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Cuba’s Silent Majority in the Shadow of Revolution and Change

The ethnographer Amelia Rosenberg Weinreb has
undertaken an examination of a supposedly unspectac-
ular section of the Cuban population, the so-called silent
majority. This is her definition of a predominantly white
and well-educated Cuban middle class whose aspirations
to build a satisfying life are chronically frustrated. De-
spite their often excellent education they have almost no
chance of getting a job in accordance with their skills,
and face the contradiction of wanting to earn their own
keep but having no other choice than to do it extrale-
gally. According to the author, who recorded the voices
of this silent majority through participatory observation,
these unattainable aspirations and disappointments are
responsible for their âsilenceâ and their withdrawal into
a private sphere, as well as their increasingly negative re-
lationship to the state. Rosenberg Weinrebâs study aims
to document a dissatisfaction with the political and eco-
nomic system of contemporary Cuba that leads not to
public protests but to resignation. To explain this spe-
cific phenomenon, she introduces the term âunsatisfied
citizen-consumersâ and provides a record of what she

calls âshadow opinion.â The challenge of her topic is ob-
vious: she tries to reveal social change within the pro-
cess of change itself, one of the most difficult goals for
an ethnographic or social science-oriented investigation.

The study deals therefore with the profound social,
cultural, and economic changes in late socialist Cuba that
began in the early 1990s, known as the âspecial period,â
and are still going on. Through the definition of âlate so-
cialismâ that follows the research on social and cultural
transformations since the decline of socialism in the for-
mer Eastern bloc, she describes processes in Cuban soci-
ety such as the increasing importance of consumers who
are shifting towards capitalism, combined with a declin-
ing commitment among citizens to the socialist state (p.
34). An open, public discussion about which economic
and social changes are to be undertaken in the future is
one of the greatest taboos in present-day Cuba; neverthe-
less this question is vibrant in the everyday life of almost
all Cubans, due to all the shortages of basic consumer
goods and the struggle to get them on the existing black
and grey markets, as the author tries to prove. The two
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big questions behind these problems are, first, how to in-
troduce elements of a freemarket system in order to stim-
ulate private initiative and production; and second, how
far the social security network can be preserved under a
market system.

The protagonists of this investigation are rather un-
usual in terms of what is normally associated with Cuba;
they are not, for example, firm revolutionaries, exile
Cubans, artists or musicians, or dissidents. Instead,
Rosenberg Weinreb focuses on ânormal peopleâ who are
seeking a ânormal lifeâ without luxury but also without
deprivations. They are those who have the modest aspi-
ration to share the consumer goods that are normal for
middle-class people in industrialized Western countries
(e.g., tools and household utensils or paper diapers). Un-
til now this segment of the Cuban population has been
underexposed in both popular and academic discourse,
because it is inconspicuous and because its members,
being neither exotic nor political dissidents, do not fit
in with observersâ preconceptions about Cubans. This
silent majority of relatively privileged and well-educated
people consistsmainly of thosewho have been born since
the triumph of the revolution, many of them raised in the
âgolden agesâ of Cuban socialism, the 1970s and partly
the 1980s, periods characterized by saturation with (East-
ern) consumer goods and the consolidation of a success-
ful social security system providing health care and good
education for everybody.

The economic and political crisis that seized Cuba
twenty years ago, after the fall of the Eastern bloc,
changed the lives of all Cubans drastically, and signs
of underdevelopment like hunger, poverty, and under-
employment that are characteristic of all âThird Worldâ
countries suddenly became part of everyday life. Many
Cubans fled this situation–if they could–to begin a new
life outside Cuba, but the majority stayed and tried to
cope with the difficulties. The hardships of the âspecial
periodâ of the 1990s are over now and the Cuban econ-
omy has recovered, but nevertheless the system does not
offer a future to the majority of its citizens in terms of
adequate job opportunities and the prospect of earning
their own keep. The only alternative is the paradoxical
situation of developing extralegal grey and black mar-
ket activities and jobs in order to survive. According
to the author, this is the main reason why the struggle
to get even the most simple consumer goods or to pos-
sess âdollarsâ (or their equivalent) has acquired such an
exaggerated importance in Cuban everyday life. Rosen-
berg Weinreb shows this convincingly in part 2 (âMean-
ingsâ) of her study, trying to record the words and terms

of these practices in a kind of âSpecial Period Lexiconâ
and explaining their significance with the results of her
field research. Social scientists, ethnographers, or his-
torians familiar with present-day Cuba will find no sur-
prises in this chapter: The phenomena of the Cuban ev-
eryday struggle are well known and even apparent to
normal visitors. What is new is the intimate insight that
Rosenberg Weinreb can offer through the perspective of
her protagonists, making visible the shifts and changes
of meanings and significations of material goods, values,
consumption, and property within Cuban society. Her
study therefore reflects not only the emergence of a new
class division within the society (according to the posses-
sion of dollar-equivalents), but also the fear that âcon-
sumersâ will replace âcitizens,â that citizens will be re-
duced to consumers, and that citizenship and active civic
participation within society will become âcommodified.â
One indication is her observation that Cubans almost
never openly express their political criticisms, whereas
consumer frustrations and the lack of material goods
are among the few things that they can complain about
openly to others (Cubans and visitors) without fear of
state reprisals (p. 85). Another insight provided by her
research deals with the meaning of âfreedom,â the sig-
nificance of migration in Cuban society, the possibility
of a temporary migration, and the longing to leave the
frustrating situation.

Rosenberg Weinrebâs study fills a gap, because there
has been almost no ethnographic material about Cuban
society since the large-scale ethnographic studies of Os-
car and Ruth Lewis, and Susan Rigdon, whose attempt to
reveal the phenomena of social change in the revolution-
ary society of the 1960s through participatory observa-
tion was cut short by the Cuban government in the late
1960s. Only in the last decade have some social scientists,
ethnographers, and/or historians made new attempts to
base their investigations on oral history or participatory
observations. They were confronted with the same diffi-
culties as the author of the present book: they had either
to deal with severe restrictions imposed by the govern-
ment or they had to investigate discreetly–as Rosenberg
Weinreb did–without official permission and with a re-
stricted selection of interview partners. RosenbergWein-
reb deals with this obvious methodological problem, ad-
mitting that she could only obtain profound information
about the topic through her long-term intimate personal
contacts. I felt somewhat uncomfortable with her insis-
tence on what she calls âfamily fieldworkâ (p. 12), and
the description of how she used the presence of her chil-
dren to gain confidence as a âmotherâ and how she ob-
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tained more intimate details from informants by using
the observations of their children.

The results of her study are based on the testi-
monies of about fifty families listed in the appendix with
anonymized names and a short characterization. The
list shows a balanced proportion of what the author
calls âanti-Castroâ people on the one hand, and infor-
mants with âCommunist Party affiliationâ on the other,
whereas in the study itself the majority of the opinions
expressed seem to be clearly from the âanti-Castroâ fac-
tion. This is one of the main shortcomings of this in-
vestigation; another is the assumption that Cubans with
âCommunist Party affiliationâ are an âout-groupâ con-
cerning black and grey market activities and the shift in
the meanings of values and consumption (p. 66). Those
who are categorized as âCommunist Party membersâ
(and presumed supporters of the political system) play in
my opinion the essential role in the network of grey and
black market activities. Without their active participa-
tion (or their deliberate turning of a blind eye) the whole

âshadow systemâ would not work at all.

On the basis of her findings on the increasing sig-
nificance of consumption and consumer goods within
Cuban society, RosenbergWeinreb comes to the convinc-
ing conclusion that one of the most important indica-
tors of change within the contemporary Cuban system,
independently of how it is defined (âcommunist,â âau-
thoritarian,â âstate socialist,â âlate socialist,â etc.), is con-
sumer details (e.g., the price of a rice cooker), which, ac-
cording to the author, âremain the litmus test to measure
the extent to which any transition in Cuba is solid rather
than symbolic, or to measure the depth of the reformsâ
(p. 186). Apart from the aforementioned shortcomings
and criticisms, RosenbergWeinrebâs innovative study on
Cubaâs silent majority is highly recommended to all his-
torians, ethnographers, and social scientists who are in-
terested in contemporary Cuba and in gaining new in-
sights in order to explain widely known phenomena and
changes within Cuban society since the 1990s.
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