the Havana World Music festival, one of the case studies of 

the previous chapter. A cultural festival economy has emerged at a global scale. Festivals have 

become one of the most important expressions of catalytic intermediary events in contemporary 

life (Gibson and Connell 2012). As we saw with Eme Alfonso and her multinational team of 

organizers and sponsors, festivals themselves depend on formal and informal, subsidized and 

commercial intermediary players for their success and sustainability. Festivals fuel cultural 

production and distribution as well as the tourist industry, becoming an integrated driving force of 

significant impact on local economies. In this sense, festivals do not necessarily constitute a 

separate sector but rather act as “a glue that binds together existing cultural, service, transport, 

tourism and supply industries” (United Nations Development Programme 2013:123). If a cultural 

festival economy is accompanied by well-designed intellectual property systems that provide 

effective copyright protection, there is a significant potential revenue stream for local 

communities. At the same time, the cultural festivals economy produces events with outcomes 
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that go beyond the economic sphere. It encourages sustainable business models that translate into 

social benefits such as cohesion, vibrancy, stability, and safety.  

 

A creative economy relies on people’s creativity –human capital and its capacity to generate new 

ideas that can trigger innovation and its concrete applications– rather than the traditional 

resources of land, labor and capital, to increase the value of an idea (Anheier and Raj Isar 2008). 

As a consequence of the ongoing economic reforms introduced by the Cuban state after the 

collapse of the former Soviet Bloc and the withdrawal of massive foreign subsidies, Cuban 

contemporary socialism has been characterized by the emergence of competing regimes of value. 

As Kenneth Routon put it:  

In Cuba, this crisis [the Special Period and its aftermath] has been marked not so much 

by paradigmatic shifts in value systems, but by the hesitant flirtation with novel ways to 

value labor, property, leisure and cultural production, as well as to experience and 

express social identity and citizenship (2009:124). 

When this analysis was published in 2009, “hesitant flirtation” was a very effective way to 

describe these transformations which have emerged mainly from the non-state realm, without 

significant regulatory support from the state. Almost a decade later, especially after the 2011 

“update” and the several updates to the “update,” that flirtation is not as hesitant as it used to be. 

As I will illustrate with several case studies later in this chapter, a complex informal creative 

economy around cultural production exists in today’s Havana. Yet, without the corresponding 

state backing and legitimization this organic movement of informal entrepreneurs and cultural 

frugal innovators are stuck in the mud of bureaucracy and legal ambiguity. But before going into 

detail about the Cuban context, let’s explore the experiences of other places in the world that have 

incorporated a creative economy approach to their distinct economies and styles of governance. 
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4.2 The Creative Economy in Context: Creative Economies in Developed Countries 

 

In order to take advantage of the positive outcomes that the creative economy paradigm offers we 

should be aware of the spatial, economic and organizational unevenness of the world we live in. 

“While ideas and creativity are globally sourced, the dominant transnational corporations, usually 

those that control distribution, are still concentrated in the global North” (United Nations 

Development Programme 2013:30). In this section, I will examine some case studies taking into 

account the disproportionate distribution of the building blocks of an economy that relies heavily 

on creativity and the cultural industries. First, I will examine the cases of Memphis and 

Vancouver, two North American cities located in developed countries (the US and Canada). 

Then, in the following section I will focus on three examples of developing countries from the 

Latin American and Caribbean region: Argentina, Brazil and Jamaica. The idea is to establish 

some references that will allow for a better comprehension of the potential of the creative 

economy in the Cuban context. 

 

4.2.1 Memphis (US) 

 

Memphis is currently one of the poorest metropolitan areas in the US. In order to reverse this 

reality, the local government has started capitalizing on the rich cultural history of the city. The 

initiative, known as the Memphis Music Magnet plan, focuses on the support to musicians, the 

celebration of local music heritage, and the creation of new forms of social interaction and 

collaboration in the Soulsville neighborhood, the birthplace of US soul music and home to Stax 

Records and its adjacent Satellite record shop (United Nations Development Programme 

2013:37). During the 1960s and 1970s Memphis was an important recording hub for the global 



 

198 

 

music industry. In those decades, music tourism and production consolidated around a firm 

middle-class community. But, the following decades brought important socioeconomic changes, 

and with them came poverty, disinvestment and abandonment. With the Memphis Music Magnet 

plan the situation has started to improve. The initiative was conceived as a partnership between 

the local community and the University of Memphis where a group of students developed a 

neighborhood revitalization project that targeted housing programs for artists, place-based 

amenities and other community enrichment programs.  

 

The plan focuses on the revitalization of the city through assets such as the Stax Museum of 

American Soul Music, the Soulsville Charter School, LeMoyne-Owen College –a historically 

black college–, and the Memphis Black Arts Alliance. The idea is to revive key organizations and 

the spirit of the golden years in Memphis, when a booming and interactive music community was 

producing what in economy is known as “knowledge spillovers” or “externalities” –involuntary 

leakage and voluntary exchange of useful technological information that stimulates innovation. 

Knowledge spillovers are an important catalyst for creative economies. As part of the Memphis 

Music Magnet development strategy other complementary initiatives have been incorporated such 

as the regular performances of the Memphis Symphony Orchestra in idle public spaces and 

vacant grocery stores as well as mentoring programs to build leadership and entrepreneurial skills 

among local citizens.  

 

Another example is the renovation of the former home of Memphis Slim, a legend of blues music. 

This property is today the Memphis Slim Collaboratory, an arts community space that promotes 

music collaborations and offers workshops on music training and storytelling. The new space 

includes video-casting rooms to record oral histories and a recording studio, run on a cooperative 

basis, that supports emerging artists and music professionals starting in the production business. 
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“Through these activities, music is acting as a magnet by connecting neighbors, bringing back 

former residents and attracting new visitors” (United Nations Development Programme 2013:37). 

In recent years Memphis has received an annual estimate of more than nine million tourists who 

are mainly attracted to visit Graceland, Elvis Presley Boulevard, and Stax Records in Soulsville 

(Rushing 2014:259). Due to its thriving creative economy, Memphis was selected to host the 

Music Cities Convention in 2017. The Music Cities Convention, organized by Sound Diplomacy, 

is the largest global-reaching conference exploring the relationship between music and the built 

environment. 

 

4.2.2 Vancouver (Canada) 

 

In The Creative City: A Matter of Values, Richard Smith and Katie Warfield argued that a serious 

study on the growth of creative cities in the Canadian context should consider two dominant 

value orientations, that is, the divide between “arts and culture” values and “creative industries” 

values (2008:288). For this purpose, they conceived two different definitions for the creative city. 

They call the first one, the culture-centric conception of the creative city, where value is placed 

primarily on creative acts that have a direct positive impact on the quality of life of citizens. “The 

roots of the culture-centric orientation of the creative city originate from a long history of cultural 

policy debates in Canada where arts and culture have retained a special protected status in 

Canadian political institutions” (Smith and Warfield 2008:289). Here, the economic benefit and 

value is secondary, and the government is seen as responsible for providing funding and using 

innovative processes to foster the growth and development of the creative city. They termed the 

second conception the econo-centric orientation, where artistic values are subordinate to local 

economic development and growth. This perspective “sees the creative city as a place driven by 
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strong innovative, creative, and competitive cultural and creative industries and economically 

sustainable artists and arts organizations” (ibid:292).  

 

In their study Smith and Warfield concluded that Canadian cities’ governors continue struggling 

with the conceptual divide between culture-centric principles and econo-centric principles 

towards creativity: “there are the creative industries and then there is arts and culture -that which 

is for profit, and that which is not for profit” (ibid:294). But most importantly, they illustrated 

with the case of Vancouver how “within the Canadian urban context, to foster creativity -whether 

for well-being or profit- governance, citizenry and industry need to, themselves, become creative 

agents of change” (ibid:288). The authors suggested two fundamental methods to foster 

creativity: creative governance (creative decision-making processes, inclusion of diverse and non-

mainstream knowledge, networking and connection among different vertical levels of 

government and horizontal ministries, public-private partnerships to support creative industries) 

and direct support to creative ventures (individual artist grants, nonprofit development or 

operational funding, start-up funding for creative individuals and groups, grants for cultural 

events and expositions, and tax exemptions to stimulate growth of the creative industries). Smith 

and Warfield’s study about Vancouver’s creative economy, and the way the city has stroke a 

balance between culture-centric and econo-centric views, is relevant for cultural policies stuck in 

this value dichotomy. This is the case of Cuba and of many other developing countries.  

 

In the 1970s the city of Vancouver started investing heavily in the creative industries, particularly 

in the development of its local theatre scene. This strategy inspired the subsequent expansion of 

the local film industry, soon to become a transnational hub (Cupa 2007). These investments 

involved a significant support to policy and infrastructure to accompany the development of the 

theatre and film industries. As a result, creative workers from other countries and parts of Canada 
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began to relocate in the city. The “talent pool” from theatre featured skills that were transferable 

to film. Later these skills were transferred to other creative and artistic ventures throughout the 

city. According to Smith and Warfield the case of Vancouver is a good example of a Canadian 

city which is “acknowledging and addressing the value dichotomy towards the notion of 

creativity in cities: creativity as intangible value and creativity as exchange value” (2008:297).  

 

Vancouver’s creative economy has thrived due to a combination of arts and cultural initiatives 

with a local, creative cluster development strategy focused on creative zoning (artist live/work 

and work/live spaces, incentives for new media companies) and land-use plan measures to 

enhance the living conditions and professional opportunities of artists (any land use planning in 

Vancouver must also adhere to a series of “City Goals” among which are arts and culturally 

supportive prerogatives). A concrete example is the Amenity Bonus Program, a by-law program 

in which Vancouver developers must allocate 95 cents per buildable square foot to the 

construction or operation of social, cultural, or recreational space for every square foot of new 

built space (Cupa 2007). This program builds on the experience of the Vancouver’s Downtown 

Official Development Plan (DODP), a collaborative funding mechanism implemented in 1975.  

 

The DODP was conceived to act as a link between City Hall, developers and non-profits to 

facilitate “the macro-planning goals of creating a sustainable cultural infrastructure base in 

Vancouver’s downtown” (Cupa 2007:iii). Besides a significant support to public art, the Amenity 

Bonus Program has directly advanced the construction of a number of emblematic buildings and 

organizations such as the Alliance for Arts and Culture, Art Starts in Schools, the Canadian 

Music Centre, the Contemporary Art Gallery, the Legal Education Centre, the Vancouver 

International Film Centre, Volunteer Vancouver, and the Vancouver Symphony School. These 

policies and initiatives are the result of an attempt to integrate different visions of the creative city 
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to a consistent cultural policy. The key to the local government success has been its capacity to 

remain flexible and adaptable to emergent forms of policy, governance processes and planning 

strategies derived from the inevitable interactions with the federal level of governance as well as 

factors of international scope. 

 

4.3 The Creative Economy in Context: Creative Economies in Developing Countries 

 

Cuba is not alone in its lack of proper institutional and regulatory frameworks that would 

facilitate the development of the creative economy. In fact, this is a common issue for most of the 

developing countries. This is simultaneously a cause and a consequence of weak mechanisms of 

intellectual property protection, obsolete technologies, inefficient state support, lack of a 

development vision compatible with a creative economy approach among cultural officials, and 

insufficient disposable income. At the same time, as Terry Flew has observed, “the developing 

countries are marginal players in these [creative] sectors, due to a mix of domestic policy factors 

and inequalities in global cultural trade” (2012:56). The result, as we see clearly in cities with 

great creative potential such as Havana, is a limited domestic and export market for cultural 

products and services. However, there are initiatives in the Latin America and the Caribbean 

region worth being taken into consideration as these countries have implemented effective 

policies to reverse the stigma of underdevelopment.  

 

While countries such as Brazil, Argentina or Jamaica have experienced relative socioeconomic 

success with the adoption of a creative economy mindset, the fact is that the development race to 

catch up with more advanced or developed models is plagued with power asymmetries. Creative 

economy-based development is not, by far, an even playground that rewards the most creative 

players. However, the creative economy, though not a revolutionary paradigm itself in the sense 
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of having the capacity to directly shift the current global and regional power asymmetries, does 

help to design more prosperous, sustainable, equitable, and thus, better prepared societies. The 

most prepared societies will be more likely to take advantage of more radical opportunities when 

they arise. Furthermore, they can be more active players in the crafting of these opportunities if 

they work together towards a realistic goal: to develop their economies around the uniqueness of 

their cultures. This is especially relevant for countries like Cuba that don’t count on significant 

reserves of marketable natural resources and rely heavily on tourism and human capital.     

 

The examination of some examples from the Latin American and the Caribbean region is relevant 

in identifying some of the possibilities available in the Cuban context. Although the examples 

described above, Memphis and Vancouver, offer valuable lessons, I agree that “comparisons 

along the South-South axis are likely to be more conducive to productive mutual learning in the 

global South than the importation of ready-made models from elsewhere” (United Nations 

Development Programme 2013:35). The big moral of the case studies that I will analyze below, 

Argentina, Brazil, and Jamaica, is the importance for developing countries of combining the 

driving force of local communities and non-state players, which often act faster and more 

effectively than national institutions, with state support.  

 

There are many ways in which the state should intervene, including direct investment in the 

cultural and creative industries, financial and legislative support to independent artists, 

implementation of policies to attract joint ventures and co-productions, as well as promoting 

alliances between the public and the private sectors. Focusing on striking the right balance of 

state intervention, which has to be a dynamic process, and designing the right policies to address 

it, is the optimal way to integrate the creative industries with progressive and sustainable 

development strategies. This development path is far from being an easy ride. Access to global 
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markets, where an oligopoly structure predominates, is difficult. The marketing channels and the 

production and distribution networks are considerably concentrated in a small group of 

conglomerates (Yúdice 2003:8). However, considering the current scenario, it seems rather 

imperative to start capitalizing both socially and economically on the potential of the creative 

economy. 

 

4.3.1 Argentina 

 

Argentina is one of the leaders in the creative economy of the Latin American region. Besides the 

role played by foreign investment, Argentina has reached such an advantageous position as a 

result of a series of cross-sectoral initiatives to create new market opportunities for local 

entrepreneurs. An emblematic example is the Argentine Cultural Industries Market (MICA), 

created in 2011 from the combined efforts of Argentina’s National Secretariat of Culture, the 

Ministry of Industry, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, International Trade and Worship, the 

Ministry of Employment and Social Security, the Ministry of Tourism, and the Ministry of 

Planning, Public Investment and Services. MICA functions as a trade fair and forum for core and 

supporting activities of the cultural industries. The focus is on the performing arts, audiovisual 

production, design, publishing, music and video games. MICA’s goals include the generation of 

business, the promotion of information exchange and the networking across the different regions 

of Argentina (United Nations Development Programme 2013:78).  

 

Another relevant example is the Productive Identities project, launched in 2005 in 10 Argentine 

provinces (today extended to 13). This program, particularly designed for artisans, designers, 

visual artists and cultural start-ups, aims to create development opportunities based on collective 

capacities of vulnerable communities. It provides training to forge key skills for the development 
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of the creative industries such as the production of technologies, materials and local symbols that 

can then be embedded into handicrafts. At the same time, Productive Identities facilitates access 

to different markets within the national borders and promotes collective workflows that leverage 

bargaining power. The program is funded by multiple sectors: the National Secretariat of Culture 

(75%), provincial governments (15%), and the private sector (10%) (United Nations 

Development Programme 2013). The University of Mar del Plata is an operation partner in this 

project that involves over a thousand underprivileged Argentine artisans and artists, of which 

approximately two thirds are women (ibid).       

 

Argentina has benefited from a development strategy where the creative industries play a central 

role. Learning from the bad experience of the 1990s that led to the devastating 2001 Argentine 

economic crisis, the real success in terms of positive social change has arrived with the 

implementation of more effective mechanisms of wealth redistribution via taxation reforms to 

accompany economic growth. The key to social improvement has been the appropriation of the 

concept of the creative economy, adapting and redefining it for the context of a developing 

country. In a combined venture between the government, significantly the administrations of 

Néstor Kirchner (2003-2007) and Cristina Fernández (2007-2011), the private sector and the civil 

society, Argentina has undertaken a sustainable development project that uses creativity to draw 

inspiration from the intangible cultural values of its people. This has allowed the country to 

generate locally and distribute globally products and services of high symbolic and economic 

value (Solanas 2013:172).  

 

After the 2001 crisis resulting from aggressive neoliberal reforms, the Argentine government 

directly intervened in the development of the cultural industries with an inclusive approach. In the 

music industry this can be illustrated with the city-produced Buenos Aires International Music 
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Fair (BAFIM) in 2006 (Luker 2010). In BAFIM, independent record labels and music 

professionals were given special priority over major players of the sector. Buenos Aires is to 

Argentina what Havana is to Cuba: the national center of the creative economy and the music 

industry. The city is home to more than 70 active independent record labels, representing 

approximately 25% of the national market (Creative Industries Observatory in Buenos Aires 

2017). The outstanding 75% is shared by a few major multinationals. According to the Creative 

Industries Observatory in Buenos Aires, the music industry has experienced a steady growth since 

it started generating over 100 million USD in 2005. Besides the direct revenue produced by the 

core segments of the industry (live performance, streaming and sales in digital format, and sales 

in physical format such as vinyl and CDs), indirect streams such as nightclubs and other dance 

venues, TV and radio broadcasting, and theatres have made an important contribution as well. 

 

The socioeconomic impact of a creative economy approach has been backed by legislation that 

protects musicians and music professionals such as Law #26.801 of 2012, which created the 

National Institute of Music (INAMU). This institution is similar to Cuba’s Institute of Music 

(ICM) in its regulatory function but with the big difference of being a non-state public entity, 

which minimizes conflicts of interest between the state agenda and the cultural industries. Law 

#26.801, which was actually drafted by Argentine musicians, was aimed to “regulate, stimulate, 

and finance the music activity in Argentina outside the traditional channels of consumption and 

distribution of the market and its private producing companies and record labels” (Saponara 

2016:96). Another important piece of legislation is Law # 26.522 of 2009 which states that 

Argentine private media has to broadcast a minimum 30% national music and that half of this 

percentage should be music produced independently (i.e. not produced by a major label). 

Additionally, Law # 26.522 stipulates that private media has to contribute 2% of their gross 

revenue to the funding of INAMU (ibid:98).  
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4.3.2 Brazil 

 

Brazilian and Cuban cultures are often acknowledged for their resemblance. Besides the natural 

beauty and cultural diversity characteristic of both nations the most celebrated feature has 

traditionally been their peoples themselves, and the ingenious ways they have found to deal with 

decades of economic hardship and social inequalities. In the Brazilian case this perception is 

captured in the local argot as the jeitinho brasileiro, the conviction that there is a solution for any 

problem. This social attribute has been marketed with the campaign “The Best of Brazil are the 

Brazilians,” which aims to turn the “natural” creativity of Brazilians into concrete economic 

results. This campaign has involved the mobilization of state and non-state resources in the cause 

of providing more access to the technology and communication infrastructures available as well 

as the recognition of the intangible value of the creative products and services and the 

reconfiguration of the national institutional architecture among the public, private and non-

governmental players (Fonseca 2008:133).  

 

“The Best of Brazil are the Brazilians” campaign has important antecedents in the 1990s, for 

instance, in the private initiative that created the São Paulo Fashion Week in 1995. Without 

significant governmental support, this annual event has promoted cross-sectoral strategic relations 

acting as a “glue” to connect the tangible value of Brazilian textiles with the intangible value of 

Brazilian creativity. To have a better idea of the importance of symbolic value added to a product, 

here are some numbers. A few years ago Brazil was exporting 1 kg of cotton at approximately 1 

USD, and 1 kg of conventional clothing at 20 USD. However, 1 kg of fashion clothing was being 

exported at an average 80 USD (Fonseca 2008:142). The development of the fashion sector in 

São Paulo has injected the regional economy with research and development groups specialized 

on textiles peripheral seamstresses and fashion courses. Corporate and independent retailers, who 

tend to buy garments in São Paulo, resale them in other smaller cities of the area. Besides the 
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direct and indirect impact on the national economy, the São Paulo Fashion Week is an important 

promoter of Brazilian values abroad, inspiring diverse industries and products such as cell 

phones, cosmetics, and cars. 

 

The Brazilian creative economy relies heavily on new media and communication technologies. 

The strategic investment in this supporting industry has made a huge difference in the 

development of the creative industries. For starters, it has allowed the creation of new business 

models based on collaboration networks, alternative circuits of distribution, and an 

unconventional dynamic of monetary recognition to artistic creation that goes beyond the 

traditional logic of copyright. This alternative logic of copyright and access to media and 

knowledge is highly influenced by Free Culture, a social movement led by US lawyer Lawrence 

Lessig and his project Creative Commons (Pinter 2008). Free Culture aims to find legal 

alternatives to work around over-restrictive copyright laws. Ideologically, it is driven by 

“entrepreneurial self-empowerment through a free market with a left-libertarian ideal of 

horizontalized participatory democracy free from hierarchical intermediaries” (Lamen 2011:38).  

 

In 2003, Brazil was the third country to join Lessig’s Creative Commons after Japan and Finland. 

As a result, it started to grant Creative Commons-licensed works before any other developing 

country (Lemos 2007:23). During his mandate as minister of culture, Gilberto Gil (2003-2008) 

established a partnership between Creative Commons and Brazil which sponsored Culture Points, 

a system of grants to provide music technology and education to people living in poor areas of the 

country's cities. With this policy, Brazil’s Ministry of Culture “attempted to synthesize the 

economic vision of open-ended free cultural production and the political vision of autonomous, 

horizontal collaboration into a model of what Gil termed ‘full human development’” (Lamen 

2011:38). 
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A relevant example of how Brazilian communities have appropriated an official cultural program 

that relies on new media technologies and collaborative business models is the tecnobrega, a 

vibrant electronic music scene originated in Belém do Pará, a city of 1.5 million located in the 

eastern Brazilian Amazon. The tecnobrega model starts with musicians and producers recording 

at their home studios. They themselves distribute their productions at no cost among local DJs 

and street vendors. This model allows for instant and extensive (local) promotion. At the same 

time, the street vendors that were selling only pirated content before have incorporated non-

pirated tecnobrega CDs to their supply. “Tecnobrega artists see the CDs as a form of advertising, 

rather than a source of [direct] revenue” (Lemos 2007:38). The monetary compensation for the 

artists comes later when the most popular ones are contracted to play live performances 

(aparelhagem parties) and sell their CDs at the concerts attended by an average of 5,000 people. 

As I will address in chapter 5, this production/commercialization approach is very similar to the 

current dynamics of the reguetón scene in Havana. As Darien Lamen observed:  

Beyond the question of its aesthetics, tecnobrega has attracted considerable national and 

international attention due to its production model, which harnesses digital technology 

and existing informal economies to generate considerable profit in an economy relatively 

autonomous from the mainstream media and formal recording industry (2014:30).   

 

With the tecnobrega model we can see how technology, besides reducing the recording cost, 

becomes the protagonist itself, smoothing the cycle of creation-commercialization. Not only is 

tecnobrega digitally-based music but the live performances (aparelhagem, apparatuses) are 

centered on the sound equipment. According to the Getulio Vargas Foundation, the tecnobrega 

scene included 140 bands, 400 apparatuses or soundsystems, and 860 street vendors in 2006. As a 

result, Belém do Pará was hosting an astonishing average of 4,300 parties every month and 
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creating around 6,400 direct jobs in the informal economy (Fonseca 2008:138). While the 

Brazilian “official” music industry is having a hard time producing a few albums every year, the 

tecnobrega scene has generated a multi-million-dollar industry that releases more than 400 

hundred titles per year (Lemos 2007:37).  

 

The tecnobrega model helps to illustrate some of the same problems that Cuba is currently facing 

in terms of copyright infringement –even at an official level– and incompatibility with a global 

capitalist agenda. This agenda is based on the exploitation of intellectual property rights and is 

designed to benefit a few conglomerates rather than societies at large. Ronaldo Lemos has 

commented in this regard: 

With the emergence of digital technology and the Internet, in many places and regions in 

developing countries (especially in the “peripheries”), technology ended up arriving 

earlier than the idea of intellectual property. Such a de facto situation propitiated the 

emergence of cultural industries that were not driven by intellectual property incentives. 

In these cultural businesses, the idea of “sharing” and of free dissemination of the content 

is intrinsic to the social circumstances taking place in these peripheries (2007:3). 

By striking a balance between global agreements on intellectual property –including alternative 

agreements such as Free Culture– and the particularities of its development model, which is 

driven by free access to information and knowledge, Brazil has become a reference model of a 

creative economy in the own terms of a developing country. In this sense, the South American 

nation has been able to effectively incorporate a thriving informal economy of culture to a 

progressive strategy of development. As Leslie L. Marsh observed, in twenty-first century Brazil 

“the creative economy was embraced as one way to restructure society at home and reposition 

Brazil on the global stage” (2016).     
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4.3.3 Jamaica 

 

Despite its small size, Jamaica has produced some world-renowned icons such as Bob Marley, 

Marcus Garvey, Stuart Hall, Marlene Ottey and Usain Bolt. The Caribbean island is also home to 

global cultural phenomena such as reggae music, the Rastafarian philosophy, the culinary style 

“jerk” as well as leading commercial brands such as Blue Mountain coffee, Appleton rum, and 

Red Stripe beer. Jamaica is also credited for the introduction of innovations in the resort tourism 

industry, significantly the “all-inclusive” model. Despite the relatively small size of its economy 

and its limited resources, in recent years Jamaica’s government has deployed an assertive strategy 

for the development of the creative industries. Jamaica’s model for the management of its 

creative industries has considered an approach where “questions of cultural heritage maintenance, 

poverty alleviation and provision of basic infrastructure have precluded overly technocratic 

conceptions of creative industries being promoted uncritically as the inevitable fruits of the 

information society” (Flew 2012:33). This is a customized approach to the creative economy 

paradigm to draw inspiration from.  

 

The most recent advances have been directed towards finding partnerships to accomplish a series 

of “legacy projects” in the context of the 55th anniversary of the island’s independence from the 

British empire. Such projects include the Marcus Garvey Park and Museum, the redevelopment 

of the National Stadium, and the establishment of a Creative Industry Satellite System to capture 

data and statistics on the cultural and creative industries (Campbell 2017). Jamaica’s Ministry of 

Culture has also developed a campaign to identify facilities that can be upgraded and used as 

concert halls to enhance the number of venues available in Kingston and other major cities. The 

Bob Marley Foundation has been used as a reference for start-ups that lack knowledge of 
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intellectual property rights.49 Support in the region for the development of creative economies has 

increased with the emergence of multi-donor funds such as the Cultural and Creative Industries 

Innovation Fund of the Caribbean Development Bank. With an official creative economy 

framework in place, Jamaica has taken full advantage of these funding opportunities.  

 

Andrea M. Davis is a renowned specialist in the “Jamaica Brand.” In recent years she has 

founded important aspects on the creative industries of the Caribbean island such as the festival 

International Reggae Day and Jamaica Arts Holdings Ltd. Davis has recently identified a series of 

limitations and needs for the creative industries that are common to the Caribbean region 

countries. Although Cuba is an atypical example, given the exceptional foundation provided by 

three decades (1960-1990) of progress in terms of cultural infrastructures and human capital 

formation, many of these limitations and needs apply to today’s Cuba as well. According to 

Davis, these are the most important points to consider: 

• The region features a culture of informal businesses and embryonic institutions in the 

creative sector. In order to articulate the position of the industry and to inform and 

implement the corresponding policies, it is necessary to incorporate efficient institutions 

from the private sector and a coalition of the creative sector financed independently. In 

the Cuban case, instead of embryonic, these institutions are either outdated, 

dysfunctional (state sector) or unlawful (non-state sector). 

• The region features a fragmented policy in the areas of commerce, culture, education, 

and economic planning. This lack of synergy is damaging for the development of the 

creative economy. It is necessary to create financial incentives for the players of the 

                                                        
49 The Bob Marley Foundation, created in 1986, is a non-governmental, nonprofit organization 
that focuses on the delivery of Social Interventions through Education, Culture, Environment and 
Sustainable Community Development by reflecting on the core values of the Honorable Robert 
Nesta Marley OM (Bob Marley Foundation 2017). 
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creative industries as well as to reinforce and enforce legislation concerning intellectual 

property rights and to improve the curriculum in the educational sector.   

• The region features a disadvantaged position in terms of international commercial 

agreements and immigration policy. It is necessary to integrate the creative industries to 

commercial and collaborative treaties with other countries (e.g. the treaty of film co-

production signed in 2007 by Jamaica and the UK). In the Cuban case the US embargo is 

a major obstacle.  

• The region features fragmented strategies of market development of the creative 

industries and circuits of communication and distribution. It is necessary to promote 

opportunities of integration of cooperative marketing, circuits of communication and 

distribution, intellectual property, competition, funding, and tax incentives.   

• The region lacks a branding plan of creative trademark as well as adequate political and 

institutional strategies to develop the creative sector. It is necessary to elaborate a long-

term plan focused on the creative industries, and to improve the synergies among the 

relevant sectors, players, and activities.     

• The region’s countries have inadequate access to financing options. It is necessary to 

establish an endowment fund and to improve financial support at a regional and national 

level, including tax incentives and better access to financing programs and financial 

instruments in place.  

• The region features deficient standards for the quality control of a line of creative 

products. It is necessary to improve the public promotion of cultural diversity and to 

recognize and establish the standards of the industry. 

• The region lacks an efficient system to collect empirical data of the sector. It is necessary 

to improve the statistical system.  
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• The region’s countries have inadequate access to information and communications 

technologies. It is necessary to improve the competitive access to updated technologies 

of digital production and communications (Davis 2013:185-186). 

 

4.4 The Creative Economy in Havana’s Non-State Sector 

 

A bar in Cuba is -by necessity and design- not just a bar. Nor is it merely an indication 

of a shift in the country’s economic policies or of a booming tourist industry. A bar is 

also a cultural statement, a reflection of entrepreneurial spirit, and an opportunity to 

project a personal vision. Building by building, brick by brick, Havana is being remade 

after decades of entropy (Cooke 2016). 

 

4.4.1 La Casa de la Bombilla Verde 

 

According to official statistics released in Granma, through August 2017 there were a total of 

578,421 individuals registered as self-employed in Cuba (Silva 2017). In the specific case of 

Havana, the most current data I could access was registered in the Anuario Estadístico 2016. La 

Habana. Empleo y Salario (Statistical Yearbook 2016. Havana. Salary and Employment), 

released by the National Office of Statistics and Information (2017). According to this institution, 

there were 154,506 self-employed people in the capital in 2016. These statistics, besides lacking 

depth in key aspects such as race and age distribution, are also missing an important component 

of contemporary life in Cuba: the thousands of workers of the informal economy and their 

relationship with the legitimate self-employed sector. A significant part of those unrecognized 

workers are artists and culture professionals.  
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There are numerous private bars, restaurants, and nightclubs that feature live music regularly in 

Havana. The most popular are located in central neighborhoods such as Old Havana (O’Reilly 

304, El Del Frente, Azúcar), Centro Habana (mYXto), Playa (Shangri-La, Melen Club) and 

Vedado (Corner Café, La Flauta Mágica, Club VIP, King Bar, EFE Bar, Esencia Habana, Olalá). 

These spaces have created, as Joaquín Borges-Triana told me, an alternative market for live music 

(Borges-Triana 2016). By running a profitable enterprise and charging a considerably high 

admission fee –an average of 5 CUC–, many of these establishments can afford to pay 

substantially for adding live entertainment to their business. They tend to pay the musicians right 

after they finish their performances, a very different picture when compared to the bureaucratic 

mechanism of the state institutional system. These are informal contracts. There is no license to 

operate privately a nightclub, a bar or any establishment that features live music. They are 

officially classified as paladares (home restaurants) if they serve alcohol or cafeterias if they do 

not.50 According to a recent study, in these nightclubs you can expect to pay between 5 and 18 

USD for a drink, which allow the average owner to make a net profit of around 20,000 USD a 

month (Ravsberg 2016).   

 

During my research field trips in Havana, between 2015 and 2017, I visited many of these private 

establishments. One that captured my attention was La Casa de la Bombilla Verde, located in 

Vedado. I interviewed Patricia Ballote, co-owner of this café/bar/art gallery/music venue on 

November 2016. She and her Spanish partner, Gillen García, had been running this business for a 

year. Although officially a place that sells food and drinks, La Casa de la Bombilla Verde is 

driven by a cultural intention. This combination of legitimate and unregulated economic and 

cultural functions is what places La Casa de la Bombilla Verde within the group of emergent 

                                                        
50 In December 2017, Marino Murillo, vice-president of the Council of Ministers, announced that 
the license to operate bars in the private sector was in the process of being approved (Concepción 
2017).    
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initiatives that I analyze as new models of cultural management (Fernández 2017a). The other 

three case studies that I will analyze below follow a similar pattern. 

 

The main attraction at La Casa de la Bombilla Verde is trova music, but other musical styles are 

also featured, particularly small-format jazz bands. Visual arts exhibitions of emergent artists are 

also part of the program. The paintings exhibited are for sale. Patricia and Gillen do not charge 

any commission on the art sales. Contrasting with most of the private bars in the city that feature 

live music, La Casa de la Bombilla Verde does not charge an admission fee or forces its 

customers to spend a minimum cover on food and drinks. Patricia and Gillen believe in the 

importance of keeping inclusive spaces in the new economy. Their prices are designed 

considering the low purchasing power of disadvantaged sectors such as students and people 

whose only income source is a state salary or a retirement pension. Obviously, they also make a 

small profit to cover their costs and make a modest living.  

 

Patricia Ballote and Gillen García have been involved in the trova scene for a long time. Before 

opening their business, they used to run El Taburete, a popular blog specializing in contemporary 

trova music (Palamúsica Underground 2016b). One of the goals of La Casa de la Bombilla 

Verde, according to Ballote, is to promote the work of young Cuban musicians who have a hard 

time finding a state or a private venue to perform. When I talked to Ballote they were hosting two 

concerts every week, normally on Fridays and Saturdays. The young couple was aware of the fact 

that there is not a lot of profit involved when your target is the trova scene, at least when 

compared to popular dance music. Yet profitability is not their major concern.  

 

La Casa de la Bombilla Verde only has one employee, a bartender, besides Patricia and Gillen 

who alternate between cooking and waiting on tables. Currently, there is no legal way for a 



 

217 

 

business owner to hire musicians. Therefore, Ballote managed to sign a promotional agreement 

with the National Centre of Popular Music. This agreement “authorizes La Casa de la Bombilla 

Verde to host live music performances as long as the musicians do not get paid” (Gillen García 

cited in Palamúsica Underground 2016b). To be more precise, this is a promotional agreement 

that authorizes the private venue to feature artists only from the National Centre of Popular 

Music’s catalogue. However, once such an agreement is reached, is very unlikely for this 

condition to be enforced firmly, as long as it is not obvious that there are monetary transactions 

happening or overtly dissident bands being featured – that is, artists who explicitly express 

alternative and oppositional images, values, and ideas to those of the official political discourse 

(Fernandes 2006).   

 

Clearly, the cultural dimension of La Casa de la Bombilla Verde is approached from a nonprofit 

perspective. However, it helps indirectly with the sales of food and drinks, which helps subsidize 

the production costs of the concerts and cultural events, benefitting the artists with free 

promotion. Patricia and Gillen are well connected in the music world. They receive a lot of 

support from the local community in terms of sound equipment, lighting, etc. This helps with 

their modest production budget. According to the agreement signed with the National Centre of 

Popular Music, the space is recognized as an alternative venue of the state institutional system. 

Apparently, everyone has something to win. But, is this model sustainable? Is it the optimal 

solution considering that most private bars and nightclubs in the city are already featuring or are 

interested in featuring live music? In other words, La Casa de la Bombilla Verde is not an 

exception but rather the norm. What if someone in the MINCULT or the local CDR (Committees 

for the Defense of the Revolution) does not like the crowd that is gathering at La Casa de la 

Bombilla Verde, the ideas they are discussing or the bands that Ballote is inviting to play in her 
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business?51 With the gaps in the current laws and regulations that offer no legal protection to 

artists and cultural entrepreneurs operating outside the institutional system, both her business and 

her cultural project could be shut down in a blink.  

 

Patricia and Gillen pride themselves on running a space where musicians are not mere 

entertainers, and where customers actually go to listen and connect with the scene. The sale of 

food and drinks is a secondary activity conceived as a way to support the cultural program. 

Patricia told me that they prefer to go at a slow but steady pace, doing what they really believe in. 

The current self-employment laws do not contemplate this combined offer of food, drinks and 

music. There is no license that applies. They use a license that authorizes them to operate as a 

restaurant because they serve alcoholic beverages.  

 

When I discussed the problem of extreme centralization in the cultural sector, Ballote agreed with 

the need to introduce changes in the current policy. The young entrepreneur and cultural promoter 

believes that musicians should be allowed to be hired by private businesses without the mediation 

of state agencies. Furthermore, she thinks that there should be legitimate commercial spaces for 

musicians that are totally independent from the institutional system. “It is not about dismantling 

what, at least in theory, is a progressive state institutional system,” she said, “but to transform it 

into something functional by taking advantage of the alternative venues of the private sector” 

(Ballote 2016). In any case, this is already happening, but at an informal level.     

 

Ballote is happy about the increasing role of private entrepreneurs in Havana and the new jobs 

that the private establishments are generating. Yet she is also concerned with the lack of aesthetic 

                                                        
51 Founded in 1960, the CDRs are a network of neighborhood committees across Cuba. The 
organizations, described as the "eyes and ears of the Revolution," exist to provide neighborhood 
support at the same time they watch over “counter-revolutionary” activity.  
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diversity and the level of “superficiality” that is accompanying this process. Most of the new 

entrepreneurs are prioritizing “cool” additions such as massive TV screens over a well-curated 

cultural experience. Aside from other secondary factors, this is a direct consequence of the 

contradictory and frustrating structure of the new economy where many qualified professionals 

are not allowed to carry on the activities for which they received proper training in the non-state 

sector. On the other hand, there are plenty of poorly-trained entrepreneurs, speculators, or people 

that just happen to have access to financial capital thanks to their connections abroad.  

 

For the subordinate but also important activity of her bar and kitchen, Ballote’s big concern is 

supply, which is one of the major challenges in the new economy. Cuban families have to 

compete with private businesses for an unstable supply of foodstuff and alcoholic beverages. 

Private businesses tend to buy large quantities leaving families with even more restricted options. 

In an illegal but common practice, private businesses offer state stores’ employees more than the 

regular price for full trucks of products. The state has not created conditions for a necessary 

wholesale market. As more restaurants and cafeterias join the sector every day, hoarding an 

always insufficient supply, the discontent among Cubans keeps growing. 

 

4.4.2 Bar Long Play 

 

At the time I was writing this chapter (November 2017), the Bar Long Play was still not able to 

open to the public. Similar to La Casa de la Bombilla Verde, the idea for this potential start-up is 

to combine the services of bar and cafeteria with cultural offerings. The cultural dimension 

includes live music performance and a store that will sell second-hand vinyl records. The opening 

has been delayed by bureaucratic difficulties in obtaining construction and operation permits in 

the complicated municipality of Old Havana as well as the government’s decision to temporarily 
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stop granting licenses for non-state cafeterias and restaurants. On November 2016, I interviewed 

the four business partners of this enterprise: Alejandro Arango, Lina Cabeza, Cynthia Garit, and 

Jimmie Johansson, a young entrepreneur and music enthusiast from Sweden. Combined, they 

have a background in filmmaking, philology, cultural studies, and the bistro industry, which 

constitutes an interesting combination of skills for the emergent creative economy in Havana.  

 

In the interview, Arango, who will be in charge of the record store, started by explaining that the 

innovative cultural dimension of the project will not be based only on the commercialization of 

music records. Bar Long Play will also be a space for people to listen to their own and the store’s 

records. They will set up two turntables equipped with hi-fi headphones for public use at no cost. 

Turntables are very rare to find in Havana. Yet, many families keep significant collections of LPs 

from the times that they were pressed on the island.52 As Arango told me, the ideas of a 

bar/restaurant and a music store are indivisible, so it would be really hard to know for sure who 

came for a drink and ended up buying a record or the other way around (Arango 2016).  

 

The record sale activity will be initially subsidized by the gastronomy/bar activity, because it is a 

novel segment that requires some time to build up on costumers. But the idea is that it will 

become able to finance itself in the mid-term. In 2015, the cultural dimension of Bar Long Play 

received significant financial support from a 1000 CUC award granted by the Spanish Agency for 

International Development Cooperation and the Embassy of Spain to Cuba. The 2000 CUC Ellas 

Crean award, administered by the independent producing company 4C Producciones, was shared 

                                                        
52 Panart, the first independent record label in Cuba, and the Cuban branch of RCA Victor, 
pressed a significant amount of vinyl records during the 1940s and 1950s. In 1961, Panart studios 
were seized by Fidel Castro's revolutionary government and the label was nationalized, becoming 
Panart Nacionalizada. In 1964, Panart Nacionalizada was absorbed by EGREM which took over 
vinyl pressings until its imprints Areíto (Havana) and Siboney (Santiago de Cuba) were 
discontinued in 1996. (Abreu 2013:177). 
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between Bar Long Play –competing as the cultural project Club Long Play– and another project. 

Arango and his partners used these 1000 CUC to purchase hundreds of vinyl records and sound 

equipment from informal vendors.  

 

Arango told me that one of their main goals is to foment interest in the prolific Cuban 

discography as well as to create a comprehensive catalogue. Such a catalogue, where the public 

can find information about specific music recordings, is not available at the moment. Even 

specialized state organizations such as EGREM don’t have it. Arango is hoping for a dialogue 

with cultural state institutions that can collaborate to make this essential catalogue a reality. With 

Bar Long Play these young entrepreneurs intend to digitize all the vinyl records of their collection 

as well as ones that people would offer for this purpose. There will be a group of records that, 

given their endangered nature and cultural importance, will not be sold but only displayed for the 

visitors’ appreciation. Ironically, Bar Long Play is located on Obrapía Street, along with the 

National Museum of Music. Arango explained his feelings of sadness that Cubans seem to be 

indifferent to this institution. He is confident that their project and cultural state institutions such 

as the National Museum of Music could collaborate to raise awareness on the valuable music 

heritage that the Cuban youth is overlooking.  

 

The sale of food, drinks, and music records are activities that will support each other. The 

administration of Bar Long Play is also planning to feature live music at the bar, especially small 

format bands and DJs, and a weekly open mic night, an attraction that to the best of my 

knowledge does not exist anywhere else in the city. This is very surprising in a city so musical as 

Havana. Arango told me that they want to approach live music performance with the same 

nonprofit spirit of La Casa de la Bombilla Verde. For this, they would have to sign a promotional 

agreement with a state institution to act as an alternative venue for the artists of its catalogue. For 
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non-institutional musicians featured at the bar Arango does not expect major problems since, 

officially, they would not be paid for their performance. In any case, it would be difficult for the 

authorities to prove that the bar owners are paying them. However, some private establishments 

had been temporarily or permanently shut down without solid proof of the illegal activities that 

had been used to accuse them. A good example was Playa’s sumptuous Shangri-La, which is 

located just a block away from the headquarters of the Cuban parliament (Ravsberg 2016).   

 

Lina Cabeza will oversee the bar and the restaurant activities. She is one of the young 

entrepreneurs trained by Miami/Cuban catholic church-funded NGO Cuba Emprende. As I 

described in the previous chapter, Cuba Emprende’s program, which is inspired by the academic 

method used by the Proempleo Foundation in Mexico, provides basic training on corporate 

management. According to what Cabeza learned during her training in 2015, around 75% of the 

private businesses that have opened in Cuba in recent years have failed, mostly due to a lack of 

basic management knowledge and unstable regulation of the sector (Cabeza 2016). Since Cuba 

Emprende started around 2012 the numbers have improved. An estimated 90% of the managers 

trained by CubaEmprende have thrived or at least remained in business for more than three years. 

Cabeza told me that among the topics covered in the educational program is the study of relevant 

legislation for the self-employment sector. Furthermore, Cuba Emprende specialists help young 

entrepreneurs to find the legal gaps that will allow them to carry on activities that are not 

regulated at the moment. Tuition for the program is subsidized. It costs around 200 CUP (8 CUC) 

for the basic courses plus personalized assistance that takes up to eight months to complete. 

     

With the explosion of new bars opening in Havana, Bar Long Play’s administration is aware of 

the central role that its cultural dimension will play to differentiate itself from the other 

competitors. Cynthia Garit, who has been directly involved with the music store side of the 
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project, told me that by creating a club of collectors of vinyl records their business will be 

developing a new cultural scene in the city (Garit 2016). This scene will not only spin around the 

revival of Cuban music recorded on vinyl, but will encompass a more general attitude towards 

independent music production and conservation with a high symbolic and cultural value. As the 

collective wrote in their application to the 2015 Ellas Crean award: 

We are aware that the Cuban society is going through a development phase, and 

convinced that the promotion and safeguard of Cuban culture are tasks that do not only 

concern to the state institutions, but also individuals. Culture belongs to society and as 

individuals we have the right and the capacity to think about strategies to rescue lost 

values and idle traditions, as well as to revitalize in alternative ways this legacy that we 

have inherited (Proyecto Cultural Club Long Play 2015:6). 

 

Arango thinks that the new economy is flooded with start-ups copying each other’s very basic 

business models. However, he expects that the presence of competitive advantages will gradually 

gain importance as more foreign investment penetrates the country and the markets get saturated 

with competitors offering very similar services and products. In this scenario, Bar Long Play 

would be well positioned thanks to its innovative cultural activity. At this moment, the booming 

tourist industry has created a demand that cannot be matched by the current supply, but this is 

likely to eventually change. Arango and Cabeza told me that they see other similar start-ups such 

as Clandestina and La Marca, which I will analyze below, as natural allies. It is a common 

practice for cultural start-ups in Havana to promote other businesses that compete in similar 

markets. For example, one of the most purchased items by fashion design brand Clandestina is a 

cultural map of the city, printed on a bag or a t-shirt, with the location of multiple private 

establishments in Old Havana that have incorporated a cultural component to their business. This 

sort of commercial statement, Cabeza told me, is not about having an anti-systemic or anti-
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institutional attitude but rather about stressing the importance of non-state players in the cultural 

and economic life of the city.  

 

Arango thinks that the future of the private sector in the city is this sort of community of cultural 

entrepreneurs where collaboration will be key to overcome limitations related to poor financial, 

legal and technological infrastructures as well as low connectivity. In the long run, as the market 

matures and starts saturating, creative businesses with an added cultural value will have a better 

chance to survive. The building of a start-ups community also benefits the revival of de-

commercialized areas of the city. Responsible economic activity of the kind that Bar Long Play’s 

team is conceiving represents cleaner and safer streets. When I interviewed the owners they 

estimated that their business was going to create at least 20 new jobs, between cooks, 

dishwashers, waiters, cashiers, accountants, specialists in Cuban music, and managers.  

 

4.4.3 La Marca 

 

La Marca is a private tattoo parlor/art gallery that opened in Old Havana in January 2015. It is 

owned by a young couple, Leo Canosa and Ailed Duarte. I interviewed Duarte in November 

2016. She told me that Canosa is a tattoo artist with more than twenty years of experience in the 

field. Since the 1990s, there has been an outburst of this form of art accompanied by the 

proliferation of home tattooing studios in Havana. Yet, to this date this activity remains totally 

unregulated. Before opening La Marca, Canosa had a home studio in Alamar, East Havana. His 

dream of opening the first professional studio together with other talented tattoo artists became 

more tangible with the “update” reforms.  

 



 

225 

 

As Duarte told me, one of the main incentives they had was their interest in establishing and 

promoting a rigorous system of hygiene (Duarte 2016). This would set a precedent for tattoo art 

on the island. Given the lack of regulation for this activity in Cuba, Canosa and Duarte studied 

international standards to complement Canosa’s work experience in other countries such as 

Canada and Mexico. La Marca was born from diverse interests that go beyond profitmaking. The 

young couple of entrepreneurs wanted to change the negative perception of tattoo art in Cuba, 

which is still predominantly seen as something that belongs to the world of “marginal people.” 

They thought of Old Havana as the ideal location for their business. The port brings a lot of 

human traffic to this part of the city, and traditionally, port cities all over the world feature a 

tattoo parlor where travelers can take a souvenir home. La Marca’s artists do not work with 

catalogues but rather with ideas. They show their portfolios to potential clients to give them an 

idea of their different styles, but the final tattoo is unique in its design. 

 

In 2014, after months of searching in the recently liberalized real estate market, Canosa and 

Duarte found a property that suited their expectations. They bought a two-story house on Obrapía 

Street, very close to the port. The house is quite spacious, which allowed them to have an art 

gallery on the first floor, and a modern air-conditioned tattoo studio on the second floor. The first 

event of the gallery was an exhibition of posters, Dulce Dolor: Carteles Tatuados (Sweet Pain: 

Tattooed Posters), by young Cuban designers who played with the idea of tattoos as messages 

emitted from the body. Several art exhibitions followed, alternating with workshops, lectures, and 

community events. When I interviewed Duarte, La Marca had eight full-time employees: five 

tattoo artists/graphic designers, two cultural promoters, and a receptionist/public relations 

position covered by Dione, a young professional who studied heritage management at San 

Gerónimo College in Havana. For every art exhibition, the staff of La Marca designs and prints a 

limited edition of posters using the technique of serigraphy. During the exhibition period the 
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posters are sold at token prices. When a new exhibition is inaugurated, the outstanding posters 

from the previous showcase are sold at market price. The revenue resulting from the posters’ sale 

is used to finance the production costs of future exhibitions.  

 

The commercial activities of the art gallery and the tattoo studio support each other. The tattoo 

studio is more profitable. Therefore, the five artists that work there are charged a commission of 

their daily income to help with the maintenance of the premises, the water and electricity bills, 

and the production of other events such as music concerts. La Marca has been able to combine 

diverse activities around cultural production and commercialization in a way that allows for self-

financing or subsidization of a less profitable area of the business. La Marca’s successful business 

model has generated enough income for its staff to be able to reinvest a part in nonprofit 

community events such as music concerts, workshops and talks to raise awareness about the art of 

tattooing.   

 

One of the areas where La Marca is increasingly getting involved is in the production of music 

concerts and albums in CD format. Roberto Ramos and Oscar Sánchez, two of the studio’s tattoo 

artists, are on charge of selecting the music projects that La Marca is sponsoring. They have 

created an independent label named A Muleta Música (Machado 2017). The concerts take place 

at the art gallery, which is a large-size transformed living room. Due to space limitations La 

Marca usually hosts intimate concerts by trovadores such as Jorgito Kamancola and Pedro 

Alcalá, using a similar approach to music promotion as La Casa de la Bombilla Verde. Both 

establishments prioritize musicians who are very rarely featured in state or private venues. The 

main difference is that La Marca’s owners have not signed a commercial or a promotional 

agreement with a state organization. Therefore, they feature more independent bands that are not 

signed with a state representation agency. La Marca also has produced and commercialized 
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several music albums in CD format, with handmade covers designed by La Marca’s staff. These 

limited-edition albums are sold at the concerts and available at La Marca’s art gallery/boutique. A 

high percentage of the CDs’ sales goes to the musicians and the rest is reinvested by La Marca in 

the production of future concerts and the recording, mixing, and mastering of new albums. 

  

Tattooing and producing/commercializing music in non-state circuits are two common activities 

in the new economy. However, neither are regulated. There are no licenses available for this 

emergent group of self-employed professionals. Since Canosa is a visual artist affiliated to the 

state National Union of Writers and Artists of Cuba (UNEAC), he has the right to open a home 

commercial studio, but only to sell his own visual artworks, not tattoos or serigraphy by other 

artists. Given its uncertain legal status, La Marca is not promoted as a prosperous start-up but 

rather as a “cultural project” backed by Canosa’s institutional affiliation with UNEAC and 

Duarte’s with the Office of the City Historian. Duarte told me that they are looking forward to the 

day when cultural promoters and artists are recognized as legitimate economic actors who pay 

taxes and hold legal rights outside the state institutions.  

 

All the supplies used at the tattoo studio are imported by Duarte and Canosa or other staff of the 

business. Since the tattoo studio is not recognized as a legal business, the owners do not have an 

importation permit. They travel as tourists to Mexico, Canada, the US and other countries to 

import their supplies in their personal luggage (Machado 2017). This limits the quantities they 

can import because tourists are not allowed to import ink, needles and other fundamental supplies 

for commercial purposes. The lack of regulation for the activities carried on by La Marca is 

particularly problematic. Tattooing is a body-art practice where people’s health is put at risk on a 

daily basis. When I interviewed Duarte, almost two years had passed after opening the studio 

without receiving any visit or orientation from the Ministry of Public Health or other state 
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institution. The artists are simply using their experience, consciousness, and international norms 

to address this sensitive practice. Duarte mentioned that they had several containers with used 

needles at La Marca and they had not found a safe mechanism to get rid of them.  

    

Duarte, who has worked for several years at the state Office of the City Historian, thinks that 

Cuba’s cultural policy should be selective yet opened to allow non-state cultural projects in the 

new economy. She told me that their main goal as cultural entrepreneurs go beyond pushing for a 

self-employment license for tattoo artists. Instead, they are fighting for the recognition of this 

activity as a legitimate form of art that can be commercialized the same way that visual artists are 

allowed to sell their paintings. La Marca is not registered as a business with the National Office 

of Fiscal Administration (ONAT), therefore, Canosa and Duarte cannot hire employees legally. 

When I asked Duarte how do they manage to run a successful business with all these limitations, 

she told me with a big smile:  

Well, we are officially a community cultural project, not a business. Unfortunately, there 

is no other way for us to operate within the current laws and regulations, so we do what 

we do and the day that someone comes to question La Marca we will see. I am confident 

that we will put together a good defense.  

 

4.4.4 Clandestina 99% Diseño Cubano 

 

I interviewed Idania Del Río in November 2016. She is the artistic director, co-manager, and 

owner of Clandestina 99% Diseño Cubano, a very popular fashion design brand/store/workshop 

in Old Havana. The concept behind Clandestina (Clandestine) was conceived in 2013 by graphic 

designer Del Río and her partner Leire Fernández, a Spanish citizen working for UNESCO in 

Cuba. They saw a good investment opportunity when the “update” started to materialize. It took a 
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couple of years for these two young entrepreneurs to open their business. They needed to gather 

enough money to buy the right property and there was a lot of paperwork involved. Del Dío 

ended up buying a two-story house on Villegas Street, a great location for the store. Although 

Fernández contributed with capital, she doesn’t officially co-own the space. Cuban laws do not 

allow foreigners that are not permanent residents to own real estate or a business.  

 

Del Río used her experience in the sphere of independent cultural production to set up their 

business. She, together with Darsi Fernández and Yoana Grass, had co-founded the independent 

producing company 4C Producciones a few years before Del Río decided to move on to her own 

project. She is a graphic designer and a visual artist affiliated with UNEAC. Before opening her 

business in 2015, Del Río registered at the National Registrar of the Creator, a state institution 

founded in 1989 to regulate the commercialization of works by artists in the fields of visual and 

applied arts. Del Río used this legal umbrella to open Clandestina, which is officially her home 

workshop/commercial studio. Her business also gained legitimacy when she turned to the Fondo 

Cubano de Bienes Culturales (Cuban Fund of Cultural Assets, FCBC) for support with an 

importation permit. The FCBC, a state organization created during the process of 

institutionalization in the 1970s, is the only legitimate channel of importation available for artists 

on the island. Del Río told me that an artist endorsed by the FCBC has the right to import art 

supplies. However, very few artists have knowledge of this possibility. This channel is only 

available to artists in the fields of visual and applied arts who are affiliated with the state 

institutional system. Thanks to this connection Clandestina has been able to import some 

materials and even finished products when they have been manufactured abroad in countries such 

as the Dominican Republic. 
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Clandestina started as a store that only sold t-shirts with messages designed by Del Río. She and 

her partner were set to offer a new concept of the Cuban souvenir, different from the same old 

political slogans and clichéd images that dominate this sector known as Imagen Cuba (Morin 

2016). Today Clandestina is a recognized brand, a concept that people associate with coolness 

and with a more cosmopolitan and entrepreneurial Havana. According to Leire Fernández: “The 

company aims to bring to the new Cuban market the social and cultural legacy of a past Cuba, the 

revolutionary and glamorous periods together” (Chazen Global Insights 2017).  

 

Clandestina has coined the local version of “I love NY, capitalizing on Havana’s newfound 

trendiness, under their own trademark: Actually, I’m in Havana” (Galiano-Ríos 2016). 

Clandestina’s messages are powerful sociopolitical statements that portray life in today’s Havana. 

Their content ranges from the recycling and recontextualization of the Revolution’s jargon and 

imagery (“Resist and Overcome,” “standing in defiance,” or a young, beardless Ché Guevara 

“celebrating a different kind of revolutionary spirit”) to problems of connectivity (“Welcome to 

the Prehistoric Age,” “bemoaning the lack of decent Wi-Fi”) and tourist harassment and lack of 

privacy (“Dude, Enough Already”). Another important stream of messages is concerned with 

LGTBQ (lesbian, gay, transgender, bisexual, queer) rights and race politics. Building on the 

collective imagination of contemporary habaneros the staff creativity has generated several lines 

of products of high social and commercial value.    

 

Officially, Clandestina is not a private business but a home workshop/cultural project endorsed by 

UNEAC and the FCBC. Thanks to her institutional affiliation Del Río is registered at ONAT as a 

visual artist who pays taxes and contributes to social security. Yet since Clandestina’s economic 

activity falls in the realm of cultural production she is not allowed to hire employees legally. 

However, when I interviewed her Clandestina was employing 15 people, five full-time and 10 
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part-time or casual workers, depending on the workload, and this only at the main branch. There 

is also a branch at the state/private experimental cultural complex Fábrica de Arte Cubano (FAC). 

Additionally, Clandestina employs a group of seamstresses from Bauta, Del Río’s hometown, to 

dismantle and reconstruct the pieces of clothing that they buy at second-hand stores in Havana 

and neighboring provinces such as Artemisa. When I interviewed Del Río, around 80% of 

Clandestina’s products derived from “upcycling” (creative reuse; transforming unwanted 

products into new products of better quality by adding symbolic and material attributes).  

 

Similar to the case of La Marca, the ambiguous regulatory frameworks of cuentapropismo in the 

cultural sector have created an unusual private business based on state institutional links. At the 

same time, Clandestina, as its name creatively suggests, is also part of the informal economy. 

Besides the FCBC connection, the supplies to produce the signature t-shirts, posters, cotton bags, 

jewelry, hats, casualwear, and souvenirs sold at Clandestina’s stores are often bought in local 

state and informal markets as well as imported by staff members who travel abroad as tourists. 

“The institutional mechanism is very slow and unreliable. In the end, there is no significant price 

incentive to take that bureaucratic road” (Del Río 2016). In this unregulated activity the language 

is key. As Del Río told me, they always refer to Clandestina as a “cultural project,” though it 

obviously functions as a business. 

 

The Clandestina design brand has become very popular in the city. In 2016 this informal 

company opened a new branch in FAC, which has positioned Clandestina as one of the most 

visible start-ups of the new economy. Del Río and Fernández have also started to commercialize 

some product lines abroad through partners in the US such as Fathom Cruises and Books & 

Books (Chazen Global Insights 2017). They also managed to establish a partnership with 

Carnival Cruise Lines to send passengers to their storefront. This is just the tip of the iceberg. 
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“The emergent private sector and the Cuban economy in general would significantly improve if 

the US embargo was lifted,” said Del Río directly to former president Barack Obama when she 

met him in Havana in 2016 together with dozens of Cuban entrepreneurs (Idania Del Río cited in 

Caraballoso 2017). Clandestina also hosts regular cultural events for the community, particularly 

small-format concerts by hip-hop and EDM artists such as DJ Jigüe, DJ Leydis, and Las Krudas. 

Although the musicians do not get paid this is very good promotion for them as Clandestina has 

become the ultimate symbol of native coolness in town. Del Río and Fernández often take 

advantage of these animated parties to launch a new product line or to celebrate a milestone of the 

store. Clandestina assumes all the production costs of these concerts. 

 

With the Old Havana headquarters, Del Río and Fernández have concentrated all the activities in 

a physical space where they design, produce, and sell their original products. They believe in the 

importance of having a physical space where the costumers can have a warmer experience, a 

central element behind Clandestina’s concept. At the same time, this allows them to control all 

the phases of the production process, to be closer to their customers, and to gather a creative team 

under the same roof which brings more opportunities for effective brainstorming. Yet Del Río 

and Fernández are also aware of the importance of new media technologies and of building a 

digital presence in parallel to their physical spaces.  

 

In November 2017, Clandestina became the first Cuban brand to establish a functional online 

store that delivers virtually all over the world. This is a major achievement that no state 

corporation has been able to materialize. The products are designed in Havana, in the small studio 

of Del Río and Fernández on Villegas Street, but they are sourced, made, sold and distributed 

from the US thanks to a partnership with Next Level Apparel. As they describe in Clandestina’s 

official website: 
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All of our [online store] products are designed in Havana and made in the US, because 

we don't have much choice. Manufacturing in Cuba and shipping abroad is nearly 

impossible. Navigating through intense US and Cuban import/export regulations and 

abiding by high tariffs made our heads spin. Instead, we resolver'd [hustled, figured it 

out] and found a way. All our products on this site are sustainable sourced, printed by our 

partners in Columbia, South Carolina, and shipped all over the world. We create jobs 

both in Cuba and the US (Clandestina 2017).       

As I described in the previous chapter, as a result of Obama’s 2016 executive orders, current 

legislation in the US allows for Cuban independent artists such as Del Río to provide their design 

services to US customers (Business Wire 2017). In 2018 Clandestina’s owners managed to 

incorporate a business in the US, allowing the brand to expand its online presence. Now 

Clandestina’s products are also available at Amazon. 

 

Del Río told me that Clandestina’s business model is starting to spread among the start-ups 

community. Clandestina’s model has been very influenced by the vision of its Spanish unofficial 

co-owner, Fernández, who is a specialist in marketing for the creative industries. She has 

successfully combined her academic and professional experience in the different context of Spain 

with the economic openings and the human capital available in Havana. As Del Río told me, she 

and Fernández try to maintain a balance between the cultural/artistic, social, and economic 

dimensions of their business. They are as committed to offer products of high symbolic value and 

to bring safety and vibrancy to their community as they are to keep running a lucrative enterprise 

that allows them and the rest of the staff to live a prosperous life and to keep growing as a 

reference model for the emerging private sector. Their creative project is a good example to 

illustrate how in Havana’s non-state sector the cultural capacity for innovation has gone “beyond 
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the ability to routinely process knowledge and manipulate symbols toward the ability to operate 

along the edges of established rules” (O’ Connor 2011:40).  

4.5 Final Thoughts 

 

Unrealistic expectations should not be placed on the creative economy. It cannot solve 

issues of poverty or uneven development single-handedly. Yet, development of a creative 

economy can form an integral part of any attempt to redress inequality, provided that the 

process also brings about broader structural changes to ensure that creative workers are 

themselves not disadvantaged in relation to other workers (United Nations Development 

Programme 2013:30). 

 

Many developing countries have become significant exporters of cultural products and services, 

at the same time as they have developed their domestic cultural markets. However, the reality is 

that in the process they have found themselves in the midst of webs of power relations where the 

power brokers located in the major cities of the developed world have an advantageous position. 

With few exceptions such as Bollywood or Nollywood, they are the ones who “possess the 

production infrastructures, investors, gatekeepers, subcultures, lifestyle attractions and consumers 

that together enable powerful concentrations of creative economy activities to emerge” (United 

Nations Development Programme 2013:30). Yet it can be argued that, overall, the decision of 

adopting a development strategy that allows room for the creative economy has had a positive 

impact in disadvantaged societies and economies. Even socialist countries like China have 

endorsed a creative industry policy, “aiming to transform China into a country of innovation 

rather than manufacturing” (De Kloet 2013:81). A key element to thrive in a world of extreme 

disproportionate wealth and power distribution is to keep in mind the importance of a context-

specific approach. In the end, from the perspective of the creative economy, the unique cultural 
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essence of the cities, the countries, and their peoples, constitutes the very foundation of this 

paradigm. 

 

Contemporary Cuba has become a powerful symbol of the old proverb "necessity is the mother of 

invention." Decades of ideological dogmatism, erratic economic experimentation, foreign 

dependency, US sanctions, and more recently, a general crisis, “have forged a people for whom 

the need to ‘resolver’ -improvising solutions by repurposing the scarce resources around you- 

has become more than just a way of life. It is arguably the only way most of them are able to 

create value in their society” (Herrero 2015). As a consequence of economic insecurity, a highly 

centralized model, and the state’s effort to integrate to the global economy, Cubans have 

developed an innovative spirit and collective ingenuity, two important assets in these times when 

creativity is more than ever subject to commodification.  

 

As we have seen with the case studies of Havana’s non-state sector discussed above, by re-

imagining processes and challenging the boundaries of the current laws, Havana’s entrepreneurs 

have found ways to commercialize and promote products and services of significant symbolic 

content and economic value. These products, services, and brands have not only met the demands 

of an emergent middle class and a booming tourist economy. They have made the cultural map of 

the city more diverse, rich and inclusive while turning the surrounding communities into safer, 

more vibrant and hopeful spaces. Without any intention of romanticizing their role, I think it is 

fair to argue that in the context of the new economy these cultural “frugal innovators” share some 

guiding principles that make them extremely competitive when compared to state organizations: 

they seek opportunity in adversity, they do more with less, they think and act flexibly, they keep 

it simple, they include marginalized communities, and they follow their hearts. In other words, 

“they take risks, trust their intuition, are passionate about what they do, and believe they pursue a 
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high cause in the process” (Herrero 2015). The words of Clandestina’s directors capture this spirit 

in a very expressive way: 

As it gets harder we get bigger. Politicians are making things difficult for us and it is our 

job and our desire to find solutions, because there are solutions, you just need 

determination and some good will. In Cuba we hustle. We make something from nothing 

and the best of what we have. We persevere, no matter what. That's our inspiration: a way 

to not only deal with the ups and downs of life, but to enjoy them like the waves of the 

ocean. Surf’s up! (Clandestina 2017).       

 

In this chapter I have emphasized the positive elements of the creative economy paradigm, which 

should be at least considered in any coherent and realistic development strategy designed in the 

twenty-first century. These elements should be customized and incorporated into a process of real 

update of Cuba’s cultural policy and the model as a whole. Though I argued that a certain level of 

informality in the creative economy is rather unavoidable, and even desirable, the official 

regulatory frameworks have to be dynamic enough to guarantee that informality falls more into 

the “exception” than into the “norm” category, which is the opposite scenario of what is 

happening in today’s Havana. This is particularly relevant in the Cuban context, given that very 

limited protection is guaranteed by the state when it comes to players that operate in the private 

sector. This concern acts as a psychological block to creative entrepreneurship. At the same time, 

the informal economy should be incorporated more strategically into the national model of 

development –as in the case of Brazil discussed in the previous section. The resolver (hustling, 

figuring it out) mindset is significantly built around serious problems of corruption, illegalities, 

environmental damage, and social indiscipline. Behind many of the stories of ingenious solutions 

and business models are numerous broken laws, stolen state resources, and temporary solutions 

that compromise the future of Cuba’s natural environment.  
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When compared to other developing countries, Cuba is an atypical context for the creative 

economy. Although significantly diminished by the effect of the crisis, there is still considerable 

state support for the creative industries. The weak link in the chain is the marginalization of 

players that operate in the non-state sector, where the most powerful incentives for cultural 

entrepreneurship can be found in today’s Cuba. Havana’s informal creative economy is already 

making a difference in the present and the future of the city and its dwellers. If it receives the 

financial, legal, and technological support that it deserves, it can help the state define a coherent 

economic policy for the cultural sector, the socioeconomic contribution of which should not be 

underestimated. Cuba’s main asset, beyond its beautiful beaches, continue to be Cubans 

themselves, a resourceful and literate people whose creativity and individuality have been often 

sacrificed in the name of equity and political autonomy. With effective regulation and a more 

realistic understanding of the options available, these goals do not necessarily have to be at odds. 

The creative economy approach is another area where the state seems to be forced to make 

concessions to neoliberal capitalist dynamics as it has done already in several economic sectors 

and activities. In the end, as Néstor García Canclini announced: “neoliberalism is the only way to 

participate in globalization” (2001:19). Yet Cuba can use its human capital and progressive social 

infrastructures to develop a model that minimizes the negative aspects of neoliberalism. Such 

model would have to consider and prioritize the economic function of the cultural industries. 

With this premise, if the right balance between the state and non-state sectors is struck, there is 

hope for a better future.  

 

I have not tried to suggest that Cuba needs to rethink its whole model and change it overnight. 

However, I am arguing that Cuban society and its governors should start asking the kind of 

questions that led other peoples in similar contexts to think and act in regards to the cultural 
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economy. In China, for instance, Jing Wang put it in these terms: “How do we begin to envision a 

parallel discussion of something like creative industries in a country where creative imagination 

and content are subjugated to active state surveillance?” (Flew 2012:48). On the other hand, the 

state should not become the only target of the kind of criticism that produces a romanticized idea 

of the cultural economy. In other words, “by singling out the official laws, one runs the danger of 

reifying the state and thereby covering up the other sites of censorship, most notably the music 

industry, which excludes sounds deemed unprofitable” (De Kloet 2013:190).  

 

In the Cuban context state censorship has declined in recent years, yet independent cultural 

producers and entrepreneurs remain operating in a gray area that is extremely limiting and 

inefficient. When it comes to cultural and economic policymaking, Cuba is missing opportunities 

to take the development of its cultural economy to the next level. Some of these opportunities 

have been already identified by foreigners who have envisioned Havana’s creative potential. 

Despite state conservatism, the city is now a different place, more cosmopolitan and therefore 

more influenced by global dynamics. Three of the Havana’s start-ups that I analyzed in this 

chapter –La Casa de la Bombilla Verde, Bar Long Play, and Clandestina– are co-owned and co-

managed by foreign partners. There are plenty of examples in the non-state sector that evidence 

the foreign interest in capitalizing on Cuba’s creative economy. I will analyze some of them in 

the following chapter. The creative economy is a development option worth to consider. It is a 

way to address an objective reality. It cannot be seen as the only, but rather as a complementary 

strategy of any model, another means to the major ends of prosperity, sustainability and equity 

within the terms imposed by the twenty-first century. 
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Chapter 5 

New Models of Cultural Management: The Children of Transition 

In July 2017, Fernando León published an interview with Darsi Fernández titled Romper la 

Inercia Cuesta Mucho (It is Really Hard to Break the Inertia). In the interview, published in the 

cultural magazine La Jiribilla, León asked Fernández to what extent she believed that the US 

embargo was to blame when it comes to the poor development of the Cuban music industry. This 

was her answer: 

I cannot say I have studied this matter deeply enough to answer this question properly, 

but intuition tells me that, of course, the US embargo is a negative force in this sense. Yet 

this negative force is as damaging and has consequences as serious as the apathy, the 

bureaucracy, the lack of common sense, and the ineffectiveness of some institutional 

structures designed for a different time, some institutional structures that keep 

functioning by inertia. This negative force is as damaging and has consequences as 

serious as the ignorance and the obsolete thinking of many “specialists” or agents of the 

sector, the existence of a system of events that needs to be reevaluated, and the 

intolerance with which many of the new models of management that have spontaneously 

emerged have been mistreated, or immobilized, or exterminated without stopping a 

moment to think if they are useful, and if it is worth to support their development (León 

2017).   

 

Many musicians and music professionals share Fernández’s frustration. This frustration, fueled 

by a boost to a number of activities in the non-state sector, has led to the emergence of cultural 

initiatives that see the state institutional system as just a part of a bigger mechanism, no longer its 

center. In the tangled web of economic relations and players that constitute the new economy of 
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music in Havana, how can we define the boundaries between the state, the private and the 

informal or independent? What does it mean to be an independent musician or music professional 

in the Cuban context? What is the particular situation for alternative music scenes and music 

ventures with a significant non-state component? These questions have been at the center of my 

narrative throughout this dissertation. In this final chapter I will address them through the analysis 

of key examples of independent music producers in Havana. I will formally introduce the notion 

of new models of cultural management (Fernández 2017a). I will analyze how and why it is a 

more accurate concept to describe “independent” initiatives and players that operate at the 

margins of Cuba’s state institutions. I will illustrate my analysis by presenting the main case 

studies of this dissertation. The main goal will be to examine how this group of emergent 

producing companies, record labels, promoters, and cultural venues are shaping the economy of 

music. What structural changes are they introducing in the local industry? Where is this process 

leading? To what extent has the line between lawful and informal enterprises in the music sector 

been blurred and what are the consequences?    

 

The chapter begins with the conceptualization of “new models of cultural management.” In what 

sense are they new? What new production processes and business models are they introducing in 

the local music industry? The following section looks at two companies, P.M.M. and La Rueda 

Producciones, that provide technical and logistical services to the live music market. These and 

other similar companies such as Sarao are linked to the state institutions, yet they operate in a 

rather autonomous way, with relative freedom to organize their own events and profit from a 

rising demand for the services they provide. This section also explores two atypical models of 

cultural production which constitute a hybrid between state and non-state forms of ownership and 

management: Fábrica de Arte Cubano (FAC) and Havana Cultura. The following section explores 

the most independent side of the industry by looking at some record labels such as Guámpara 
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Music (urban music), La Oficina Secreta (reguetón) and BandEra (alternative/indie rock). The 

chapter then moves to explore the collaborative work of three major forces in the cultural life of 

the city: Darsi Fernández, Yoana Grass, and Rafael González. This section will look into some of 

the initiatives generated by these creative agents of change, focusing on 4C Producciones, Zona 

Jazz Cuba, Bonus Track and AM-PM (América por su Música, America for its Music). The final 

section narrates the story of Musicabana, a music festival organized by a Cuban producer based in 

the US, and how and why it turned into a commercial enterprise called The Cuban Joint. 

 

5.1 New Models 

 

The first time I interviewed Darsi Fernández at her office in La Lonja del Comercio she shared a 

manuscript with me. It was a draft of an article she was working on. This document became a 

centerpiece for my research. It was March 2016. This manuscript was then published, more than a 

year later, in the Cuban journal Temas. The piece was entitled Nuevos Modelos de Gestión 

Cultural en Cuba (New Models of Cultural Management in Cuba, 2017a). In this essay 

Fernández addressed some of the topics covered by this dissertation, particularly the emergence 

of new cultural players and production approaches that are not compatible with the current 

regulatory frameworks, the cultural policy, and the hyper-vertical, bureaucratic, state institutional 

system. The text makes few explicit references to “independent” producers or initiatives. Instead, 

it proposes the notion of “new models of cultural management” as a way to describe the 

contradictions arising from an outdated cultural policy accompanied by ambiguous regulation.  

 

In New Models of Cultural Management in Cuba, Fernández depicted a familiar scenario. The 

state is cutting subsidies and reconfiguring the national economy in a so-called process of 

modernization or “update.” Yet major changes in the cultural sector, particularly the 
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legitimization of non-state players, have not been considered. Self-employment, legal personality, 

and the formation of legitimate cultural cooperatives are not in the picture. Many musicians and 

music professionals have reacted to the inadequate legal and economic infrastructures available 

by consolidating an informal dimension of music production, promotion and commercialization. 

This has put many artists and projects in jeopardy, having an unnecessarily hard time connecting 

with their audiences and becoming economically sustainable. As Fernández suggested in this 

article, the fact that the state has guaranteed employment for the artists since the 1960s has 

represented some important guarantees for the latter such as a minimum of national programming 

and a basic salary. Yet these benefits have come at the expense of a system that compromises the 

creativity of the artist as an individual and the possibility of using non-state resources to develop 

an artistic career. In the current scenario of state subsidy withdrawals and a boost to the private 

sector, Cuban artists have been offered very limited options for individual or collective 

entrepreneurship. This affects the creative process where additional funding beyond the state is 

necessary.  

 

In recent years, in the presence of a subtle but steady transition to a new model of society, artists 

and cultural professionals have developed a new attitude towards cultural production and 

commercialization. Fernández’s notion of new models of cultural management can be extended to 

virtually all artistic manifestations that coexist in today’s Cuba. One of the best examples to 

illustrate this is the consolidation of an audiovisual industry formed by dozens of informal 

collectives of producers and technicians. Ann Marie Stock, referring to the current generation of 

Cuban filmmakers, observed: 

Unlike their predecessors –the revolutionary filmmakers working in the ICAIC between 

1960 and the late 1980s– these creators emphasize their individuality and value their 

autonomy. Most participate in securing funding for their projects. They have assumed 
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responsibility for pitching their ideas and garnering the financial support necessary to 

make their films. They procure their equipment and learn how to use it. These artists 

increasingly manage multiple aspects of their projects (2015:355). 

 

Cuba’s hyper-vertical model in the cultural sector needs to be updated. As I analyzed in the 

previous chapter, we are talking about a new culture characterized by new dynamics of social 

relations and access to new technologies that have introduced important structural changes in 

cultural production, promotion, distribution and commercialization. The artists of the twenty-first 

century are driven by the freedom of creation and management enabled by new media. In today’s 

world, any mandatory intermediary is often seen as a threat to the creative process (Fernández 

2017a). Cuban musicians and music professionals are coming from a different background when 

compared to the majority of their foreign counterparts, but they are not alien to these global 

dynamics. Many of them have decided to go independent, to incorporate new functions, models 

and services that are poorly or not at all regulated. In other words, they are exploring commercial 

and artistic possibilities at the margins of the state institutional system. This organic movement of 

artists and professionals of the cultural industries constitute what Fernández calls “new models.” 

They are new in the sense that they have emerged in the new technological and socioeconomic 

context of the “update.” According to the author, these are their main characteristics: 

• Individual or collective self-management. In other words, minimum intervention of the 

state institutions in the decision-making process. This allows for a number of possibilities 

that are generally absent from conventional state structures and organizations. For 

example, when compared to the average state institute, producing company, record label, 

commercializing enterprise, etc., the new models tend to excel in areas such as the 

capacity of socializing experiences and the ability to apply an interdisciplinary approach 

to cultural production. This is largely the result of lower levels of bureaucracy, higher 
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degrees of specialization and more horizontal structures where collective consent to reach 

decisions is the norm. At the same time, the sense of ownership of a project makes a big 

difference in terms of incentives to develop it.      

• Creation of new spaces. These spaces can be material/physical (e.g. FAC, Guámpara 

Music, Carlos Acosta’s Dance Company), virtual (e.g. project of literary creation and 

promotion Isliada.com, Belkis Ayón Estate) or both (e.g. several audiovisual producers 

and visual arts’ autonomous galleries offering offline and online services).  

• Diversification of sources of funding and acquisition of resources. Funding in the cultural 

sector came traditionally from state subventions. This dynamic has been gradually 

moving towards other modalities such as patronage, cultural sponsorships (e.g. French-

Cuban mixed capital corporation Havana Club S.A. and Venezuelan bank PDVSA), 

funds of international cooperation (e.g. the Lyceum Mozartiano de La Habana, funded by 

the Mozarteum Foundation of Salzburg, Austria), scholarships, crowdfunding (e.g. the 

first album by Yissy y BandAncha), and self-production.53  

• Emergence and development of for-profit enterprises that focus on the provision of 

technical services to cultural events (e.g. La Rueda Producciones, OK Eventos, P.M.M., 

Sarao, MB Producciones). In the case of P.M.M. and Sarao they also produce their own 

events in the music sector. In the audiovisual sector there are numerous start-ups that 

offer professional equipment rentals and casting, editing and post-production services.   

• Inter-institutional practices beyond the logic of “institutional” vs. “non-institutional”, 

“inside” vs. “outside” the institutions. Good examples are many of the initiatives that 
                                                        
53 In their crowdfunding campaign on Verkami, members of the jazz ensemble Yissy y 
BandAncha elaborated on why they decided to go independent instead of recording their first 
album, High Speed Cuban Jazz, with a state label: “We are Cubans that live in Cuba. We feel the 
transformations in the music industry, particularly when it comes to technological convergence 
and connectivity, in a very unique way, at a different rhythm. We want to be connected to the 
world through our music. We want our music to be available on the web, that people can also 
listen to it in their phones, in their iPads, and in their cars, not only in our concerts. We want to be 
part of their daily soundtracks” (Ferreiro 2016).  
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have institutional “approval” such as the offices and galleries of renown artists, 

authorized to perform commercial and administrative activities in a gray territory 

between the public and the private sectors. Some of these spaces are Silvio Rodríguez’s 

Producciones Ojalá; Pablo Milanés’ PM Records and Oficina Proposiciones; the offices 

of Leo Brouwer, Omara Portuondo, Compay Segundo, and Santiago Álvarez; Kcho 

Estudio, and Nelson Domínguez’s studio-gallery; and a number of independent 

audiovisual producers such as Island Films, Producciones de la 5ta. Avenida, El Central 

Producciones, and Puntilla Films.  

• Emergence of non-institutional platforms of cultural critique, promotion and distribution 

(e.g. Vistar Magazine, Suenacubano, Art OnCuba, and the “weekly package”) as a 

response to the centralized approach and the limited effectiveness in cultural promotion 

of the official outlets. These new platforms are more effective due to their flexibility, 

spontaneity, flashy design, and active interaction via social media. They also cover and 

promote activities that take place in the informal economy and the private sector. 

• Emergence of independent and semi-independent academic projects. A good example is 

Circuito Líquido, a self-managed nonprofit academic space created in 2012. Circuito 

Líquido promotes the study of cultural management from a gender perspective, focusing 

on emergent artistic policies that foment gender equity. Using a pop-up model (nomad 

space) Circuito Líquido offers workshops, seminars, consultancy services, internships, 

online courses and webinars largely concerned with the examination of new forms of 

artistic diffusion through digital narratives. Other examples of academic projects born 

and managed at the margins of the state institutional system include the Ibsen Laboratory 

and the School of Creative Photography of Havana. 

• Emergence of spontaneous labor union-like projects acting as a sort of professional 

association without legal personality (e.g. the collective of designers Club Amigos del 
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Cartel –CaCa-; the professional online group Quinqué-Proyecto Cubano de Fotografía; 

and the G-20, a collective of independent audiovisual producers lobbying to influence the 

approval of a Cinema Law in Cuba).54   

• New formulas for cultural production and consumption characterized by their 

spontaneity, which makes them difficult to incorporate to the institutional system (e.g. 

theatre a la carte, micro-theatre, video-dance, film animation and street art by informal 

companies such as Gigantería and Isla Teatro). 

• When compared to their state counterparts, these new models are generally more 

effective in the use of new media. They tend to have more presence on social media and 

use low cost promotion techniques such as sending mass cell phone messages to their 

subscribers to share the location and dates of their events. 

 

5.2 The Most Legitimate Children of Transition 

 

5.2.1 La Rueda Producciones and P.M.M. 

 

La Rueda Producciones and P.M.M. are companies that provide technical and logistical services 

to the cultural industries. They are managed by experienced cultural entrepreneurs who are 
                                                        
54 The G-20 has three main objectives: the introduction of a new law regulating the film industry 
(the current law that created ICAIC dates back to 1959); the creation of the legal concept of 
audiovisual creator, and; the creation of a fund for the promotion of the film industry. This group 
of filmmakers is pushing to redesign the functions of ICAIC. According to G-20, ICAIC should 
remain in charge of establishing policies, preserving the audiovisual heritage, delivering national 
awards, publications and festivals, but production should be managed by independent producers 
(Crespo 2015). 
 

 

  

 



 

247 

 

affiliated to different state institutions such as the National Council of the Performing Arts and 

the ICM. These companies manage their own technological, financial, and human resources with 

relative independence. Their leverage is derived from a local shortage of professional sound and 

visual equipment and technologies as well as qualified personnel in the fields of sound and 

lighting engineering. Almost three decades of crisis and stagnation in the state cultural sector 

have left major technological and logistical gaps in the live music industry, particularly for large-

scale spectacles such as festivals and music concerts. These gaps have been filled by companies 

such as La Rueda and P.M.M, led by creative entrepreneurs that know how to navigate both the 

institutional system and the informal economy.  

 

To secure control and avoid inconsistency with its cultural policy, the state only can support a 

few companies that provide this kind of services. As a result, the barriers to entry to this market 

are highly related to the possibility of being endorsed or not by a state institution. In exchange of 

institutional endorsement, these companies are fully committed to meet the demand of the state 

sector, which includes frequent events related to the political life of the country. Of course, this 

system is highly inefficient from an economic perspective. All the contracts and transactions 

associated with the increasing number of cultural events organized at the margins of the 

institutions have to go through the state cultural bureaucracy. Furthermore, for many activities 

that are not properly regulated (e.g. when one of the parties is a non-state entity), an official 

channel has to be found, even if is just pure façade. A number of unnecessary intermediaries are 

added to the process, which leads to higher production costs. At the same time, competition is 

limited to a few companies. In the end it is the consumer who pays for the system’s inefficiency. 

Perhaps in the Cuban context, where culture is still subsidized to some extent, this is more 

difficult to see. Yet this principle applies as well, especially in the market economy of the 
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“update,” be it in terms of more exclusive and expensive access to music shows or of a significant 

loss of quality in their production.  

 

Popular rapper Telmary Díaz has collaborated with numerous Cuban bands such as Qva Libre 

and Habana D’Primera in concerts staged by companies like Sarao and P.M.M. These companies 

are based on state institutional links but they partially operate outside the rules and the budget of 

the official system. The human, technological, and financial resources that they mobilize for an 

event are of a hybrid nature, formed from the combination of institutional, personal, and foreign 

sources. More often than not the state institutional contribution is limited to the legal aspects and 

the permits involved in the use of a public venue. According to Telmary, these semi-independent 

producing companies are regularly subcontracted by state organizations such as the ICM or PM 

Records (Díaz 2017). They are paid through a work order that is sent to the state organization that 

represents them, which charges a commission for its mandatory mediation.  

 

Both artists and supporting companies such as P.M.M., Sarao, and La Rueda Producciones have 

very little leverage to negotiate their legal payments, given that the state institutional system is the 

only legitimate source of contracting. However, there are only a few of these companies that are 

trusted by the MINCULT contrasting with thousands of professional musicians, eager to play. On 

the other hand, these producing companies have shown the same level of political commitment as 

the majority of the institutional musicians, in the sense that they are willing to mobilize their 

resources to cover the events that the MINCULT asks them to. In exchange, the MINCULT turns 

a blind eye on the unregulated activities in which they get involved, particularly the staging 

services they provide in the informal economy of music. As a result, these informal producing 

companies benefit from a more stable relation with the state institutions than the average music 

band that performs in the non-state sector.   
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La Rueda Producciones, which is an informal corporate name, started serving the live music 

industry in 2005 when it staged the Anti-Imperialist Tribune for the US rock act Audioslave. 

Since then La Rueda has had a very active presence, staging major music spectacles such as 

Peace Without Borders in 2009, the Havana World Music festival since 2014, and pretty much 

everything that has been produced by FAC since 2010. The legal umbrella for La Rueda is the 

affiliation of its director, Josué García, to the ICM. García is also the director of one of the 

performance spaces of FAC, where his company has recently inaugurated a recording studio. 

There is very little published about the way in which this group of companies like La Rueda 

operate. Their directors and staff have a very busy schedule and are generally hesitant to offer 

interviews, which is totally logical, considering they are doing business in a gray, sensitive area. 

In one of the very few occasions when Josué García agreed to be interviewed about his company, 

he described it in these terms: 

When we decided to create the company we were several people with different 

backgrounds that complemented each other’s areas of expertise. When there was a very 

large event we needed to work as a team, so we decided to incorporate. From the people 

that started the company only a few remain in Cuba, but La Rueda Producciones keeps 

being a group of friends with the will to do cool things, with our aesthetic criteria. Our 

line of work implies to do things in a cool way and to have fun doing what we like to do. 

To work like this is a luxury in these difficult times. There are musicians waiting tables at 

restaurants and painters that have to carry produce at the agro-market during the day. We 

are supporting events, creating events, and servicing them from a technological 

perspective. We offer services of production, publicity, sound, lighting, scenography, and 

artistic direction (Infante 2014).    
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As with many other companies and start-ups that operate in the new economy, the logic behind 

the running of La Rueda has a lot to do with the idea of resolver (to hustle), also referred in the 

Cuban context as “to do magic.”55 When in the same interview Josué García was asked about 

“being a magician in Cuba in order to produce cultural spectacles,” he observed: 

It has been like this forever but 20 years ago it was truly the work of a great magician. I 

had the privilege to start working in this field with a master of the caliber of Carlos 

Varela, who had a background in theater and always was concerned about the dramaturgy 

and the scenography of his concerts. Back then very few artists were concerned about 

this: Carlos Varela, Síntesis and Amaury Pérez, I don’t recall anyone else doing it. Every 

detail, from the scenography to the lighting, mattered as much as the songs. To produce 

good spectacles, you had to do magic. I recall myself making smoke machines with 

frying pans, heating nitroglycerine and ammonia chloride. We didn’t have mobile lights. 

There were actual people with long sticks moving the lights up and down. That was tough 

production. Now it is easier, yet still we have to do a different kind of magic; it is not 

easy to import equipment into Cuba, it is not easy to have the budget to buy it and to find 

a way to buy it. You can’t ask for the equipment to be delivered at your address in 

Vedado because on eBay it says: “Free delivery (except in the Republic of Cuba).” You 

have to do a bit of magic to import it and to be able to use it. We can’t rent it from 

another country. To buy it we have to do it through a third country and import it into 

Cuba, which is another story … (Infante 2014).   

 

P.M.M. operates in a similar fashion as La Rueda. Its general manager, Héctor Díaz (aka Hectico 

DJ), established very close links to the institutional system via the Communist Youth 

Organization (UJC) in the early 2000s. Back then Díaz managed to add his project to the 
                                                        
55 The notion of resolver, as contemporary Cubans use it, is difficult to translate. Other possible 
translations besides “hustling” could be “working around” and “figuring it out.”   
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catalogue of Escenarte, the commercializing enterprise of the crumbling National Council of the 

Performing Arts (González 2012). P.M.M., founded officially in 2006, is the largest provider of 

services related to audiovisual technologies and equipment in Cuba. In 2012, the company was 

employing over a hundred people between sound and lighting specialists, dancers, models, circus 

performers and DJs (ibid). P.M.M. covers a lot of ground, from extravagant reguetón concerts to 

the May 1st parade at Revolution Square or the funeral of Fidel Castro in Santiago de Cuba.  

 

P.M.M. has broken all the possible stereotypes of a state company in the cultural sector. Its 

publicity machinery is impressive. When P.M.M. was launched in 2006 it deployed a national 

promotional campaign that has not been matched by any other initiative or organization in the 

sector to this date. This was during my undergraduate years at the University of Havana. I can 

perfectly recall how ubiquitous the P.M.M. logo was all over the city. Besides serving other 

companies, P.M.M. produces its own spectacles where it combines live music, dance, and up-to-

date scenography, lighting, and visual effects. By 2012, when the first reforms of the “update” 

started being introduced, P.M.M. had already consolidated as a prosperous business. Taking 

advantage of the institutional backing Díaz started experimenting with innovative marketing 

strategies such as “the P.M.M. passport” (González 2012). It looked very similar to a real Cuban 

passport but instead of stamping a visa every page was “cancelled” after a visit to a P.M.M. show. 

The passport could not be bought but rather granted by P.M.M. staff after one reached a number 

of visits to P.M.M.’s shows, a very smart corporate move that was very difficult to audit. Of 

course, the trick was the high price of the tickets for the majority of P.M.M.’s shows, a company 

that always has worked with very popular acts and has the reputation of having launched the 

career of major acts such as Laritza Bacallao, Gente de Zona and Los Cuatro (León 2014). 
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P.M.M. operates in a very risky market, in the sense that the nature of its business involves a 

large investment of hundreds of thousands of CUCs. In the Cuban context, inadequate regulation 

and the US embargo enhance the prospects of commercial failure. On the other hand, one of the 

key laws of the economy states that the higher the risk, the higher the benefit, if things go right. 

This emergent market of live music shows has boomed for a number of years in Havana and it 

seems like it will continue expanding in the near future. Encouraged by its privileged position as 

one of the very few legal producing companies in the cultural sector, P.M.M. has taken full 

advantage of this fact.  

 

Díaz’s institutional affiliation allows his company to import expensive and large gear such as 

giant screens and professional concert speakers in a legitimate way. The way the transactions 

related to these imports take place is a mystery, at least according to all the experts I interviewed. 

One thing is clear for them though. The money is not coming from the MINCULT’s limited 

budget. A possible explanation could be that P.M.M. reinvests most of the revenue that it 

generates in maintaining its stock and acquiring new equipment and technologies. Yet, according 

to the rules of the institutional system, the profit generated by the different branches and 

organizations of the MINCULT is centrally administered and mainly used to subsidize the 

educational system and other areas and organizations that do not generate profit. Besides, there is 

also the question of how P.M.M. was able to source the initial investment. Most likely there is a 

reasonable explanation behind it if P.M.M. has been around for so long. Yet this lack of 

transparency, and in general, the ambiguity with which these important facts are explained –or 

omitted– suggest that there are informal procedures at work. This should not be a cause of 

surprise though, if we consider that informal practices have become the norm in the industry. 

Consider Díaz’s own words in a recent interview: 
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 When P.M.M. was created, instead of making it a company I preferred to take the idea to 

the state institutions, because I am affiliated to the MINCULT. We might own the 

technology but I am affiliated to that institution because that has been the goal since the 

beginning of P.M.M.: to promote wholesome entertainment and to promote our culture. 

That is why we are called Por un Mundo Mejor (PMM, For a Better World). We are 

about to change our motto, “the ones who move Havana,” to “the ones who move Cuba” 

(León 2014). 

 

Considering the way in which the cultural industries are regulated in Cuba it is easy to realize that 

these comments are as ambiguous as the moment the cultural sector is living. Can someone as 

well informed and connected as Díaz not be aware of the fact that non-state companies are not a 

legal option in the cultural sector? Did he prefer to take his idea to the state institutions or was 

this the only option to develop his lucrative project? Are the promotion of “wholesome 

entertainment” and Cuban culture functions that only concern the state sector? Why does Díaz, a 

state employee earning a modest salary, talk about privately owning sound and visual technology 

and equipment that is worth hundreds of thousands of dollars? I am not suggesting that what 

P.M.M. has achieved and the means it has used are necessarily wrong. In the end, it is about 

finding gray areas in a poorly regulated market. But why are some players allowed to 

“experiment” while others not?  

 

5.2.2 Fábrica de Arte Cubano (FAC) 

 

X Alfonso has a reputation for being a hardworking, talented, visionary, creative, and ambitious 

man. Besides his important contribution as a cultural promoter, musician, and filmmaker, in 

recent years X has been better known for his groundbreaking project: FAC. This cultural center is 



 

254 

 

run by a solid team that includes X’s sister Eme Alfonso and father Carlos Alfonso, as well as 

some key players in the sector such as Josué García and Yoana Grass. In his presentation at 

TEDxHabana (2015), a conference organized at the margins of the institutions, X Alfonso 

defined FAC as art in progress, a very extension of his life’s experiences, and a learning platform 

for Havana’s youth (Levin 2016). As I showed with some case studies in the previous chapter –

Clandestina, La Marca–, language, and timely silence, are keys to thriving in the murky waters of 

the new cultural economy in Havana. X Alfonso and his team have mastered this art.  

 

In 2009, X Alfonso made Sin Título, a documentary film about creativity and resourcefulness 

among talented Cuban artists. Shortly after, the film stories were performed live by their 

protagonists in a series of talks at Teatro Mella in Havana. This was the concept behind FAC. 

Initially, the multi-arts project was developed at industrial depots in PABEXPO, an exhibition 

complex located in the municipality of Playa. The nomad event combined live music, theatre, 

visual arts, fashion, dance and audiovisual productions. Between 2010 and 2013, PABEXPO 

hosted these FAC nights with relative frequency during the weekends. It was a total success. I 

went to some of these early FAC nights and every single time the space, with a capacity for a few 

hundreds, was sold out.  

 

In 2014, X Alfonso and his team managed to convince the MINCULT to establish a permanent 

location for FAC. The leverage of X Alfonso as a renown cultural figure and official ambassador 

for UNICEF was certainly key to persuade the MINCULT to embark on a rather atypical 

experiment. X chose a former peanut oil factory (El Cocinero 1930-1960) in the central 

neighborhood of Vedado. The story has it that X saw the space for the first time when he was 

looking for a setting to shoot a music video for Iceberg, a song by his close friend Santiago Feliú 
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(Quiroga 2016). In an interview for The Miami Herald, X observed that the former oil factory 

was exactly what he was looking for, a space that had nothing to do with art. He elaborated: 

In an art gallery it’s difficult to show a film. In a theater it’s hard to show visual art. I 

wanted to make a space for all the arts in the same space. And I wanted to create a place 

where all kinds of artists could work together. I’d seen factories in New York, Germany, 

Paris that had been turned into a gallery or a theater or a nightclub, but not for all the arts. 

I wanted to put all kinds of artists together –in all senses (Levin 2016).      

 

After just a couple of years of operation in its permanent location FAC had become the ultimate 

reference of large-scale cultural production and consumption on the island. Indeed, FAC was an 

instant hit that captured the attention of both Cubans and foreigners almost immediately. In 2016, 

TripAdvisor chose it as the number one tourist destination in Havana (Quiroga 2016). Thousands 

of Cubans and foreigners visit the complex every week, looking for a comprehensive high-end 

artistic experience at a relatively affordable price. FAC is the space that hosts the most important 

cultural events in the city, including multiple symposiums, exhibitions, festivals, and workshops. 

At the same time, the legal status of X’s art factory accomplishes another important function. It 

hosts and supports events and initiatives organized by informal collectives such as 4C 

Producciones and Guámpara Music. 

 

FAC’s business model is truly unique. FAC is the first and only legitimate hybrid cultural project 

–of considerable size– in the sense that it combines state and private dynamics of operation and 

management. FAC is the only official cultural center in Havana that is not run by state 

functionaries but by artists, curators, and cultural promoters.56 FAC features multiple bars, arts 

                                                        
56 The state institutional system has attempted to reproduce FAC’s successful model of large 
scale, simultaneous multi-arts program combined with bar/gastronomy. The cultural complex 
Enguayabera, located in the Eastern community of Alamar, opened in December 2015 at the 
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and crafts boutiques, coffee shops, and a restaurant. All of these amenities are catered by private 

businesses that FAC managers hire. FAC’s staff and the Cuban artists that perform there get paid 

through the MINCULT. There is a state institutional element shaping the project, yet it is quite 

visible the way in which FAC operates in a more autonomous way when compared to any other 

similar state cultural organization. The high volume of financial transactions and artistic activities 

that take place every week, between Thursday and Sunday, is a real challenge in terms of control 

and auditing by the MINCULT.  

 

When FAC consolidated as a permanent project in 2015, it appeared as sort of savior of the 

alternative music scenes. At that point, “Miami-style” bars and restaurants were taking over the 

nightlife of the city, creating a visible divide between who was and who was not thriving in the 

new economy. Yet, FAC also became the target of negative opinion campaigns pretty soon. The 

critics argued that the space was rather a money factory, mainly frequented by hipster youth who 

went to show off their economic power, and by cultural entrepreneurs who went to strike deals in 

FAC’s VIP room (Ávila 2017). Carlos Iglesias, who is a big supporter of FAC, told me that while 

this selective commentary holds some truth it is missing the big picture (Iglesias 2016). FAC is 

setting an important precedent as an innovative model of cultural production that combines a 

private for-profit approach with state subventions. It facilitates international cultural exchange, 

community-driven activities, and alternative art promotion at a scale and with a level of quality 

that Havana has not experienced before.  

 

                                                                                                                                                                     

premises of an abandoned factory of guayaberas (traditional Cuban shirts) (Cubadebate 2015a; 
Diario de Cuba 2015). Though an interesting initiative that offers entertainment to a high-density 
peripheral area, Enguayabera is managed with the same level of bureaucracy that characterizes 
other initiatives in the state sector. Contrasting with FAC, Enguayabera is 100% serviced by state 
sector organizations.  
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When I interviewed Iglesias, he told me that FAC’s model had great potential to shape the local 

cultural industries for the better. FAC is in constant rotation and expansion in terms of new 

facilities and artistic program. It normally closes for a few weeks every three months or so to 

transform the space and to accommodate new services and artistic proposals. It is not hard to 

conclude that FAC is not only about profitmaking, or at least this aspect is very well balanced 

with the cultural and social services that it provides. To quote Iglesias: 

FAC is far from being a perfect project, but no doubt it is a hub for creativity, diversity 

and good taste. From an abandoned oil factory to the coolest place in town: that is 

impressive! It is true that the 2 CUC admission fee, without considering any food or 

alcohol consumption, is not accessible to every Cuban. Yet this admission fee is below 

what most state venues charge for a far less interesting and integral experience, let alone 

the more expensive private venues where a single cocktail costs more than the week 

salary of the average Cuban worker (Iglesias 2016).  

 

According to Iglesias, the bar and gastronomic services are supplied by private small businesses. 

FAC charges a commission on what they make every night. At the same time, the MINCULT 

takes a piece of what FAC makes at the door. According to X Alfonso, the income generated by 

ticket sales is sent to his state representation agency, which charges a commission and sends the 

outstanding money back to be reinvested in FAC’s maintenance and expansion (Morales 2014). 

FAC is able to sustain itself financially, generating substantial income for the MINCULT and 

jobs in both the state and the private sectors. The big question is, why is there only one space like 

this in Havana? One thing is for sure, the reason has nothing to do with a lack of artists, 

specialists, audience, or cultural entrepreneurs like X Alfonso. The fact is that with its strategic 

location, real estate, the professionalism of its staff, and the legal umbrella provided by the 

MINCULT, FAC is becoming a cultural monopoly. Logically, many people are not happy about 
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this. If other projects had the same legal support as FAC, that would be a fairer playground. No 

doubt that X Alfonso and his team would have to face serious competition.  

 

When I interviewed music journalist Michel Hernández, he told me that he was really concerned 

about the cultural monopoly forming around FAC (Hernández 2016). Hernández believes the 2 

CUC admission fee is still high for Cuban standards, so it subtly targets middle-class Cubans and 

foreign tourists. Considering the current tourist boom and that there is no other place in Havana 

close to the logistical capacity and the high-end artistic program of FAC, the venue is always sold 

out. People line-up at 7:00 pm to be able to get in at 9:00 pm. FAC is the most likely place in 

Havana where one would see a global celebrity performing or just hanging out. According to 

Hernández, there is a “vibe of exclusivity” going on. When an international star performs, the 

limited capacity of FAC, which is just a few thousands in a city of over two million visited by 

thousands of tourists every month, does not allow all the people interested in attending the show 

to make it. The main concert hall is actually not that big. It can only accommodate a few hundred 

people. Additionally, we have to keep in mind the long list of VIP guests that has increasingly 

become populated by foreigners.  

 

Hernández told me that FAC’s aura of autonomy and coolness, so different from any other state 

venue, plays very well for the MINCULT. It provides a fashionable space where an increasing 

number of visitors of the international artistic community can be directed to experience a world-

class venue. This space has the additional attraction of being created from the efforts of X 

Alfonso, an artist that the people and the media associate with rebellion and alternativity. To this 

date, many locals and foreigners believe that FAC is mainly a privately own and run space. They 

just cannot conceive that it would be otherwise, considering the cool vibe, how tight things work, 

the glamour, the local and global celebrities, from Lady Gaga to Mick Jagger or Michelle Obama.  
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One of the key interviewees for my research was Yoana Grass, a young but highly experienced 

music producer, promoter and manager from Havana. I interviewed her mainly to talk about her 

independent projects (4C Producciones, Zona Jazz Cuba), which I will describe later in this 

chapter. We also talked about FAC where she works as a producer. According to Grass, the 

formula behind FAC’s success is its hardworking and talented staff (Grass 2016). The horizontal 

and collaborative workstyle also makes a difference when compared to the average state 

organization, where employees find little incentive to develop their creativity and innovation. 

FAC, as Grass confirmed, is a hybrid venture supported by both state and private interests. While 

FAC is officially a public space affiliated to the MINCULT, this cultural center receives a 

differentiated treatment. The administration is given a lot of freedom for self-management and 

artistic decisions that do not need to be negotiated with the MINCULT. This allows FAC’s staff 

to maintain a stable and consistent line of work.  

 

Grass credits X Alfonso’s reputation, talent, vision and commitment with the project for the 

achievement of this unusual level of autonomy. At the same time, FAC’s board of directors 

optimizes this autonomy by providing every head of department (music, film, theatre, etc.) with 

lots of freedom to create and produce new projects. FAC employees respond to this freedom of 

creation with more commitment towards their employer. They feel that they belong, that they 

have a say, and that there is room to contribute with their own ideas. Although to the best of my 

knowledge there are no official financial incentives for FAC’s staff besides their fixed state 

salaries, the people who work there benefit indirectly from the commercial success of the space. 

To work at FAC, besides professional realization, grants a great deal of prestige, visibility, 

important connections and the appealing credentials that are needed to find other professional 

opportunities at a national or international level.  
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I also received valuable feedback about FAC from independent music producer and promoter 

Isnay Rodríguez. In his opinion, FAC is the best thing that has happened to the alternative music 

scene in Havana in recent years (Rodríguez 2017). For Rodríguez, thanks to the excellent 

conditions, organization, and the hard and creative work that its staff provides, FAC is one of the 

few places in the city where both artists and audience feel fully respected. However, my 

interviewee confessed he was concerned with the way X Alfonso’s project has begun to lose 

some of the essence that characterized it in its first couple of years of operation. According to 

Rodríguez, FAC was advertised as the place in the city where people could go to consume the 

high supply of alternative music that was being overlooked by the cultural institutions. Yet FAC’s 

international popularity has significantly shaped the composition of the audience, to the extent 

that foreign tourists are a majority by far in any given night (Santana 2016). This tends to attracts 

a segment of Havana’s population that is more interested in establishing contact with foreigners 

than in consuming FAC’s program.  

 

Rodríguez thinks that FAC’s program has started featuring more bands and DJ sets focused on 

mainstream musical genres rather than more representative artists of the Havana alternative 

scenes. Furthermore, he has noticed that FAC tends to have a few bands playing regularly while 

other very talented musicians and projects have never been invited to perform there. As a result, 

the first wave of local enthusiasts of alternative music, who constituted the majority of the 

audience in the first couple of years, has felt displaced by a more commercial and exclusive 

approach to the program design. Rodríguez does not blame FAC for this but rather the fact that X 

Alfonso’s is the only place in town that has been allowed to provide this kind of cultural offering 

on a considerable scale.  
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The ideal scenario, Rodríguez told me, is to allow for more spaces like FAC, to have more 

diverse offerings that meet the very diverse demand for music in Havana. This would allow more 

people to go to listen to the music they like, to see the artists they want to see, which is rather 

difficult if the only option is the cultural monopoly of alternative music that FAC has become. 

Rodríguez’s observation transcends the question of consumption choice. Many cultural producers 

like himself hoped that FAC’s hybrid model, that combines the incentives of private management 

and artistic freedom with state resources, would be extended to other initiatives. But, so far this 

successful experiment has been limited to the existence of FAC, which in the long run could turn 

the project into something very different from the original intention of X Alfonso and his team. 

 

5.2.3 Havana Cultura 

 

Havana Cultura is an online platform launched in 2007 by French-Cuban corporation Havana 

Club S.A. (Chase 2017). According to Varna Cremata, Havana Cultura’s director, the initiative 

emerged as an alternative communication stream for the rum brand after the management realized 

the limited possibilities of advertising alcoholic beverages abroad (Cremata 2016). The strategy 

was then to create Havana Cultura with an annual budget to make the brand visible through the 

sponsorship of cultural events. In this sense, the role of Havana Cultura is secondary when 

contextualized within the bigger mission of Havana Club, which is to sell rum. Nevertheless, in 

the last decade Havana Cultura has become the major sponsor of cultural events in the island. The 

decision of choosing the cultural sector came as part of the corporate social responsibility strategy 

of Havana Club. In the process, the administration identified a steady decline in the state budget 

to fund and promote local cultural production, particularly the work of emergent artists and 

projects.  
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The backbone of Havana Cultura is its website, which, according to Cremata, is visited by more 

than three million people every year. The website features a large catalogue of Cuban 

contemporary artists who have been sponsored by Havana Cultura. The contribution goes beyond 

monetary support. It often includes technical and artistic assistance as well as the planning of 

collateral activities such as opening ceremonies, receptions and cocktails. However, its role as 

sponsor is what defines Havana Cultura. Cremata told me that the corporation selects the projects 

and artists that will be sponsored on a case-to-case basis. For instance, when the brand decided to 

co-produce the film 7 Days in Havana in 2012, two popular musicians, Kelvis Ochoa and 

Descemer Bueno, were hired to produce the soundtrack. Shortly after they were included in the 

catalogue of Havana Cultura. In other cases, Havana Cultura has supported emerging projects and 

artists such as the Havana World Music festival and Danay Suárez. There are also some projects 

that have become regular beneficiaries given their cultural importance and their established 

relationship with the Havana Club brand. Some of these regulars include the dance companies 

Danza Contemporánea de Cuba and Acosta Danza, the Havana International Film Festival and 

the Havana Art Biennial. 

 

Havana Cultura’s communications and advertising department is located in Paris, at the 

corporation’s headquarters. It is supervised directly by François Renié, Havana Club’s CEO. 

Cremata told me that the role of this department has been crucial in establishing connections 

between Havana Cultura’s artists and foreign producers and sponsors. Perhaps the best example is 

the involvement of British DJ/producer Gilles Peterson and his independent label Brownswood 

Recordings in the local music scene. Since 2009 Peterson has coordinated a number of successful 

music projects in Havana, notably his series of recordings Havana Cultura Sessions and Havana 

Club Rumba Sessions (Chase 2017). Peterson has also organized several international tours of 



 

263 

 

Cuban artists such as Danay Suárez, Roberto Fonseca, Ogguere and Obsesión, touring as the 

Gilles Peterson Havana Cultura Band. 

 

Cremata told me that in 2016 Havana Cultura experimented for the first time with the production 

of three national tours, two for the reguetón duo Gente de Zona and one for Descemer Bueno. 

P.M.M. and La Rueda Producciones were hired to stage the concerts. The three tours, that 

reached all the major Cuban cities, were very well attended. According to Cremata, they proved 

to be an effective marketing strategy for the brand. Havana Club has found a natural ally in 

contemporary Cuban music as well as a means to transmit its message of contemporaneity and 

responsible fun. Havana Cultura is the cultural expression of the product Havana Club, and as 

such, Cremata and her team work hard in order to deploy an effective strategy of product 

placement through the production of music videos, concerts, art exhibitions, and other cultural 

events. Havana Cultura is a good example of how state and private corporate interests can work 

together and produce mutual benefits that have a positive direct impact at a cultural level. Then, 

considering the massive source of artistic talent available in the island, why are there so few 

initiatives like Havana Cultura?  

 

5.3 The New Wave of Independent Record Labels 

 

In the 1990s and 2000s, the first home recording studios and independent labels played a huge 

role in the dissemination of Cuban alternative music. With the most recent economic openings in 

the Cuban model and the further development and access to digital technologies, a group of more 

sophisticated independent labels has emerged around musical genres that remain overlooked by 

the institutions. In this section I analyze three of the most representative examples of this new 
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wave of independent labels: Guámpara Music (urban music), La Oficina Secreta (reguetón) and 

BandEra (alternative/indie rock). 

 

5.3.1 Guámpara Music and La Oficina Secreta 

 

Isnay Rodríguez (aka DJ Jigüe) is one of the most active and successful independent producers of 

urban music in today’s Havana. DJ Jigüe is a staple of the Cuban alternative music scene. He runs 

his own record label, is a member of the coolest jazz ensemble at the moment –Yissy y 

BandAncha– and DJs and produces two popular dance gigs in Havana: AfroRazones and 

Guarapachanga Bass. I interviewed Rodríguez on January 2017 at his home recording studio in 

Centro Habana. Guámpara Music, the project for which he is better known, was launched on 

Valentine’s Day in 2015. The date to launch Guámpara’s website was chosen on purpose, to take 

advantage of the high Internet traffic characteristic of this day. Though Guámpara has no legal 

status, its productions have competed for and won important official awards such as best Hip-Hop 

Album Cubadisco 2015 (Golpe Seko Brothers by Golpe Seko) and best Electronic Music Video 

Lucas 2015 (Electrotumbao by DJ Jigüe) (González 2016a).  

 

According to Rodríguez, Guámpara is the product of his vast experience in both the state 

institutional system and the underground music scene (Rodríguez 2017). DJ Jigüe was born in 

Santiago de Cuba in 1980. He debuted in the hip-hop scene as an MC in the late 1990s. In the 

mid-2000s, after completing a degree in Industrial Engineering at the University of Holguín, he 

started working as a promoter for local hip-hop bands and producing collaborative rap concerts 

between the scenes of Santiago de Cuba and Havana. During that time Rodríguez was also 

running the communitarian project G12K, which consisted of itinerant workshops and open 

debates on rap, breakdancing, graffiti, and turntablism in remote communities of Santiago 
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(González 2016a). DJ Jigüe should be credited for organizing the first proper hip-hop festival in 

Santiago de Cuba in 2006. The festival, that lasted three days, included theoretical panels, 

photography exhibitions, and plenty of concerts. The event attracted many experts, fans and 

musicians of the national scene that were avid for hip-hop after the Alamar festival in Havana 

was shot down. At the time, Rodríguez’s G12K was collaborating with an avant-garde hip-hop 

collective in Havana, La FabriK, in the organization of the Cuban Hip-Hop Symposium. G12K 

introduced several rappers from Santiago de Cuba to Havana’s hip-hop fans and producers.  

 

In 2007 DJ Jigüe decided to move permanently to the capital where he was offered a position as 

one of the vice-directors of the recently created Cuban Agency of Rap (ACR). He worked at this 

state organization until 2012. Rodríguez’s role focused mainly on the commercialization of the 

artistic catalogue of the ACR as well as the supervision of the activities related to its record label 

Asere Producciones. These functions required a great deal of research that provided Rodríguez 

with considerable knowledge about the dynamics of the global music business. This training 

proved to be extremely helpful for his current work as an independent producer.  

 

Rodríguez told me that during his years at the ACR he came across important gaps in the 

institutional system that were preventing the development of alternative music scenes. An 

example that he mentioned in our interview was the fact that, despite the fact that he and other 

staff of the agency made gigantic efforts, Asere Producciones had only produced three hip-hop 

albums in a span of 14 years. These three albums, Respuesta (a compilation of female rappers), 

Llena de Amor el Mambo by Ogguere, and Papo Record’s self-titled album, are an extremely 

limited sample of the agency’s catalogue. These are the sort of things, DJ Jigüe told me, that have 

created such a hostile relationship between rappers and cultural institutions, and one of the causes 

that have pushed rappers to record in lower quality home studios. According to Rodríguez, the 
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institutional bureaucracy was interfering with his job to an extent that made him quit the ACR in 

2012. As Rodríguez recalled in our interview, his bosses at the ACR and the MINCULT always 

seemed more interested in budget planning and monthly reports than in actual ways to produce 

more and better hip-hop, which in the end, was the only realistic way to make those reports look 

better. The agency’s autonomy to make commercial and artistic decisions was rather symbolic. In 

practice, it was the MINCULT that centralized most of the decision making process. The 

intrinsically rebellious nature of rap music was extremely difficult to reconcile with the state’s 

interests. Rodríguez decided that the only option to achieve his goals as a producer was to create 

new spaces at the margins of the institutions.  

 

The frustration of Rodríguez with the state institutional system gave birth to Guámpara Music. As 

he told me, “the label was born out of necessity, more than out of a personal dream; necessity to 

address the lack of support for the alternative music scenes in Cuba” (Rodríguez 2017). In recent 

years, independent artists and producers have found ways to record and perform, and even to 

participate in official events of the industry such as Cubadisco, Cuerda Viva and Lucas. Yet the 

economic cycle of independent productions usually ends there. Other important phases of the 

cycle such as promotion, distribution, and commercialization are poorly developed. Even for 

nonprofit initiatives some source of income is fundamental as new projects need to be funded 

somehow. In the case of Cuban rap, the situation is critical. Between the late 1990s and early 

2000s rappers could sell a few of their homemade CDs to foreigners attending their concerts. 

Then they would use this modest revenue to pay for the recording of a couple of new tracks. This 

was a period of booming international demand for Cuban rap, mainly as a consequence of the 

buzz generated by the Alamar festival. But even this precarious commercial model disappeared 

with the demise of the festival, the lack of regular rap spaces and events, and the consequent 

meltdown of what it used to be a solid transnational scene.   
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Rodríguez believes that official recognition for independent musicians and music professionals is 

just a matter of time. Producing music requires a particular passion and knowledge, especially in 

the case of emerging scenes. Rodríguez told me that the current cultural functionaries, at least the 

ones with real decision power, have demonstrated to lack both. In the case of state functionaries 

at lower levels, the big problem is their lack of incentives and feeling of ownership. They get paid 

a low salary that is not related to work results. “On the contrary,” DJ Jigüe observed, “when an 

independent individual or collective decides to get involved in a project is very likely that the 

levels of commitment and interest are going to be higher” (Rodríguez 2017). This is more 

relevant in the case of emerging scenes where independent producers play a major role in 

legitimizing a musical genre or style before the state can decide if it is worth it to support it, and 

how.  

 

With Guámpara, Rodríguez is trying to complete the economic cycle of alternative musical 

productions, something that the state institutions have not yet been able to do properly and 

consistently. Rodríguez is betting for urban music. He believes that there is a sustainable demand 

and supply for this kind of music both in the island and abroad. Guámpara aspires to become the 

ultimate producer of urban music in Cuba, a broad category that includes diverse genres and 

musical styles such as rap, electronica, reggae, R&B, reguetón, and anything in between. The 

main obstacle to achieving this goal, according to Rodríguez, is the poor legal and financial 

infrastructures in place as well as the lack of access to recording and production equipment on the 

island. At the time of our interview this was a big concern for him, particularly the fact that he 

was not able to sign a contract with the artists that Guámpara represents or with a foreign 

distributor. In the financial aspect there are multiple constraints. For instance, the label cannot 

open a commercial bank account to process transactions associated with its catalogue and the 
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events that it produces. This is also an important limitation for international and digital 

commercialization. Rodríguez told me that in the meantime, he had found a person of trust that is 

helping the label to do from New York what cannot be done from Havana. In the face of major 

legislative and infrastructural restrictions, Guámpara’s collective has continued hustling and 

pushing its agenda, aided by two important factors: technology and increased exposure/demand 

for Cuban alternative music. As Lauren Du Graf observed: 

What’s happening at Guámpara has all the beauty and idiosyncrasy of a homespun effort; 

the collective throws rooftop parties, and Rodríguez passes music to people who come by 

the house via USB, usually for free. Yet Guámpara is also a product of its time and place, 

an era of independent music-making in Cuba in which politics and technology have 

converged to bring a new generation of Cuban musicians into direct contact with 

audiences from around the globe (2018). 

 

“As we grow up as a cultural project and a business we realize how low is the ceiling that the 

Cuban system has in place for this kind of activity,” DJ Jigüe told me as our interview was 

approaching its end (Rodríguez 2017). In his opinion, the regulations that all independent 

producers have been waiting for have been delayed intentionally by the state institutions due to 

their fear that the competition of the non-state sector would reveal the inefficiency of the state 

sector as it has occurred in the bistro industry. “The most disturbing thing,” he continued, “is that 

these important debates are not happening, except for a few spaces such as AM-PM, which is 

about the only current platform where independent producers feel represented” (ibid). In spite of 

all these challenges DJ Jigüe’s professionalism and passion know no limits. He is optimistic 
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about the positive impact that an easier and more affordable access to the Internet will have in the 

local music industry.57  

 

According to Rodríguez, reguetón producers stand out as an exceptional case. They are 

independent players who have found effective mechanisms to create a market without the support 

of the state institutions. Rodríguez believes that what is happening with reguetón today in terms 

of popularity is similar to the way Cuban rap started gaining terrain in the cultural map of the 

1990s. The big difference is that was not until recent years, when the reguetón reign became 

consolidated, that independent music production in Cuba has become a profitable activity. In an 

interview for Cubanet, Rodríguez elaborated: 

In the 1990s rap music started filling the gaps left by institutional marginalization and 

lack of interest in promoting alternative music. Then, the same that is happening today 

with reguetón happened with rap music. Many timba bands started criticizing rap bands, 

arguing that the latter were “tasteless” and they looked and sounded North American, not 

Cuban. The thing is that they were upset because we were stealing the show. There was a 

moment when the youth preferred to go to a rap concert rather than to a timba concert. 

The same is happening today with reguetón. It has stolen the show, the main spaces of 

                                                        
57 The slow, expensive, and unstable access to the Internet continues being an important challenge 
for Cubans. This problem is caused by a combination of factors such as the restrictions imposed 
by the US embargo, the inefficiency of the state institutions and a policy that privileges 
institutional over private access (Venegas 2010; Cachivache Media 2016c). According to the 
International Telecommunication Union (ITU), the United Nations specialized agency for 
information and communication technologies, through August 2016 there were 8,157 fixed 
Internet broadband connections (0,007%), for 11 million Cuban citizens, mostly reserved for 
government institutions and privileged individuals (Share Lab 2016). “The slightly less privileged 
individuals in 5,6% of the households are lucky to access a painfully slow, government controlled 
dial-up Internet connection at a speed of about 4-5 Kbit/s” (ibid.). In 2015, the state owned 
ETECSA opened 35 public Wi-Fi spots where Cubans can access Internet for 2 CUC per hour 
(approximately 8% of the average monthly income of 25 CUC). This expensive service is mostly 
used for applications that don’t require a fast connection such as access to the basic interfaces of 
Gmail, Yahoo, Facebook, or IMO (video call application similar to Skype). The “weekly 
package” continues being the main source for audiovisual data and cracked software.  
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consumption, so there is a war declared against reguetoneros (Isnay Rodríguez cited in 

Pérez 2015).     

 

The alliance of a group of artists and producers with companies such as P.M.M. and Sarao was 

decisive in the consolidation of the reguetón scene. These companies developed a market for 

steady live performances, which is the only truly lucrative niche of the local industry. They had 

the technology, the equipment and the institutional endorsement to organize mega-spectacles of 

great appeal to a more consumerist generation of Cubans. At the same time, reguetoneros 

pioneered the insertion of Cuban music productions in global circuits of digital 

commercialization, reaching iTunes, Spotify and other major platforms before other alternative 

scenes.  

 

The business model of reguetón is simple and highly effective. Reguetón artists try to produce as 

much as they can in the numerous home studios available. They know that popularity in this 

genre does not last long, except for a few major acts, so they saturate the market with almost 

weekly singles. Then they carry on an aggressive strategy of promotion by donating their music 

and videos to cab drivers, restaurants, nightclub owners and administrators, and most importantly, 

to the distributors of the “weekly package.” The monetary reward comes later from the high 

admission fees charged in live presentations once an artist attains popularity and commercial 

value. Many trendy acts such as Yomil y El Dany have gone viral this way, before having 

performed live or recorded a proper album. The vast majority of these interactions take place in 

the informal economy. Therefore, there are no copyright, licensing, publishing, and royalty 

payments issues to worry about. The average “contract” between an independent label and a 
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reguetón artist ends right when the agreed single, video, or album is produced. This dynamic is 

quite different from the longer commitment with which labels and artists operate elsewhere. 58 

 

Technological timing was another important factor in the consolidation of this scene. As Geoffrey 

Baker observed in Buena Vista in the Club: 

Reguetón has presented new challenges to the government: it is not just provocative in its 

production and reception, but also accessible to the general population to a degree that 

earlier musical “invasions” such as rock and rap never really were. While these earlier 

imports also circulated via unofficial channels, the conditions and musical products were 

very different. Rockers and rappers, in the early years of their respective “movements,” 

had little possibility of acquiring the equipment necessary for recording and distributing 

their music, and the recordings that circulated were thus almost entirely of foreign origin, 

whereas Havana’s reguetoneros have profited from recent technological advances and the 

resulting proliferation of bedroom “studios.” It is only over the last few years that more 

than a handful of Cuban musicians have been able to produce, reproduce, and distribute 

their music without recourse to professional studios and other branches of the state-

controlled music industry. Where Beatles records circulated in the 1960s and Public 

Enemy cassettes in the 1990s, today the CDs by Daddy Yankee and Don Omar appear 

alongside recordings by young habaneros keen to establish a foothold in the music 

industry. A young, aspiring reguetonero will create his (and they do appear to be entirely 

male) CD and distribute free copies to friends, acquaintances, DJs, and pirated CD sellers 

in the hope of creating a “buzz” that will lead to paid live performances and possibly an 

                                                        
58 The film documentary Reggaetón Revolución: Cuba en la Era Digital (2016) by Cuban-
American filmmaker Lisette Poole describes more in detail the production and business models of 
Havana underground reguetón labels as well as the centrality of the “weekly package” in the 
dissemination and commercialization of this musical genre.  
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opening in the media. The nature and function of the circulating products are thus quite 

distinct from earlier periods (2009:178-179).   

 

There are plenty of independent labels in Havana that focus on urban music, and reguetón in 

particular. Some of the most popular are Célula Music, Platinum Records and La Fórmula 

Productions. One of the trendiest labels at the moment is La Oficina Secreta, located in the 

municipality of Marianao. This label is run by composers/producers Osmani Espinosa and Jay 

Simon. They managed to associate their project to the Italian producer Planet Records. This 

alliance has allowed for massive international exposure of Cuban reguetón (cubatón or timbatón 

when fused with timba music) and other urban styles such as electrobachata. Espinosa is 

affiliated to the National Union of Writers and Artists of Cuba (UNEAC) and pays taxes to the 

national revenue agency (ONAT) as a music composer (Suárez 2015). This gives La Oficina 

Secreta a minimum of legitimacy.  

 

Espinosa and Simon’s work as producers has been praised for its high quality and for developing 

a more conscious stream of reguetón when compared to the overtly offensive productions that 

predominate in the local market (Suena Cubano 2016). Due to its explicit, misogynist lyrics and 

pro-consumerist attitude, reguetón music has been the alternative music scene more openly 

criticized and marginalized by the state institutions. At the same time, its political neutrality and 

lucrative business model has turned it into a mass-consumed product in Cuba and abroad, 

especially via Miami radio stations such as Ritmo 95.7 FM (López 2017). Debates around the 

aesthetics, artistic values and business model of reguetón are among the most heated that are 

happening in Cuba right now. Many specialists in the industry predicted a very short life for 

reguetón on the island, yet it has been around for a couple of decades. As Joaquín Borges-Triana 

suggested, reguetón has done a great job of embodying the spirit of today’s Cuba. As he put it:    
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It’s a mistake to associate it [reguetón] with marginality or to view it simply as 

paradigmatic of a new kind of wealth. Reguetón circulates popularly because it fits into 

the practices of resolver (meaning, in this case, to buy affordable pirated copies of music 

on the street), that are intrinsic to Cuban’s contemporary psychology (2015b).        

 

To engage in a proper discussion about the reguetón scene in Havana is a complex task. It would 

require a multidisciplinary analysis that goes beyond the scope of this dissertation. One thing has 

to be emphasized though: reguetón has consolidated as a cultural and an economic phenomenon, 

without the support of the institutions. In fact, it has done it under the constant attack of the 

institutions. It has displaced in popularity every single musical adversary that it has faced in the 

last couple of decades or so. It is generating more (tax-free) income than any other local music 

genre. “Its deft marketing mechanisms,” as Rafael González observed, “have become a model for 

self-management in Cuban music” (2018). Reguetón speaks volumes about today’s Havana and 

its new economy of music. As Iván de la Nuez put it: 

Whatever it is that is happening in Cuba right now –transition, reform, state capitalism, 

Special Period II, improved socialism, whatever- it cannot be understood without 

reguetón. It cannot be understood without that soundtrack that has colonized the 

soundscape of the island and that spreads to the atmosphere as the oil smell coming from 

the almendrones.59 Reguetón embodies the great paradox of a model that condemns it 

from the point of view of its cultural policy, but at the same time needs it from the point 

of view of its economic policy” (2016b).    

 

 

                                                        
59 Almendrones are very old American cars, normally from the 1950s, that are used as taxis in 
Havana. 
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5.3.2 BandEra 

 

When I interviewed Alejandro Menéndez, co-founder of the young independent label BandEra, 

this project was still at a very early stage of development. However, as Menéndez told me, his 

team had very defined goals and a timeline to achieve them (Menéndez 2016). BandEra was born 

from the frustration of Menéndez and other young rock music enthusiasts with the institutional 

abandonment of this scene. They think that rock has been segregated and marginalized for several 

decades both as a musical genre and as a cultural movement. Indeed, as rock scholar Humberto 

Manduley has observed, in Cuba this musical genre “has been marked by incomprehension, 

censorship, exodus and perseverance” (Hoffman 2015). BandEra aims to be the label that fills the 

current gaps in the scene, from recording and promotion to distribution and commercialization. 

 

Miguel Comas and Wilfre Gatell are also co-founders of BandEra. Comas and Gatell are the 

directors of the alternative/indie rock bands Sweet Lizzy Project and Miel con Limón 

respectively. Menéndez, who graduated in cinematography at the Arts University’s Faculty of 

Audiovisual Communications (FAMCA), is also a songwriter. The other seven members of the 

team, at the time I interviewed Menéndez, are professionals in diverse fields such as Art History, 

Journalism, and Graphic Design. BandEra was launched as an independent label in March 2016, 

but the team has been working at their home recording studio in Nuevo Vedado since early 2015. 

In the six months between BandEra’s launching and my interview with Menéndez, the label had 

already produced three rock albums, an EP, and two singles. Between 2015 and 2016 the label 

had already won several official awards (Cubadisco, Cuerda Viva, Lucas) at the highest level of 

the national industry. By the end of 2016, in a collective effort, the team was able to purchase a 

garage space in Vedado. When I interviewed Menéndez they were preparing this new setting for 

professional music and video recording. In the meantime, they were using their home studio in 

Nuevo Vedado.  
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Currently, Menéndez told me, the institutional stance is not as much of rejection as it is of total 

indifference. As a result, three generations of rock musicians are frustrated, with very limited 

possibilities of recording or performing.60 The discontent has been escalating since the Maxim 

Rock, the Cuban Agency of Rock’s concert hall, closed indefinitely for a capital reparation in 

2016. This means almost no regular rock concerts in Havana, except for the events hosted at the 

small Submarino Amarillo club –where bands are only allowed to play covers– or FAC, and 

therefore, no remunerated work for a considerable number of musicians. On the other hand, 

María Gattorno, current president of the governmental rock agency and founder of the legendary 

rock haven El Patio de María (María’s Backyard, 1988-2003) has been vocal about the way she 

and the agency have been excluded from any contact or collaboration related to the recent official 

visits of international rock stars such as The Rolling Stones, ZZ Top, Bon Jovi, Ozzy Osbourne, 

Dave Matthews Band and The Dead Daisies (Rodríguez 2016c). All these artists had been 

directed to FAC.  

 

In 2016, BandEra invited all the national independent rock bands to submit demos. The idea was 

to create a database based on the submissions and to start producing the bands that were more 

advanced and ready to record an album, an EP or a music video. Without legal personality 

BandEra cannot sign legitimate contracts with the bands that want to be represented by the label. 

The relationship relies on trust. So far this has not become a major hurdle to expand the label’s 

catalogue. With the institutional abandonment of the scene, rock bands have not been left with a 

lot of leverage. In the current scenario, a band has a better shot to be heard and noticed in the new 
                                                        
60 It is important to mention that BandEra focuses on alternative/indie rock music. Other 
subgenres of the family of heavy metal rock have achieved a certain degree of institutional 
recognition and support in recent years. Currently, there are several metal festivals all over the 
island such as Santa Clara’s Ciudad Metal, Bayamo’s Rock de La Loma and Brutal Fest, 
Holguín’s Metal HG, Cienfuegos’ Rockasol, Matanzas’ Atenas Rock, Pinar del Río’s Pinar Rock, 
and Havana’s Caimán Rock Festival (Pérez 2016). 
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economy if it is represented by an independent label with the kind of resources, networks and 

qualified personnel that BandEra features. 

 

Menéndez told me that BandEra was planning on selling the music of its catalogue on its website, 

using PayPal or a similar online payment system. To set up the process, Menéndez was counting 

on his good international connections. When I interviewed him he was a few days away from 

travelling to New York, where he was going to set up a bank account to be able to sell online as 

well as to pitch the project to some potential sponsors. His plan was to pitch the project heavily 

for a couple of years, particularly to independent producers abroad and embassies in Havana. He 

told me that he would try to sell BandEra as a project with a high commercial value in the mid to 

long term, until a proper market is created for Cuban rock music.  

 

As Menéndez sees it, there is no way that they would be able to work with the flexibility required 

if they were affiliated to a state institution. Instead, they have decided to focus on meeting an 

unsatisfied demand by creating all the processes involved in the commercialization of rock music 

outside the institutions. One of the first steps in his opinion, and something that the Cuban 

Agency of Rock has not addressed properly, is to provide an ideological basis for the rock 

movement in Cuba. Menéndez showed me the draft of what would be the first number of their 

own publication, BandEra Magazine. He told me that besides making the work of the label 

visible, the magazine also would accomplish this ideological function.  

 

Menéndez also showed me the business plan that the team had designed for the label until 2021. 

They were already working on “phase 1” of the plan, which included expanding their catalogue 

with more independent bands and an aggressive branding campaign to promote their website, 

their magazine, and to consolidate a sponsorship base. This would be key to start recovering part 
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of the money that the collective has invested in professional sound and video equipment, musical 

instruments, computers, etc. For the following two phases the collective was aiming to start 

organizing their own concerts through BandEra Live and even organizing international tours for 

their bands.61 For now, Menéndez and his team have avoided the stream of live performances 

since, as he told me, “it is always more complicated with the state institutions when there is an 

audience involved” (Menéndez 2016).  

 

Menéndez told me that beyond a label, BandEra was a philosophy, an expression of the way 

independent music producers feel in the new economy of music in Havana. According to him, 

this stance has a lot to do with carving a space for music production as independent as possible 

from the current state institutions and functionaries. “This,” he clarified, “is not a political stance 

but rather a practical strategy” (Menéndez 2016). Menéndez observed that his team had evaluated 

what organizations such as the Cuban Agency of Rock and the ICM are likely to offer and they 

have concluded that going independent is better for BandEra and the scene in general. Yet if the 

label keeps growing the institutions will logically interfere. How to react to this scenario is a 

missing element of BandEra’s plan. They are consciously taking a financial and professional risk 

based on their prediction of changes that would lead to the regulation of independent music 

production in the mid-term. Meanwhile, in order to give some legitimacy to their business, 

BandEra’s staff was considering applying for three of the licenses available at the moment in the 

private sector: audio operator, photographer, and CD vendor. A few months after our interview 

the license for CD vendor was removed from the list of self-employment categories.62  

                                                        
61 BandEra organized its first concert in May, 2018 at Havana’s Salón Rosado de La Tropical. 
The label showcased the best of its catalogue including artists such as Tracks, Miel con Limón, 
Héctor Téllez Jr., Collector and Cimafunk (Ruiz 2018). A few months before the label had 
participated with a mega-band in the Havana World Music Festival after winning the contest 
Primera Base (First Base).  
62 Resolution #22 was introduced in August 2017, dictating an undefined halt in the process of 
licensing self-employed Cubans in several categories as well as announcing that the state will not 
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At the end of the interview I asked Menéndez the inevitable question: What are you going to do 

when the cultural authorities tell you that there is already a Cuban Agency of Rock with very 

similar objectives and functions as those of BandEra? His answer:  

Easy, I would tell them that that is OK, but why cannot we have two, three, four, 10 

organizations that want to develop the rock scene? Why do we have to rely only on the 

state one that does not represent all the interests of a very complex scene? If there is one, 

I want to create another one. What is wrong with this? We are convinced that we have 

something new to say and we want to say it (Menéndez 2016).   

 

5.4 Three Creative Agents of Change 

 

5.4.1 4C Producciones, Zona Jazz Cuba and Bonus Track 

 

Darsi Fernández, Yoana Grass, and Rafael González are three important creative agents of 

change in the local music industry. In this and the following section, I will focus on their 

collaborative projects. Let’s start with 4C Producciones, an informal producing company of 

cultural events formed around 2010. “Four C” stands for cuatro cabezas (four heads) as the 

collective was originally created by four women: Darsi Fernández, Yoana Grass, Idania del Río, 

and Magel Reyes. From the founding members only Darsi Fernández and Yoana Grass, both 

lawyers, managers, promoters and producers, remain. Recently, 4C has welcomed the 

collaboration of journalist and cultural promoter Rafael González. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                     

grant more licenses for some categories such as CD retailers and street vendors of farm produce 
(Bustamante 2017). 
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When I interviewed Darsi Fernández she told me that 4C was founded to fill an important gap, a 

point of convergence that was missing among the different scenes and emergent players in the 

cultural industries (Fernández 2016). To accomplish this mission, the collective has relied heavily 

on the use of new media technologies for both artistic creation and promotional purposes. 4C 

collaborates and works closely with both state and non-state players. The collective covers the 

following areas of expertise: conceptualization, production and development of exhibitions, 

music concerts, and music and audiovisual productions; training workshops and academic events 

in the cultural field; consultancy on cultural industries, their institutional structure in Cuba, 

legislation and trends; artistic management; social media management; cultural networking; and 

curatorial and communicational services to manage cultural content. According to Fernández, 

their work ethic is based on three principles: autonomy, sustainability, and solidarity. The 

synergies resulting from this truly unique combination of founding principles can be appreciated 

in almost a decade of meaningful cultural production. 

 

4C’s first music project was an ambitious one: to organize a mega-concert in Havana for the 

Puerto Rican duo Calle 13. According to Fernández, the connection between Calle 13 and the 

Cuban producers was facilitated by the musician Kelvis Ochoa and the actor Jorge Perugorría. 

The negotiations between 4C and the band were made through Ileana Cabra, half-sister of both 

Residente and Visitante, the members of Calle 13. Havana Cultura was the main sponsor of the 

concert, contributing 7,000 CUC for its organization. This modest budget was used to finance a 

promotional campaign and to pay for basic production costs such as transportation and sound 

equipment. Fernández told me that she remembered 4C’s first event as a very chaotic experience.  

 

René Pérez aka Residente was quick to announce that Calle 13 was going to play Havana, long 

before 4C had managed to get a venue approved. Calle 13 wanted to do an outdoor free concert at 
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the Revolution Square or the Anti-Imperialist Tribune. 4C was having a hard time getting either 

approved. The MINCULT functionaries were not responding their calls and emails. After weeks 

of insisting, Fernández was directed to the International Relations director of the ICM. She told 

me that she articulated a solid speech about the political significance for both the Cuban youth 

and the state of having this overtly leftist band performing in Havana. After she was finished the 

ICM functionary had very little to say, except for: “Yes, all that sounds very good, but they curse 

too much.” After realizing things were not advancing with the ICM, Fernández decided to go 

back to Kelvis Ochoa and ask him to mediate through the influential visual artist and politician 

Alexis “Kcho” Leyva. Ochoa delivered. Fernández and Grass took a bus to see Fidel Castro’s 

close friend “Kcho” at one of his home studios in Varadero. “Kcho” also delivered. A few days 

after the meeting in Varadero 4C had the Anti-imperialist Tribune approved for the event.  

 

One of 4C’s biggest challenges with the Calle 13 concert was to find adequate sound personnel 

and equipment. Back in 2010 companies such as P.M.M and La Rueda Producciones had more 

limited resources to meet an increasing demand for live shows and were focused on very specific 

clients. 4C had to build a Frankenstein-like sound system using resources from all over Havana. 

Though it sounded terrible, the sound system ended up taking half of the concert’s budget. It was 

a rough experience for Fernández and Grass, yet they were able to achieve something 

extraordinary. They organized a mega-concert by a world famous band in Havana on their own, 

with very little institutional support. The precedent was set. After this first challenging project 4C 

has developed a series of projects closer to the state institutions.63 As Fernández told me: “The 

                                                        
63 Other important productions by 4C in more recent years include: the performance Up into the 
Silence (2012); award for creative projects developed by Cuban women Ellas Crean (2013-2015); 
Laura de la Uz’s Reality Show (2014); TV special of the Popular Bank of Puerto Rico dedicated 
to Cuban music (2015); Havana Cultura Mix projects and documentary film series Havana Club 
Rumba Sessions (2015); Sounds of Cuba, South by South West (2016); third season of the British 
TV series The Creative Class, in collaboration with Gilles Peterson (2016); and AM-PM (2015-
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main strength of 4C has been its vision and intelligence to deal with the state institutions. We 

have had our differences, contradictions, but we were always able to negotiate. We learned a lot 

from our first experience with Calle 13” (Fernández 2016).   

 

When I interviewed Yoana Grass, we talked about Zona Jazz Cuba, a project that she has 

developed in parallel to 4C. Grass defined Zona Jazz as a work platform that was born naturally 

from her long involvement with the Cuban jazz scene (Grass 2016). For several years she has 

managed the career of some renowned jazz musicians such as Harold López-Nussa, Yissy García 

and Daymé Arocena. Grass conceived the idea of Zona Jazz around 2006, after realizing that 

despite all the musical talent available in the city the jazz scene was lacking proper coordination 

and promotion. With the more recent economic openings and a sort of renaissance of Cuban jazz, 

Zona Jazz has become a more sophisticated project, offering professional services such as tailored 

artistic management, booking for national and international gigs, as well as promotion and 

coordination of jazz events. Since Zona Jazz has no legal status, its visibility its largely limited to 

the virtual domain. A big part of Zona Jazz work is credited to state organizations or foreign 

corporations. This also happens often with 4C Producciones.   

  

Zona Jazz and 4C work very closely with each other, under very similar principles. They are both 

concerned with the development of the local music industry, with a nonprofit approach. They 

have a comprehensive vision that considers the role of state and non-state musicians and music 

professionals as well as the importance of foreign players. Grass told me that she sees Zona Jazz 

as a sort of branch of 4C specialized in jazz music. When proper regulation is finally established 

and non-state entities achieve a legal status, she and Fernández envision a cooperative-like 

business with a more complex structure that merges the functions of both companies. Besides 
                                                                                                                                                                     

present), an annual conference of music professionals that I will describe in more detail in the 
following section. 
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specializing in production, management, booking and promotion, their company would also offer 

services of legal advice. Fernández and Grass are two of the very few lawyers specialized in 

cultural production in the island, and definitely the most active ones. 

 

Although Darsi Fernández (2017a) did not mention them as examples of new models of cultural 

management, Zona Jazz and 4C are themselves initiatives that fit within this category. Grass’ 

Zona Jazz embodies what Fernández defines as “inter-institutional practices.” While Grass is 

heavily invested in running 4C and Zona Jazz she also has a work commitment with a number of 

state organizations such as the National Centre of Concert Music, the National Centre of Popular 

Music, FAC, RTV Commercial, and the Cuban Association of Audiovisual Producers (ACAV), 

just to mention a few. She told me that she gets paid a monthly fixed salary by FAC and the 

National Centre of Concert Music, and the rest of the state employers pay her when she is hired to 

develop a particular project. A great deal of the knowledge, connections, and prestige that she has 

achieved is the result of her experience in the state institutional system. The two dimensions of 

her work (institutional-independent) complement each other.  

 

According to Grass, the bureaucracy of the state institutional system is not able to keep up with 

the current dynamism of the music industry in Havana, hence all the independent projects that 

have emerged. Just to provide a very common example, the official mechanism requires all the 

members of a band, including backing personnel such as managers and producers, to be included 

in the catalogue of a state representation agency to be able to perform and get paid legally. By the 

time the bureaucratic process is completed, that is, after several months, the bands that try to 

operate under the law find themselves with different members or even with a different music 

project. In theory they would have to start the process again.  
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Besides the flexibility and the simplicity with which they operate, new models such as Zona Jazz 

have something unique to offer: personalized artistic management. No state organization offers 

the incentives, or features the level of specialization, that allows it to match this competitive 

advantage. The state agencies manage too many artists to the extent that a personal relationship 

and familiarity with the work of musicians is practically impossible. This triggers a cycle of 

inefficiency and discontent, a lose-lose scenario. It is a mechanism that worked to some extent in 

other times, in the pre-Special Period era. But things have radically changed.  In the case of 

specialized governmental organizations such as the rock and the rap agencies, I have shown how 

little of the initial enthusiasm and of the institutional infrastructures created remain in place. 

Grass told me that if independent music production was legalized is very likely that the state 

representation agencies would be left with very few artists to represent. 

 

Rafael González is another important creative agent of change in the cultural sector. This young 

promoter and journalist joined 4C Producciones in 2014. González, who works mainly in the 

communications area, has proved to be an ideal fit for 4C’s approach to cultural production, 

which is characterized by professional and aesthetical rigor as well as the combination of 

different art manifestations in one event. González’s contribution has been significant in another 

key area covered by 4C: professional training. The workshops and symposiums organized by 4C 

cover a lot of ground, from graphic design and architecture to storytelling in digital spaces. 

González told me he is really proud that 4C’s coaching efforts are primarily targeting and 

assisting the informal segment of the sector, filling the gaps that inadequate regulation and 

counterproductive marginalization have left (González 2016). According to González, for 4C it is 

more about guaranteeing a good result, rather than selling their brand. For example, 4C organizes 

the music forum AM-PM with the collaboration of FAC, but FAC is credited as the main 
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organizer. In fact, there is no direct reference to 4C in most of the promotional material that 

supports the event.  

 

González told me that the latest line of work of 4C is mainly concerned with addressing the 

shocking disconnection of Cuba from Latin American circuits of production, distribution and 

consumption of cultural products and services. As we saw in chapter 3, the state institutions have 

focused on striking deals with transnational corporations such as Sony and Warner. This approach 

overlooks a broad spectrum of independent producers from all over the world, and most 

significantly from the Latin American and Caribbean region. AM-PM, which I will analyze more 

in detail in the following section, is 4C’s response in this regard.  

 

More recently in 2017, 4C has activated a new corporate wing called Bonus Track. So far, Bonus 

Track has acted as the public relations arm of 4C initiatives, but Darsi Fernández told me that the 

idea was for it to become a corporation that offers public relations and event planning services to 

other producing companies in Havana. Under the current legislative frameworks, 4C’s team 

would have to legalize Bonus Track outside Cuba. In the meantime, 4C has already produced 

some events informally under the corporate brand Bonus Track, notably Rufus Wainwright’s 

concert at the Gran Teatro de La Habana in September 2017.        

 

5.4.2 América por su Música (AM-PM) 

 

AM-PM is an annual conference that promotes the symbolic and commercial exchange among 

independent Latin American and Caribbean music professionals. The event is co-organized by 4C 

and FAC, where the conference has been hosted since it was inaugurated in 2015. AM-PM 

sessions include seminars focused on the convergence of music and technology, lectures, courses, 
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workshops, showcases, book launches, concerts and art exhibitions. In a recent interview Darsi 

Fernández defined the three main goals of AM-PM as follows:  

The modernization and professionalization of the music industry in Cuba so it can keep 

up and effectively support the excellence of the local music creations; the creation of 

networks and alliances to connect Cuban music professionals with their Latin American 

counterparts; and the identification, promotion and featuring of the Latin American 

musical avant-garde as well as musical alternative spaces of other regions. (Darsi 

Fernández cited in Sánchez 2017b).  

 

AM-PM is sponsored by a combination of state and non-state organizations such as the ICM, the 

National Centre of Popular Music, Casa de las Américas, the Arts University (ISA), the Spanish 

Society of Authors and Publishers (SGAE), the Spanish Agency of International Cooperation for 

Development (AECID), Havana Cultura, BrasCuba S.A., Vistar Magazine, and MB 

Producciones. When I interviewed Darsi Fernández she described the project as a sort of music 

festival but focused on the professionals behind the music rather than the musicians (Fernández 

2016). The idea originated from Fernández and Grass’ concern with the lack of recognition and 

formation of specialists in the music sector in Cuba.  

 

Fernández recalled how the idea of AM-PM materialized. In 2014, her colleague Yoana Grass 

was invited to participate in Circulart, a prestigious fair of the cultural industries that takes place 

annually in Colombia. Grass attended without any institutional endorsement. According to 

Fernández, mega-events like Circulart in Colombia or MICA (Argentine Cultural Industries 

Market) in Argentina have become the equivalent in the region to what French MIDEM 

(International Market of Disc and Music Edition) and German WOMEX (World Music Expo) are 

to Europe. When Grass returned from Colombia she talked to Fernández about the great 
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connections she made with Latin American specialists at Circulart and their interest in 

participating in a similar event in Cuba.  

 

The closest initiative to this idea before AM-PM was introduced would be Cubadisco, a music 

fair that the ICM has run since 1997.64 The problem with Cubadisco, Fernández observed, is that 

it is limited to the Cuban industry as well as being exclusively focused on music recordings, 

leaving the live performance segment out of the picture. At the same time, Cubadisco carries the 

same problems as other institutional initiatives, namely, the lack of incentives and specialization 

characteristic of the state sector. Bureaucracy and a logical commitment to the official stance 

interfere with the fair representation of all the production and artistic trends developing in the 

industry, even though independent productions are actually allowed to compete in Cubadisco. In 

this context, to address these gaps, Fernández, Grass and González decided to launch AM-PM. 

The timing was perfect as FAC was also being launched around that time. They pitched their idea 

to X Alfonso, and he loved it.  

 

Since 2015, each edition of AM-PM has been dedicated to a specific field within the music 

industry. The first conference was dedicated to the figure of the music manager because the main 

connections that Grass made in Circulart were with these specialists. Besides, with the combined 

experience of Fernández and Grass, this is very well known territory for 4C. In this first edition 

AM-PM featured a session where a group of independent cultural producers and entrepreneurs 
                                                        
64 In 2016, one year after the foundation of AM-PM, the ICM, the MINCULT and the state labels 
EGREM, Bis Music, Abdala and Colibrí, started collaborating with the German producing 
company Endirecto to host Primera Línea. The international forum is part of the World Music 
Expo (WOMEX). In 2016 Primera Línea featured a similar structure and program as AM-PM. 
The second edition of Primera Línea, scheduled for September 2017, was postponed due to the 
damage caused by hurricane Irma (Zafra Media 2017). Primera Línea can be considered a more 
institutional version of AM-PM. The big difference is that the former focuses on major 
corporations and transnational NGOS as well as the more official side of the Cuban music 
industry. In the Cuban context, AM-PM remains the only event that focuses on Latin American 
independent music professionals. 
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pitched their projects and received feedback from experts. These pitching sessions, that have 

continued in subsequent editions, have facilitated the emergence of important independent 

initiatives such as the record label Guámpara Music. The quality of this first edition caught the 

attention of one of the organizers of South by Southwest (SXSW), a prominent conglomerate of 

film, interactive media, and music festivals based in Austin, Texas. The organizer got in touch 

with 4C and from there the first South by Cuba, Sounds of Cuba was born. For this trailblazing 

event 4C managed to put together an outstanding lineup which included Telmary Díaz, Daymé 

Arocena, Kelvis Ochoa, X Alfonso and Yissy García (NPR 2016). Its lack of legal status 

prevented 4C from being directly credited or using its logo in Sounds of Cuba. Instead, FAC was 

credited as the Cuban partner that facilitated the showcase, which included a talk by Yoana Grass 

on “the future of the energetic, eclectic, and brilliantly independent Cuban sound” (ibid).   

 

AM-PM 2016 was dedicated to the figure of the music journalist. It was another successful 

edition attended by several prestigious journalists from Ecuador, Mexico, Uruguay and other 

countries of the region. Popular broadcaster Felix Contreras from NPR’s well-known Alt.Latino 

radio show attended in representation of the US. For this second edition, 4C collaborated with 

members of the Ibero-American Network of Music Journalists in the organization of several 

workshops on musical journalism at Casa de las Américas. In 2016, in addition to the 

independent cultural projects pitching sessions, AM-PM introduced a series of brainstorming 

sessions named AM-PM Start-Ups: Music and Tech. The idea behind these sessions was to open 

a discussion between music professionals, technological entrepreneurs and local innovators. The 

brainstorming sessions were run by Lino García (Cuba-Spain), a prestigious professor at the 

Polytechnic University of Madrid (Cachivache Media 2016a). 
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AM-PM 2017 focused on music production and sound engineering. Several outstanding 

producers of the regional scene attended this third edition. The list of attendees included essential 

names such as Eduardo Cabra (Puerto Rico), Ivis Flies (Ecuador), Tweety González (Argentina), 

Cristián Heyne (Chile), Romário Menezes Jr. (Brazil), Valeria Palomino (Mexico), and Juancho 

Valencia (Colombia). When Valencia, who owns the independent label Merlín Producciones and 

is the bandleader of Puerto Candelaria, was asked about his expectations with AM-PM, he 

observed: “My main expectations are very simple: to consolidate a coalition formed by the Latin 

American alternative music scene, and that Cuba, just for a moment, stops looking at the North 

and looks at the South instead” (Juancho Valencia cited in Ferreiro 2017). AM-PM 2017 

introduced the first symposium of the Audio Engineering Society (AES) in Cuba. The AES is the 

only international professional society exclusively focused on audio technology.  

 

For this third edition, the workshops on music production were organized by the Music 

Production and Sound Technology department of the prestigious Berklee College of Music 

(Boston, Massachusetts). Three instructors from Berklee College, Rob Jaczko, Alejandro 

Rodríguez, and Daniel M. Thompson, ran a three-day workshop that took place at the Abdala 

recording studios (Expósito and Anandra 2017; Castillo 2017). Besides Darsi Fernández and 

Rafael González, AM-PM 2017 featured several guest speakers such as Ady Harley and Richard 

Strasser (US), Andrés Mayo (Argentina), Hugo Caviedes (Germany), Javier Longhi (Uruguay), 

Marcela Zorro (Colombia), and Adolfo Martínez (Cuba). The traditional pitching sessions of 

independent cultural projects was also maintained, including the participation of two labels that I 

discussed in this chapter: BandEra and La Oficina Secreta. In terms of live performances, AM-

PM 2017 featured a very attractive lineup that included William Roblejo’s Trio, Dúo Jade, Charly 

Mucharrima y los Niches, Sweet Lizzy Project (Cuba), Tormenta (Chile), Mateo Kingman 

(Ecuador), the DJ collective Coocuyo (Cuba-US-Italy), and Céu (Brazil) (Prensa Latina 2017).   
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Since 4C has no legal status its logo is missing from some promotional material where FAC 

appears alone as the main organizer. Though this is unfair, Fernández told me that it helps to 

remind herself that 4C’s main motivation is to develop the local music industry, not profit or 

recognition. Other projects such as Fabien Pisani’s Musicabana, which I will analyze in the final 

section, have been more aggressive in their approach. The outcome has been rather negative. 

Fernández told me that 4C’s team is experienced enough to know how a healthy relationship with 

the institutions and avoiding any sensationalist commentary reaps more benefits than anything 

else in the Cuban context (Fernández 2016).  

 

The way Fernández sees it, if 4C is allowed to organize at least five editions of AM-PM, they 

would have created the conditions for a real expansion of the Cuban music industry. Based on the 

results of the first three editions, Fernández sees two immediate positive outcomes of AM-PM. 

First, it is training a group of more than 30 Cubans every year in positions that are not currently 

considered in the Cuban educational system. Secondly, Cuban professionals in the sector are 

establishing meaningful links with their Latin American counterparts, who were practically 

unknown on the island before AM-PM. The conference workshops, coordinated by the organizers 

and run by some of the most qualified specialists in the continent, have yielded immediate results. 

According to Fernández, some of the Cubans that took the first series of workshops in 2015 on 

music management have already become managers of major artists such as Yasek Manzano. 

Thanks to AM-PM Cuba is now represented in international organizations such as the Network of 

Managers of Latin America and the Network of Music Journalists of Latin America (León 2017).   

 

When I interviewed Fernández, she and her colleagues were working on some ideas for AM-PM 

2018. One of the top options, she said, is to focus on music festivals. This is another emergent 
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segment of the local industry which already counts such established events as the Havana 

International Jazz Festival, Havana World Music, and Proelectrónica. Fernández told me that 

4C’s team considers it very important to gather the different groups of Cubans and foreigners that 

are organizing music festivals to share their ideas and experiences with each other and work on 

potential synergies. The music festivals boom is a phenomenon that has spread to other cities in 

the island. A recent example is Manana Cuba, held in Santiago de Cuba in May 2016. Though 

this festival did not take place in Havana, which is the focus of my research, I will briefly 

comment on its experience. The nonprofit partnership that organized Manana can be also 

considered as part of the group of new models of cultural management that I am analyzing in this 

chapter.  

 

5.5 Manana Cuba 

 

Manana was born from the collaboration of British producers Harry Follett, Jenner Del Vecchio 

and local Alain García. In 2014, Follet went to Santiago de Cuba to study percussion with local 

legend Mililián Galís, one of the last men to still practice the secret rituals of batá drum-making. 

During his training Follet met García, who at the time was a member of hip-hop act TnT 

Rezistencia (Scruggs 2016b). In 2015, García and Follet produced a series of recordings of local 

musicians that cultivate folkloric styles. What made this initiative rather revolutionary was the 

fact that the musicians were asked to perform combining their traditional approach to music-

making with electronic hardware (Garber 2015). 

 

The British and the Cuban producers saw too much potential in this experiment to leave it just at 

a series of recordings, so they started planning a festival around this concept. They had two big 

challenges ahead: to get the event approved by the state institutions and to convince a foreign and 
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a local audience that their experiment was a good idea. The post-17-D-2014 effect played a huge 

role in regards to the first challenge, considering the great momentum for the tourist industry and 

the insufficient supply of cultural events to receive the wave of US and other countries’ visitors 

who were eager to see “Cuba before it changes.” According to journalist Greg Scruggs, who 

interviewed García and Follett in 2016:  

García worked his contacts to pull the right strings for all-important government 

approvals. Like many aspects of life in socialist Cuba, government institutions control 

Santiago's music industry, operating its theaters, music venues, and recording studios—

and even employing local musicians on its payroll. García and Follett sold the festival to 

officials by emphasizing artistic collaboration. "We pushed the fact that we didn't think 

there was a very developed culture of recording and production in Cuba and it wasn't 

really seen as an art form," Follet explained. According to Follett, Manana isn't even a 

festival—officially speaking, it's a "cultural exchange" between foreign and Cuban 

musicians, managed by Cultura, the Santiago Province Culture Office. Communication 

was not Manana's only hurdle. Getting his head around what all the government 

institutions do and how they interact was also a struggle, Follett said, shaking his head. 

"There's pressures to use the government services (on everything from food vendors to 

audiovisual production) rather than going to private businesses that might also do a really 

good job," he explained. Securing the official stamp of approval also meant losing a 

degree of creative control. Cuban culture is a point of national pride, and the powers-that-

be have a vested interest in its portrayal. So while Manana has been pushing their Afro-

Cuban focus, the government was used to promoting local music as salsa and its 

predecessor, son, born in Santiago. Both sides ended up reaching a compromise. "They've 

come to learn how we're selling it to an international audience," Follet said. "We're 

listening to what they have to say but also putting our foot forward creatively" (2016d). 
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After the project was approved by the provincial Culture Office, Follet sought professional help 

from his friend Jenner Del Vecchio, who had some experience in music events planning. They 

managed to find two commercial partners, the travel agency Caledonia Worldwide and the British 

firm No-Nation, to help with the financing of Manana. Cuba’s first international festival to blend 

electronic music with Afro-Cuban traditions was on its way to happen. Greg Scruggs also 

commented on the novelty of this project:  

Granted, Manana isn't Cuba's first electronic music festival. Rotilla was founded in 1998 

out of Havana's small rave scene and has since sprawled into a 20,000-person affair by 

the beach.65 The annual Proelectrónica started in 2010, and hosts experimental music at 

indoor venues—call it Havana's attempt at MUTEK.66 In Holguín province, the three-

year-old Electrozona serves the EDM crowd. But all of these festivals feature Cuban DJs 

and market only to local fans. Manana breaks new ground with its international 

performers and crowd, with tickets for foreign visitors even coming with the necessary 

Cuban visas needed to circumvent the 56-year-old embargo on travel and commerce 

between the two countries. For Cubans, meanwhile, tickets are priced at 4 CUC —

adjusted to reflect the fact that the average monthly salary here is 24 CUC (2016d).    

 

The Manana nonprofit partnership ran a successful fundraising campaign on Kickstarter, where 

donations of 129 USD got people a ticket to attend the event (Brown 2016). The Kickstarter goal 

was set to 60,000 USD, a sum which was almost fully invested in a top-notch lineup that included 

world-renown acts such as Ariwo (Iran/Cuba), Soul of Hex (Mexico), Gifted and Blessed 

(Jamaica), Jesse Royal (Haiti), Uproot Andy (Canada), Adrian Sherwood and Soundspecies 
                                                        
65 As I described in chapter 2, after 2011 independent Rotilla became the state-run festival Verano 
en Jibacoa. 
66 MUTEK is a Montreal-based festival dedicated to the promotion of electronic music and the 
digital arts. 
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(UK), José Márquez from Fania Records’ Calentura and Nickodemus (US). The highlights of the 

Cuban lineup were Kumar Sublevao-Beat, Obbatuké, Pauza, DJ Jigüe, Alafia, Obsesión, Son del 

Batey and Mililián Galis. The festival headliners were Plaid (UK), Nicolas Jaar (Chile), Will 

Quantic Holland (UK), A Guy Called Gerald (UK), and Dengue Dengue Dengue! (Peru). 

 

A key propeller of the festival was the Boiler Room takeover that the organizers coordinated in 

November 2015.67 In this music session the Cuban-Iranian electronica/jazz act Ariwo offered a 

taste of the sound concept behind the festival. Manana associated with technology partners such 

as Ableton, Vermona, Native Instruments and Elektron, that donated expensive equipment. Most 

of it was left in Santiago de Cuba studios after the festival was over (Denman-Underhill 2016). 

The event also received institutional support from the local cultural authorities in terms of 

rehearsal spaces and key venues such as the 2,500-capacity Heredia Theater in downtown 

Santiago. In its official website Manana has recently announced the second edition of the festival 

to take place in 2018. An independent record label, Manana Records, has been created to 

commercialize, promote and distribute the original material recorded at Manana 2016. In 2017, 

PM Records organized Eyeife, a music festival in Havana with an artistic concept very close to 

Manana. 

 

The same weekend in May 2016 when Manana was being held in Santiago de Cuba, another 

important music festival was being launched in the capital. Musicabana also attempted to take 

advantage of the post-17-D-2014 momentum and experimented with a business model based on 

the sale of more expensive tickets to foreigners to subsidize the admission fee of local attendees. 

                                                        
67 Boiler Room is an independent online music broadcasting platform and cultural curator 
founded in 2010. Based in London, UK, Boiler Room focuses on the energy of club culture and 
its ability to bring people together. 
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Yet, things did not go as smooth as with Manana. Angus Finlayson, who covered Manana for 

Resident Advisor wrote:  

Another festival, Musicabana, was planned in Havana on the same weekend as Manana. 

It was set to be enormous—headliners included Sean Paul—but the government didn't 

give the go-ahead until a week before the event, by which point the organizers had been 

forced to cancel. In the end, Musicabana goes ahead but without Sean Paul and much of 

its lineup (2016). 

 

5.6 Testing the Borders of the New Economy of Music: From Musicabana to the 

Cuban Joint 

 

Musicabana was organized in 2016 by the Musicabana Foundation, a nonprofit organization 

focused on cultural-bridge events produced by partners in Cuba and the US. The Musicabana 

Advisory Board included a multinational team of prestigious artists and specialists such as 

Carlinhos Brown (Brazil), Ashley Capps, Robert Kraft, Michael Lang, Ned Sublette, and 

Christopher Wangro (US), Joaquin Sabina (Spain), Chucho Valdés and Pablo Milanés (Cuba). 

The festival was co-produced by Fabien Pisani, who is the son of trova music icon Pablo Milanés, 

and David Kirchner. Both producers are based in New York. With the collaboration of the ICM 

from the Cuban side, Musicabana was the first international music festival produced by US and 

Cuban partners in more than 30 years (Medved 2016).  

 

Between the 17-D-14 buzz and the openings of the “update,” Pisani and Kirchner recognized a 

good opportunity to organize a large-scale, multi-venue festival in Havana. The event, as it was 

officially announced in the Communist Party publication Granma, would feature a lineup of 

world-famous acts such as Carlinhos Brown, Sean Paul, Ibeyi, and Major Lazer, (Hernández 
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2016b). A production of this dimension had no precedent in Cuba. Havana hosted mammoth 

events in the recent past (e.g. The Rolling Stones in 2016, Calle 13 in 2010, Juanes’ Paz Sin 

Fronteras in 2009, or Audioslave in 2005) but never a festival that attempted to put together a 

series of mega-concerts. Pisani and his team attempted to do something truly big, possibly bigger 

than the International Festival of the Popular Song of Varadero, an annual massive festival 

organized between 1967 and the late-1980s by the state cultural institutions. Musicabana was 

announced by its organizers as an event that would “usher in a new era of cultural diplomacy 

between Cuba and the US” (Cantor-Navas 2016a). In an interview for OnCuba, Pisani elaborated 

on the motivations behind Musicabana: 

The Caribbean has a financial capital, Miami, but it doesn’t resonate culturally as Havana 

does. That is why if we do it right and we find here [in Cuba] the political will to make 

these things happen, this festival will be a great opportunity to readdress the potential 

located in the region and to forge strong cultural dynamics. Music in Cuba is not a 

byproduct, on the contrary, it is an essential way for us to define ourselves, to reinvent 

ourselves. The idea is to promote Havana as a world music capital. That also means to 

expose the Cuban public, particularly the Cuban youth, to new ways to express 

themselves, to make music and at the same time to make visible all those people that 

defend Cuban music with new and original sounds. All those people who are spread all 

over the world, like Ibeyi. We want to bring them here where their natural public is. The 

festival is also betting in terms of production, on how we can find the resources to do a 

better job from here and produce a good show (Fabien Pisani cited in Machado 2016a). 

 

Pisani’s plan was to sell VIP tickets to foreign tourists, an ingenious model that had been 

pioneered by other festivals such as Havana World Music. This would help subsidize the 

admission of the Cuban audience. Other initiatives such as The Rolling Stones’ mega-concert at 
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Ciudad Deportiva in 2016 worked with a similar approach, not charging admission for the 

performance but using it to promote very attractive tourist packages. Musicabana’s special passes, 

priced between 225 and 395 USD, granted exclusive access to all the concerts, private parties and 

the VIP zone of FAC, which alternated with the Salón Rosado de La Tropical as festival venue 

(Machado 2016b).  

 

Musicabana was part of a series of unprecedented exchanges between US and Cuban musicians 

and music professionals that reached its peak in 2016, during Barack Obama’s last year at the 

White House. The updated rules derived from Obama’s late executive orders allowed US citizens 

to profit from musical events produced in Cuba. Before, if US artists performed in Cuba or a US 

music producer organized an event in the island they couldn’t get paid. If there was any concert 

profit it had to be donated to an independent NGO in Cuba or a US charity (Cantor-Navas 

2016b). Including the tourist industry in the equation, as Pisani conceived it for Musicabana, was 

the only way to recover at least part of the investment. Adding a music festival to a tourist 

package that already includes a roundtrip plane ticket and a hotel can be a very attractive offer, 

considering that cultural entertainment of high quality is one of the weak points of the Cuban 

tourist industry. As Billboard correspondent Judy Cantor-Navas put it, when referring to the 

official approval for the Anti-Imperialist Tribune as a venue for Major Lazer’s concert:  

That a large outdoor space created to protest against the United States could evolve into 

an outdoor concert venue for top commercial American acts is an ironic symbol of the 

positive developments in the relationship between the two countries. But it also 

underscores the necessity that the Cubans are now facing to improve the offering of live 

entertainment stages in Havana (2016b). 
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Fabien Pisani knows both the local and the global music industries very well. In the early 1990s, 

after he finished his music studies in Havana, he collaborated with Descemer Bueno and 

Robertico Carcassés in a project that later became the influential jazz band Estado de Ánimo 

(Pisani 2017). Then he went to study Philosophy at the Paris-Sorbonne University in France. 

After Paris he relocated to New York to focus on music production. Pisani told me that he has 

also experimented in the fields of film soundtrack and film production, collaborating on important 

pieces such as 7 Days in Havana (2012). His latest project in the film world is a documentary in 

process on the reguetón scene in Santiago de Cuba. 

 

When I interviewed Carlos Iglesias in April 2016 he told me that the fact that Musicabana was 

not approved by the ICM at that point was a bad sign. Pisani had announced, almost a year in 

advance, that Musicabana was going to be held in May 2016. Though to a certain extent the 

festival had already started with Major Lazer’s performance in March 2016, this concert was not 

promoted in Cuba as part of Musicabana. It was rather advertised as the ICM and Major Lazer’s 

own initiative. Pisani had conceived Major Lazer’s performance as an opening free event to offer 

a taste of what would be the actual festival, a cultural extravaganza scheduled for May 5-8, 2016. 

According to Iglesias, the rumors that Musicabana was in danger of being cancelled were 

spreading rapidly among the Cuban music community (Iglesias 2016). Though it was very likely 

that such an ambitious project was having some budget problems, it was noticeable that there was 

some sort of bureaucratic difficulty with the ICM as well. 

 

According to Pisani, he started working in the organization of Musicabana in July 2014. He and 

his team started noticing that things were awkward when the music congress organized by them 

as part of the festival was celebrated in Casa de las Américas without crediting Musicabana for its 

organization. Pisani himself, together with Ned Sublette and experts from Brown University 
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(Rhode Island) curated the event and paid for the plane tickets of 12 prestigious historians and 

cultural experts from different US universities such as Tulane and Oxford. According to Pisani, 

the ICM did not allow him to participate in the symposium as a speaker or to recognize the 

Musicabana Foundation as the main organizer. Instead, the ICM and Casa de las Américas were 

credited for the organization of this music conference. Something similar happened with the first 

concert of the festival, Major Lazer, when the ICM did not allow the festival organizers to display 

the four gigantic banners they have printed to promote the Musicabana brand. To this day many 

fans who attended the concert think that this performance was organized by the state cultural 

institutions and not by Pisani’s team. 

 

Pisani told me that when he contacted the administration of the ICM in 2014 to pitch Musicabana 

he was told that the festival would be approved without any problems. From the beginning he was 

transparent about the magnitude of the event and the sources he was considering to sponsor it. At 

that point he had a clear idea of the lineup he wanted to present, which included international 

stars such as Carlinhos Brown -accompanied by 200 drummers that were going to perform at a 

carnival-like musical parade through the city and donate their drums after their performance– 

Sean Paul, Ibeyi, Bomba Estéreo, Concha Buika, Red Hot Chili Peppers as well as a brass band 

from New Orleans led by Trombone Shorty (Hernández 2018). In addition, Pisani wanted to 

include five African bands, a Cuban comparsa, and the Conga de San Agustín from Santiago de 

Cuba. Other popular Cuban acts such as Carlos Varela, Telmary Díaz, Alexander Abreu and Van 

Van were also part of the original lineup. There were also talks of a parallel film festival and of a 

cruise ship from the US to carry festival-goers (Cantor-Navas 2016a). According to Pisani, during 

the several meetings that he and his team had between 2014 and early 2016, the ICM 

functionaries never showed significant interest in discussing the logistical and financial aspects of 

the festival. Yet they assured him that “everything was going to be alright.” Furthermore, the 
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MINCULT officially had pre-approved three venues for the festival in downtown Havana: The 

Anti-imperialist Tribune, the San Francisco de Asís Square, and the Salón Rosado de La Tropical.  

 

The situation became really frustrating for Musicabana’s team when a few weeks before the 

announced start date, Pisani was informed by the ICM that the festival was going to be cancelled. 

Pisani and the main sponsor of the festival, New York-based nonprofit Fractured Atlas, had been 

discouraged for a while after realizing that the ICM had been delaying the official approval of the 

event with no explanation. According to Pisani, every time he asked for an update the ICM 

functionaries would repeat the same: “We are working on it, it should be approved next week.” In 

the end, Musicabana ended up being approved, just a few days before May. However, the 

approval came with conditions that significantly reduced the scope of the festival. At the same 

time, the atmosphere of uncertainty created by the very last minute approval made many of the 

headliners cancel their participation. In a suspicious move, the MINCULT sent some of the 

Cuban artists that were part of the original lineup on a “cultural mission” in Venezuela a week 

before the event. Though some major local acts such as Telmary and NG La Banda were able to 

perform, this added more stress to an already stressful situation. The absences of Carlos Varela 

and Van Van were among the most regrettable. According to Pisani, the last-minute approval also 

cost the festival the withdrawal of some key sponsors. Yet Pisani managed to find emergency 

funding, particularly from Gregory Elias’ Fundashon Bon Intenshon, the same foundation that 

financed the Rolling Stones concert in Havana just a few weeks before Musicabana (Cantor-

Navas 2016a).   

 

Why did everything go so wrong for Musicabana? Pisani told me that, based on his deep 

knowledge of Cuba’s state institutional system, he was very careful at maintaining a transparent 

and constant dialogue with the ICM and the MINCULT. He sent the biographies of all the 
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potential performers, sponsors, and staff involved in the festival months in advance. Furthermore, 

many of them visited Havana with the purpose of being available and open to discuss anything 

that was not clear for the institutions. Pisani told me that perhaps what the ICM did not like about 

Musicabana was the way in which he conceptualized it. He tried to sell Musicabana as a major 

step to relocate Cuba as the cultural center of the Caribbean, taking advantage of the momentum 

created by an economic and cultural dialogue with the US. Though he always acknowledged the 

role of the ICM, he emphasized that the festival was a Musicabana Foundation initiative. 

Reflecting on the possibility of events like Musicabana, Cuban-American attorney Pedro Freyre, 

one of the leading experts on the US embargo against Cuba observed: 

Can you do this without cooperating with the Cuban government? No. The short, simple, 

direct answer is no. And it's no to an extent because I am not aware of any place in the 

world where you get to do something like this while sidestepping the government. One, 

anywhere you go you are going to have to get a permit, you are going to have to get 

import licenses etc. But two, the Cuban model itself. It's a centrally planned economy, 

it’s a socialist government. If that’s something you don't want to do, that’s fine. But those 

are the rules (Pedro Freyre cited in Cantor-Navas 2016b). 

 

There is a good chance that Pisani overestimated both his cooperation with the ICM and the US-

Cuba momentum, leading him and his partners to develop a project at a scale and with a level of 

autonomy that the ICM wasn’t ready to endorse. “In a sensitive political moment, where the 

cultural policy seemed to be all over the place,” Pisani told me, “it is very likely that the idea of a 

mega-festival organized by a Cuban producer based in New York, with a multinational team 

behind it, did not appeal very much to the ICM’s functionaries” (Pisani 2017). The three months 

preceding the festival were indeed very intense in Havana, with two mega-concerts (Major Lazer 

and The Rolling Stones), the official visits of Obama, the Pope Francis and the Patriarch Kirill, 



 

301 

 

the baseball game between Cuba and the Tampa Bay Rays, the shooting of The Fast and The 

Furious, the Channel fashion parade in Prado, and all this activity ending with the VI Congress of 

the Communist Party of Cuba. As Billboard correspondent Judy Cantor-Navas put it: “The ‘new 

era of cultural diplomacy’ the fest was meant to usher in is, unsurprisingly, complicated” (2016a). 

Pisani’s institutional connections helped him to at least hold a smaller version of the festival he 

had in mind. He realized that to be able to succeed in Cuba he would have to get more directly 

involved with the institutional system. He decided to officially join the staff of PM Records in 

2017. Founded by his father Pablo Milanés, PM Records is a state cultural organization directed 

by Suylén Milanés, Pisani’s sister.  

 

When I interviewed Pisani in 2017, he was convinced that he was not going to be able to organize 

a second edition of Musicabana. Besides the bad precedent with the ICM, he and his partners lost 

a lot of money and credibility due to performers and sponsors’ cancellations. Though some of the 

artists he wanted to feature (e.g. Ibeyi, Trombone Shorty and DJ Rashida) did perform, the 

majority of the lineup was improvised at last minute. There were unforeseen expenses related to 

plane tickets, insurance, and promotional material that had to be changed. Musicabana ended up 

being a financial disaster. Though no official figures have been released, Pisani did admit in an 

interview with El Mundo that the Musicabana Foundation would survive economically if it was 

able to sell 2,000 VIP tickets (Fajardo 2016). This would locate the production cost of 

Musicabana anywhere between 450,000 and 790,000 USD, without considering expenses covered 

by sponsorships. This is a big financial operation for Cuban standards, especially if we take into 

account that none of the headliners were going to get paid for their performance, which is always 

one of the major expenses of a mega-festival. Due to lineup cancellations and the very last minute 

approval of the festival very few VIP tickets were sold. Instead, people that attended the concerts 

and were identified as foreign tourists were charged an admission fee of 20 CUC. Yet, the 
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financial catastrophe was not the worst part. In fact, it is very common for a music festival of 

considerable size to start recovering financially only after a few editions, if ever. The big issue 

was the loss of credibility of the Musicabana brand, which is a death sentence in this competitive 

and risky market.  

 

Following the steps of his father, who raised PM Records from the ashes of the Pablo Milanés 

Foundation, Pisani used the imprint of Musicabana to launch another ambitious project in 2017. 

The Cuban Joint is an online-based producing company that “provides top-flight production 

services for anyone interested in bringing their craft or project to Cuba” (The Cuban Joint 2017). 

The Cuban Joint features a very attractive portfolio that includes film and music production and a 

boutique travel agency, Backstage, that offers a seven-day cultural tour curated by experts in 

Cuba. Though the US-Cuba cultural momentum, that peaked during 2016 when Musicabana was 

celebrated, has significantly slowed down since reactionary Donald Trump was elected president, 

The Cuban Joint has continued pushing for keeping the economic and artistic exchange alive. As 

Pisani commented in a recent interview: 

Many artists want to come to perform in Cuba, but the matter is so complicated that they 

generally give up. Our work with Musicabana and The Cuban Joint (our producing 

company) consists of simplifying things, leveling the field, explaining the artists and 

representation and contracting agencies how things work in our country (Fabien Pisani 

cited in Hernández 2018).  

 

Pisani’s new venture is associated with important state institutional partners such as PM Records, 

Havana Cultura, RTV Commercial, the Cuban Institute of Cinematographic Art and Industry 

(ICAIC) and the ICM. Ironically, under The Cuban Joint these state organizations are associated 

with informal start-ups such as Producciones de la 5ta Avenida and OK Eventos. Pisani has 



 

303 

 

recently launched the online cultural magazine Zafra Media as part of The Cuban Joint package. 

Pisani told me that his plan with Zafra Media is to turn this promotional platform into an agency 

that produces creative content and partners with major players in the sector such as Remezcla and 

Vice.  

 

The protagonists of this chapter have found different ways to insert their projects into the new 

economy of music in Havana. In this new economy, as the case studies that I analyzed above 

illustrate, there are no clear, convincing limits to where the official ends and the informal begins. 

What is clear instead, is that nothing can stop musicians and music professionals from trying to 

improve their work conditions and to contribute, with their different perspectives, to the 

development of a music industry as promising and diverse as Cuba’s is. Initiatives conceived at 

the margins of the institutions might continue being neutralized by conservative state 

functionaries and institutions, yet there is no doubt that new ones will take their place. This is a 

fact that will become more evident as the cultural policy discourse continues distancing itself 

from the reality that Cubans are living. The new models of cultural management that I analyzed 

in this chapter, as Darsi Fernández told me when I first met her in Havana in 2016, are the 

children of transition. The vast majority of these new models are driven by a common goal: to 

build a more inclusive, efficient, and sustainable model for the music sector. They did not 

generate the contradictions that created the conditions for alternative production and 

commercialization approaches. They are the response to those contradictions.  
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Chapter 6 

Conclusions 

Cuba’s efforts to build a more autonomous and humane model in the twenty-first century have 

been faced with numerous challenges. The necessary engagement with some neoliberal capitalist 

practices and forms of governmentality have introduced a number of contradictions in the cultural 

sector where the policy discourse remains stuck in a pre-Special Period narrative. In the 1990s 

and 2000s, a series of cultural initiatives and agendas around alternative music scenes emerged at 

the margins of the state institutions. They were driven by diverse factors such as the adoption of a 

tourist-oriented, increasingly racialized economy, access to new media technologies, the forces of 

globalization and the institutional marginalization of cultural movements that did not fit within a 

narrow vision of a nationalist project. I illustrated these initiatives, and the nature and scale of the 

conflicts between independent producers and the state institutions, with the cases of the Alamar 

International Hip-Hop Festival (1995-2003) and the Rotilla festival (1998-2010). Focusing on 

these two case studies, I analyzed how some alternative music scenes in Havana arrived to the 

current scenario of increased possibilities for the production and commercialization of music at 

the margins of the state institutions.  

 

In the 1990s and 2000s the economic dimension of non-institutional music productions was 

overshadowed by the efforts of independent producers to validate scenes and practices 

marginalized by the state institutions. This mainly nonprofit approach would change substantially 

with the new agenda of Raúl Castro’s administration after 2009. The cases of Alamar and Rotilla, 

and the evolution of the hip-hop and EDM scenes after these two events were co-opted and 

hijacked respectively by the cultural authorities, indicate that excessive involvement of the state 

has done more damage than good. During my research trips to Havana –at different times of the 
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year– I looked desperately to attend hip-hop events. There were very few options available, most 

of them organized by informal producers. Yet there is a governmental agency, a sort of Ministry 

of Rap that doesn’t exist anywhere else in the world or for another music scene in Cuba, except 

for rock music. The contrast between the vibrancy of pre-Cuban Agency of Rap and Los 

Aldeanos dissenting rap’s time and the present calm is huge. Institutional support for these 

alternative scenes can be seen more as a public diplomacy strategy –and an effort to build and 

exercise soft-power– than as an effective regulatory mechanism for emerging cultural scenes and 

economic dynamics.  

 

The creation of governmental agencies to manage alternative scenes such as hip-hop and rock is 

another example that illustrates socialist Cuba’s mastering of soft-power exercise, that is, “the 

gradual but persistent branding and projection of a series of intertwined discourses generating 

sympathy for Cuba’s culture, social achievements, and revolutionary mystique” (Bustamante and 

Sweig 2015:268). This is no different from the diplomatic strategies employed by virtually every 

government in the world. For instance, the US has constantly done it, by sending “music 

ambassadors” to spread “American” values. Two examples that come to mind are the 

government-sponsored official visits of US rappers that have been recently performing in Arab 

countries and jazz musicians in Africa and Eastern Europe during the Cold War (Aidi 2014; Von 

Eschen 2004). But, in the effort to win a political war, where culture is definitely a decisive 

factor, Cuba’s state has to be careful with the extent to which its people are summoned to 

sacrifice their wellbeing in the name of a fading utopia. In other words, it is time to be practical. 

This doesn’t mean renouncing the dream of a more just world, but rather to be open to different 

paths that lead to that destination.    
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Both medical internationalism and the “purity” of a culture not “contaminated” by the market are 

pillars of Cuba’s public diplomacy. This discursive strategy –used by the state to maintain 

support of a highly inefficient model, plagued with foreign threats and historical promises– is 

constantly challenged by the dynamics of the informal economy of music that has developed at 

the margins of the institutions. The official endorsement of a cultural policy focused on the 

defense of a kind of art that contributes to a nationalist project and a particular model of 

socialism, as defined by a conservative cultural bureaucracy, might result in appearing attractive 

and inspiring to outsiders, especially to the strategic allies that the Cuban state desperately needs 

to keep going. Yet in the process serious internal economic and social distortions are generated. 

When faced with this dilemma, an important question arises: Which is more beneficial for the 

Cuban model: to perpetuate the image of a “pure” culture to foreigners and to an increasingly 

smaller group of internal conservative supporters? Or to introduce substantial changes in the 

cultural sector, namely the expansion of the “update” (the endorsement of the non-state sector) 

into the field of cultural production and commercialization? My argument is that the latter stance 

can produce a more autonomous and sustainable model, one that can better support Cuba’s 

progressive social policies while curtailing the current contradictions in the cultural sector. 

 

The MINCULT’s current policies do not address the post-Special Period reality of the cultural 

industries in a convincing or effective way. We have the discourse of subsidized culture for the 

masses and comprehensive support of artistic creation coexisting with a poorly regulated market 

economy, and an inefficient cultural bureaucracy as the only source of legal contracting. The 

current model is outdated and unsustainable, leading to a scenario where informal practices are 

the norm instead of exceptions. The government response to this regulatory crisis has been to 

increase conservatism. In Havana, the administration of the Office of the City Historian’s 

corporate wing, the only legitimate alternative to the MINCULT’s bureaucracy, has been 
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transferred to the Ministry of Revolutionary Armed Forces. New legislation has been drafted, 

attempting to impose the mandatory mediation of the MINCULT in the funding of every single 

cultural project.  

 

Conservative legislation such as Resolution #22 of 2016, means more bureaucracy and 

unnecessary control, and puts more limits on an already difficult creative environment. A more 

conservative Abel Prieto has been re-appointed as minister of culture in order to cool down the 

momentum for non-state cultural production and entrepreneurship. The openings since 17-D-

2014 are being revoked and officially criticized. Instead of taking advantage of Cuba’s praised 

cultural capital, it seems like culture once again is being summoned to play the role of protector 

of the Revolution from the new threats posed by the US and global capitalism. Yet while cultural 

entrepreneurship in the non-state sector is highly restricted, the state increasingly engages with 

the global capitalist chain of cultural production. There is nothing wrong with this strategy as a 

goal, considering this decision is a matter of survival. The problem is the limited means 

conceived to achieve it, that so far have not considered the key participation of musicians, music 

professionals and entrepreneurs outside the state institutional system, where the real incentives to 

establish more sustainable and dynamic mechanisms of music production and commercialization 

are located at this moment.  

 

Toronto-based manager Carlos Iglesias claims that politics is not a priority for Cubans anymore 

(Iglesias 2016). Although this might sound like a harsh generalization, there is something to this. 

A very illustrative example is the scant attention paid by the national media and Cuban society in 

general to the 2018 elections, that brought a president whose last name is not Castro for the first 

time in almost six decades. According to Iglesias, if the Cuban state allows people to unleash 

their entrepreneurial spirit with formal guarantees of legal protection, people will keep supporting 
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whoever is in power. An expedient move in this regard would be to initiate a radical update in the 

fiscal policy of the island that allows the government to keep subsidizing its progressive social 

programs. Iglesias sees it as a more participatory version of the Chinese model, where major 

businesses are associated with the state yet there is room for small and medium private 

enterprises. This is a desirable scenario, considering Cuba’s place in global political economy. Of 

course, we cannot ignore the marked geographical, cultural, and economic differences between 

Cuba and China, as well as the role that the US foreign policy will keep having in the future of 

the island. 

 

For Iglesias, the last sector where cuentapropismo is going to be properly implemented and 

regulated is that of culture, together with education and healthcare. These are spheres that yield 

the greatest political connotation. Here, policymakers would have to face complex decisions. For 

example, which organizations, initiatives and artists are going to be subsidized by the state? How 

is the non-state cultural sector going to be regulated? What kind of policies would generate 

optimal synergies between the state and the non-state sector, while keeping informal practices at 

reasonable levels? To effectively address these interrogations, that have remained undefined for 

almost three decades of crisis, would imply a revolution in the cultural policy of the country.  

 

The fact that Havana and many other cities are bursting with creativity, innovation and talent in 

the informal economy and the private sector has to be incorporated in a more effective way in the 

future of the island. I do not think that the implementation of a cultural policy that capitalizes on 

these potentialities would be more controversial than the cultural apartheid that many Cubans 

have experienced since the early 1990s. Furthermore, failing to address an objective reality such 

as the production, commercialization and consumption of music outside the state circuits creates 

important social distortions and more apartheid. Producers, artists and entrepreneurs are not the 
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only affected parties. Cuban cultural consumers are also jeopardized when the game is largely 

played in a gray zone. Culture becomes increasingly produced and commercialized with a foreign 

consumer in mind, and the few locals that can catch up with the new economy.         

 

How can the current model and cultural policy be improved in the least traumatic way possible 

for Cuban artists, cultural professionals and the society at large? My suggestion in this regard is 

to consider and implement a tailored version of the creative economy paradigm, focusing on its 

potential as a development strategy. One of the problems that has hit the Cuban economy hardest 

since the Special Period is the lack of synergies among different sectors and industries as well as 

among the organizations and institutions within them. More often than not, development goals are 

framed as political utopias that need to be resolved overnight (e.g. the sudden formation of an 

army of emergent school teachers, art instructors or social workers; the so-called “energetic 

revolution;” the late and unstable openings to the private and cooperative sectors to justify the 

dismissal of more than a million state workers). This “spontaneity” is rooted in a culture of 

irrational mobilization of Cuba’s workforce that started in the first decades of the Revolution with 

campaigns such as the Ten Million Ton Sugar Harvest. It creates serious economic and social 

distortions that are more difficult to rationalize in the context of contemporary Cuba, a politically 

frustrated society.  

 

Two of the few things that Cuba is not currently lacking are human and cultural capital. This 

scenario calls for a more prominent role of the cultural industries in the socioeconomic 

development strategy of the country. This does not require renouncing the progressive aspects of 

the Cuban model –subsidized artistic formation, cultural consumption, etc. Yet the very 

sustainability of these social gains and goals directly or indirectly depends on two policy fronts 

that concern the creative economy: the adoption of an economic policy that contemplates cultural 
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production also from an industrial perspective, with all the necessary elements that this requires 

(intellectual property rights protection, investment in information and communication 

technologies, legal and financial infrastructures, etc.); and the recognition of the non-state sector 

as a key driver of socioeconomic development, allowing its players to legally operate in the local 

and international markets, filling the gaps of the state corporate sector. 

 

The implementation of a creative economy strategy is extremely challenging in the Cuban 

context. Virtually all the key factors for success (connectivity, flexible governance, financial, 

legal and technological infrastructures, intellectual property rights protection) are either 

dysfunctional or considerably underdeveloped. At the same time, while Cuban arts, and 

especially Cuban music, are of an unquestionable quality, the tangible products and intangible 

services that support them are of relative low quality, at least in terms of industry standards. This 

has a negative effect that is characteristic of cultural consumption in developing countries. This 

effect is associated with the declining costs and increased availability of cultural goods and 

services enabled by digital technologies, meaning that more people in developing countries are 

consuming a wider range of Western cultural products, and they will consume imported materials 

in the absence of available local content of comparable quality (Flew 2012:57). In the Cuban 

context, if there is a force making a difference in this regard it is the independent cultural 

producers and entrepreneurs, with their low-budget but extremely popular and creative projects.  

 

The US embargo still heavily restricts Cuba’s cultural industries participation in international 

markets. By making access to technology, suppliers, and credit more expensive the US 

commercial sanctions also affect the development of a domestic market. Yet the current 

underdevelopment of the cultural industries cannot be blamed entirely on the embargo nor on 

Donald Trump’s partial undoing of Obama’s latest policies. We should not forget that these 
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policies, aimed to empower the emergent private sector, were harshly criticized by the Cuban 

government. There are concrete actions, policies and principles that Cuba can apply in order to 

synchronize its informal cultural economy with the state vision of a better future (i.e. the 

“update”). In the particular case of the music industry, as Johannes Abreu suggested, such 

harmonization should prioritize the participation, integration, and cooperation of the emergent 

non-state economic forms (2013:191). In summary, there are plenty of hurdles but the key factors 

for success are there: a creative workforce, and a rich and appealing culture. 

 

For obvious reasons, successful creative economy formulas in a given context should not be 

duplicated in a different setting. Nonetheless, there are common elements that should be taken 

into consideration, no matter the location or size of the city/country in question. The following 

list of recommendations, inspired by the work of Brazilian economist Ana Fonseca (2008), 

reveals some of these common elements and actions that can help to define the first steps for a 

customized approach to the creative economy as a development strategy in Cuba:  

• Organize a cultural project that can work as a catalyst of a cross-sectoral (economy, 

environment, tourism, education) development strategy. Make culture a driver and 

enabler of economic, social and environmental development processes.  

• Mainstream culture into local economic and social development programs, even when 

faced with competing priorities. Facilitate the adoption of the official cultural program 

by local communities.  

• Analyze the critical success factors that contribute to forging new pathways for local 

creative economy development. Identify distinctive features in the local culture, the 

originality of which is perceived and valued by outsiders. Reveal opportunities through 

mapping local assets of the creative economy. 
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• Engage in South-South cooperation to facilitate productive mutual learning and inform 

international policy agendas for development. Explore more collaborative and 

investment options beyond established global cultural monopolies such as Sony or 

Warner. Encourage more exchanges between foreign and local independent artists, 

culture professionals and entrepreneurs. Draw inspiration from events like AM-PM.  

• Recognize the need to undertake a profound transformation to respond to an economic 

and social crisis. For the current and foreseeable scenario, this transformation requires 

the recognition of non-state players such as artists, culture professionals, producing 

companies and entrepreneurs as legal economic agents. This transformation is a 

complex regulatory task that involves introducing private competition in the sector.  It 

should be carefully designed considering the particular characteristics of the cultural 

economy, the Cuban society and its desire to maintain the state’s progressive social 

programs. In other words, the negative effects of competition in a capitalist economy 

should be considered and countered with mechanisms that guarantee a fair income 

redistribution, stimulate employment and overall economic activity as well as provide 

products and services –and equitable access to them– that private companies don’t 

produce (Stanford 2015:275).     

• Recognize that in addition to its economic benefits, the creative economy also 

generates non-monetary value that contributes significantly to achieving people-

centered, inclusive and sustainable development.  

• Target “qualified tourists” who approach the country/city as a place they would like to 

know and experience in a respectful way.  

• Promote an alliance between the state and non-state sectors and non-governmental 

institutions, with well-defined functions, rights and duties. Investigate the connections 

between the informal and formal sectors as crucial for informed creative economy 
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policy development. Replicate successful models and private-state partnerships in the 

cultural sector like Fábrica de Arte Cubano (FAC), which combines the incentives of 

private economic relations, self-management and state resources and infrastructures. 

• Invest in the skills of local human resources –including an enhanced access to 

information and communication technologies– through educational programs and the 

organization of community events. Invest in sustainable creative enterprise 

development across the value chain. Invest in local capacity-building to empower 

creators and cultural entrepreneurs, government officials and private sector companies.  

• Foster a political and civil leadership that is aware of the fact that local cultural 

sustainability is highly dependent on its economic sustainability. This is not to say that 

the market value surpasses cultural values but rather that both spheres complement 

each other and are necessary to allow communities to make their own decisions.  

• Minimize the boundaries between high and popular culture, the foreign and the local, 

the established and the young talent. In the process of blurring these boundaries the 

local cultural heritage must be protected, considering it constitutes a competitive 

advantage in the context of the creative economy as well as a natural source of social 

pride and knowledge. 

• Work toward a functional policy of intellectual property rights protection. Find a 

balance between the international agreements that are driven by a global neoliberal 

agenda and the defense of Cuba’s particular interests, characteristics and challenges 

such as the US embargo. 

• Strengthen the evidence base through rigorous data collection as a fundamental 

upstream investment to a coherent creative economy development policy. The creative 

economy needs to be supported by statistics and studies. Its main goal is to transform 

reality, so the first step to transform reality is to know what the reality is. 
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• Introduce a culture of legislative backing for cultural policies of the kind that minimize 

bureaucracy while maximizing efficiency as well as creativity and innovation. Focus 

more on defining “what cannot be done” instead of releasing long ambiguous lists of 

legal economic activities and practices, which so far has been the ineffective approach 

of the “update” regulatory frameworks. This approach encourages informality beyond 

a desirable level. 

 

The new models of cultural management that I have analyzed in this dissertation have been 

misjudged by the cultural authorities. More often than not they have been ignored or treated as 

cultural mavericks or necessary evils. Yet they could become the most important allies of the 

state in the reconstruction of Cuba’s cultural sector. These natural allies have reached a level of 

maturity and specialization that the unmotivated and bureaucratic state organizations cannot meet. 

Within the segment of the music sector that I have studied, I see that a collective approach 

remains dominant. This world is composed of people who care about positive social impact, not 

only about profitmaking. They are also highly invested in developing a proper music industry in 

Cuba, as independent as possible from transnational cultural monopolies. It seems like a common 

goal exists, struggling against justified but destructive fears. 

 

In the face of all the deserved criticism that contemporary neoliberal capitalism has received, I 

can see why my emphasis on the non-state sector, instead of focusing on ways to enhance the 

performance of the state sector, could be unpopular. I have provided some arguments to describe 

the crisis of the state cultural sector –chronic lack of incentives, innovation, creativity, frustration, 

bureaucracy, inefficiency, selective enforcement, political dystopia and apathy, technological 

change, legal ambiguity, outdated cultural policy, new role of culture, external factors related to 

global power asymmetries– that led me in that direction. Furthermore, I have demonstrated how, 
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in the case of the cultural field, the state sector and Cuba’s progressive social policies can benefit 

from a healthy, properly regulated non-state counterpart. The resulting synergies would reach 

their full potential if the “update” combines the expansion of the non-state sector with “the radical 

transformation of the state to convert it into a public sector that is not subordinate to arbitrary 

decisions made by the government bureaucracy” (Hernández and Domínguez 2013:23). In other 

words, a public sector where entities have autonomy. 

 

The only realistic way to maintain “an alternative model of socialism” in Cuba– or, as I think of 

it, a more humane, sustainable and prosperous model of society– is the dynamic tuning of its 

economy. The state corporate sector has to learn to coexist and get the most from an inevitable 

private sector that if is not officially recognized, as in the case of the cultural field, will continue 

stuffing the informal economy, jeopardizing work conditions and causing inefficiency. This can 

be done while partially keeping Cuba’s primary economic system –central planning– in place. 

That is, having decisions regarding investment, consumption, interest rates, exchange rates, and 

price determination largely made by central government planners rather than determined by 

market forces. At the micro level, informality should be evaluated, regulated, and selectively 

endorsed, allowing for a non-state sector to thrive and contribute to subsidize non-profitable 

areas. There are creative ways in which the state can socialize ownership and production. Many 

of the new models of cultural management that I described can provide a basic but important 

blueprint for this major policy task.  

 

Cuba’s current cultural policy requires major transformations. The Ministry of Culture, which is 

the government representative for key activities such as public expenditure, taxation and 

regulation in the cultural sector, needs to create conditions for a more inclusive and participatory 

model that recognizes the new and diverse economic actors that have emerged from the “update.” 
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There are new challenges such as the digital revolution (the Internet, social media, streaming 

services, etc.) that have disrupted old platforms associated with the state cultural monopoly. 

These challenges call for the formulation of new policies that protect and encourage all forms of 

creative expression; new policies that reflect the fundamental realities of the island. As this study 

demonstrated, there is also substantial economic potential in incorporating the new models of 

cultural management and informal ventures that have emerged into a coherent economic policy 

where the cultural industries play a larger role. Some of the instruments that can be deployed for 

this purpose include: more autonomous public institutions (archives, libraries, museums, cultural 

centres, music venues); sounder legislation; subsidies in the form of grants or loans that also 

benefit non-state initiatives; financial and tax incentives; and effective and modern copyright 

laws. 

 

We should be more than aware of the threats posed by a “free-market” economy in the cultural 

sector, considering that such market is overwhelmingly dominated by transnational corporations. 

Yet we should also consider that a non-state counterpart, that partially functions within this 

laissez-faire logic in the Cuban context, is here to stay. A middle ground should be found. These 

alternative cultural producers and entrepreneurs have been limited to the realm of the informal 

economy. Proper regulation of the kind that increases the supply of information in the sector 

while setting its minimum standards, can turn this informality into efficiency by reducing the 

uncertainties of market decisions. In other words, some flexibility to incorporate private small 

businesses and cooperatives in the cultural sector is a risk worth taking if we consider the quantity 

and quality of the initiatives operating at the margins of the state institutional system. Considering 

the inevitable hegemony of a neoliberal capitalist logic in the current global order of things, 

including current dynamics taking place in Cuba, a creative economy mindset and a well-

regulated non-state cultural sector can contribute to foster, promote and achieve fundamental 
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economic goals such as prosperity, security, innovation, choice, equity, sustainability, democracy 

and accountability.    

 

To a significant extent, today’s informal economy of music in Havana is a hopeful space 

sustained by cultural workers with values that extend well beyond profitmaking. They also 

generate products and services that are linked to Cuban identity. At the same time, they transcend 

the limits of nationalism by participating in the global community of cultural producers and 

entrepreneurs while including local marginalized communities. They are in need of legitimate 

infrastructures (legal, financial, technological) that can make their contribution more expedient. 

They need a modern and more flexible cultural policy that protects non-state mechanisms of 

production and commercialization while securing that Cuba is not reduced to a passive cultural 

consumer. They need a cultural policy that promotes tolerance of all forms of artistic expression 

while ensuring that a creative community has access to its own audience. They need state 

institutions, organizations and functionaries who are not afraid of changing the faulty aspects of 

the current model. The creation of a stronger cultural economy is a task that involves all Cubans. 

It is a collective effort where individual initiative has an important role to play.    

 

My intention is not to frame the debate of the cultural sector crisis as a question of option A 

versus option B, but as a question of locating a middle ground for more realistic scenarios that 

can lead to a sounder model and to improve the conditions of cultural workers. I hope the present 

study contributes to these important goals and raises new questions and angles in the quest for a 

more hopeful future for the Cuban people.   
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Appendix A 

List of Interviews 

(In chronological order) 

 

Johannes Abreu, Miami, US, December 27, 2015 (in person). 

Adrián Monzón, Miami, US, January 3, 2016 (in person). 

Darsi Fernández, Havana, Cuba, March 15 and November 16, 2016 (in person). 

Michel Matos, Havana, Cuba, March 17, 2016 (in person). 

Joaquín Borges-Triana, Havana, Cuba, March 18, 2016 (in person). 

Raquel Ávila and Erlend Skutlaberg, Havana, Cuba, March 19, 2016 (in person). 

Tania García and Rafael Acosta, Havana, Cuba, March 24, 2016 (in person). 

Iliam Suárez, Havana, Cuba, March 24, 2016 (in person). 

Maysel Bello, Havana, Cuba, March 24, 2016 (in person). 

Carlos Iglesias, Toronto, Canada, April 24, 2016 (in person). 

Patricia Ballote, Havana, Cuba, November 15, 2016 (in person). 

Rafael González, Havana, Cuba, November 17, 2016 (in person). 

Ailed Duarte, Havana, Cuba, November 21, 2016 (in person). 

Idania Del Río, Havana, Cuba, November 21, 2016 (in person). 

Michel Hernández, Havana, Cuba, November 22, 2016 (in person). 

Alejandro Menéndez, Havana, Cuba, November 23, 2016 (in person). 

Alejandro Arango, Lina Cabeza, Cynthia Garit and Jimmie Johansson, Havana, Cuba, November 

24, 2016 (in person). 

Juan Triana, Havana, Cuba, December 1, 2016 (in person). 

Joyvan Guevara, Havana, Cuba, December 6, 2016 (in person). 

Yoana Grass and Yissy García, Havana, Cuba, December 6, 2016 (in person). 
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Varna Cremata, Havana, Cuba, December 7, 2016 (in person). 

Omaida Milián, Havana, Cuba, December 26, 2016 (in person). 

Isnay Rodríguez, Havana, Cuba, January 3, 2017 (in person). 

Fabien Pisani, February 28, 2017 (Skype).  

Telmary Díaz, Kingston, Canada, March 10, 2017 (in person). 
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Dear Mr. Monasterio Barsó:  
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(TCPS) and Queen's ethics policies. In accordance with the Tri-Council Guidelines (article D.1.6) 

and Senate Terms of Reference (article G), your project has been cleared for one year. At the end 
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occurred or will occur in the next year.  

You are reminded of your obligation to advise the GREB, with a copy to your unit REB, of any 

adverse event(s) that occur during this one year period (access this form at 

https://eservices.queensu.ca/romeo_researcher/ and click Events - GREB Adverse Event Report). 

An adverse event includes, but is not limited to, a complaint, a change or unexpected event that 

alters the level of risk for the researcher or participants or situation that requires a substantial 

change in approach to a participant(s). You are also advised that all adverse events must be 

reported to the GREB within 48 hours.  

You are also reminded that all changes that might affect human participants must be cleared by 

the GREB. For example, you must report changes to the level of risk, applicant characteristics, 
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Approved Study Form. These changes will automatically be sent to the Ethics Coordinator, Gail 

Irving, at the Office of Research Services or irvingg@queensu.ca for further review and clearance 

by the GREB or GREB Chair.  

On behalf of the General Research Ethics Board, I wish you continued success in your research. 

Yours sincerely,  

Joan Stevenson, Ph.D. Chair General Research Ethics Board  
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