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Migration and Protest in
Contemporary Cuba: An
Interview with Silvia
Pedraza

Recently, the CMR had the pleasure of
welcoming  Professor Silvia Pedraza,
Professor of Sociology and American
Culture at the University of Michigan, Ann
Arbor. Her research focuses on the
sociology of immigration, race, and
ethnicity in the United States, with
particular attention to Latino/a
communities and gender. Her work also
examines the sociology of revolutions,
especially in Cuba and Venezuela, and the
role that refugee exoduses have played in
both consolidating and undermining
revolutionary regimes.
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Migration and Protest in Contemporary

Cuba: An Interview with Silvia Pedraza

Cuba has been experiencing a profound
economic and political crisis for several
years. Following the Obama administration,
during which conditions on the island
improved significantly as a result of the
normalization of diplomatic relations with
the United States, the expansion of tourism,
and the reforms introduced under Raul
Castro's presidency, the current situation
presents a markedly different picture.
Cuba's already fragile economy, severely
weakened by the effects of the COVID-19
pandemic, has faced additional challenges
arising from the more confrontational U.S.
policy adopted under the Trump
administration. This policy has been shaped
in part by Secretary of State Marco Rubio, a
prominent political figure within the Cuban-
American community in Florida.

Against this backdrop, Professor Pedraza—
herself a member of the Cuban diaspora in
the United States—delivered the seminar
"Cuba: Exit vs. Voice or Exit and Voice?"
Drawing on Albert O. Hirschman's influential
framework of exit and voice, she examined
the simultaneous increase in emigration
from Cuba and the growth of protest
movements on the island over the past
decade. More broadly, the seminar explored
the relationship between migration, political
dissent, and the prospects for political
change in contemporary Cuba. Following the
seminar, | had the opportunity to speak with

Professor Pedraza about her research and
her reflections on Cuba's current challenges
and possible futures.

Rafael Camarero: In today's seminar, you
posed the question "Exit versus Voice or
Exit and Voice?" Could you briefly explain
why the Cuban case challenges Hirschman's
original articulation of exit versus voice?

Silvia Pedraza: The notion of exit versus
voice comes from the work of Albert O.
Hirschman. In his well-known book
published in 1970, Hirschman argued that
when what a firm, an organization, or a
nation provides begins to deteriorate,
people have two choices: they can either
exit—they can leave—or they can engage in
voice, a protest intended to recover or
improve the system.

In general, that idea has proven quite useful
when looking at cases such as the German
Democratic Republic (GDR) or the history of
the Cuban Revolution over the last 67 years.
However, Hirschman later returned to the
case of the GDR. A German Jew, he was
present when the Berlin Wall fell. In a paper
published in 1993, twenty-three years after
his original book, he argued that toward the
end of the regime—what Germans call die
Wende, the political, economic, and cultural
turn—both exit and voice increased at the



same time. The exodus and the protests
went up in tandem.

| tried to use that image from Hirschman's
work to think about Cuban society over
roughly the last ten years. My argument is
that one can observe something very similar.
Throughout most of the history of the
Revolution, the pattern was: the more
exodus, the less voice; the more emigration,
the less protest. But during the last decade,
we have seen both the exodus and voice
increase simultaneously, much as Hirschman
described in the case of East Germany. The
main point is not that | am challenging
Hirschman's argument. On the contrary, |
am suggesting that Cuba confirms one of his
later observations: what happened in the
GDR can also be observed in Cuba.

You mentioned that this change has taken
place over the last ten years. How would
you analyze this evolution through
Hirschman's framework? How has the
relationship between exit and voice
changed throughout the different
generations of the Cuban diaspora?

| would actually place the emphasis less on
the diaspora and more on Cuban society
itself, on the island. Throughout most of the
history of the Cuban Revolution, one can
observe the pattern of the more exodus, the
less voice, the less protest. During the last
ten years, however, we have seen both the
exodus and protest increase.

Did the Cuban diaspora play any role in the
protests of recent years, such as the 11 July
2021 demonstrations or the San lIsidro
Movement?

The role of the Cuban diaspora? | would say
none, at least not directly. Those protests
emerged from within Cuban society itself,
and | think that is precisely what made them
so important. They were genuine.

Now, one could point to the song Patria y
Vida as an example of diaspora involvement.
The song was written by artists both inside
and outside Cuba, particularly in Miami and
Spain, so it was a joint production, so to
speak. Several of the musicians involved
were living abroad, while others remained
on the island. In that sense, the diaspora did
play a role. The artists outside Cuba were
very talented Cuban-American and Afro-
Cuban musicians who knew how to record,
distribute, and publicize the song. As a
result, it became very well-known very
quickly. The year it was released, it won a
Latin Grammy Award, and it spread rapidly
throughout Cuban communities abroad. In
Miami one could see Patria y Vida stickers
everywhere.

It also became very popular in Spain.

Yes, it did. But even in that case, the
initiative largely came from people who had
only recently left Cuba and who were quite
young. Most of the people involved were in
their twenties or thirties. They were not
talking about the old Cuba; they were talking
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about the new Cuba and about their own
experiences.

You argue that voice has increased
alongside exit during the last decade. What
forms has this voice taken? How can we
observe this increase in voice occurring at
the same time as exit?

The San Isidro Movement was one of the
developments that really began this process.
Then came what remains the largest protest
of all, the demonstrations of 11 July 2021, or
11J) as they are commonly known in Spanish.
Since then, protest has become a regular
part of Cuban political culture, which is
almost incredible when one considers how
little space there was for it before. And this
is not only about protest itself; it is also
about the spread of the internet.

| have been interviewing Cubans for a very
long time. In the past, someone might carry
out an act of protest against the government
in some corner of Havana, but nobody else
would know about it. | remember
interviewing a Marielito who left Cuba in
1980. He was an Afro-Cuban man who
climbed to the top of a building in Havana
and hung a large banner criticizing Fidel
Castro. It was an extraordinarily courageous
act, and he ended up in prison because of it.
Yet very few people knew what he had done.

Once the internet became part of everyday
life in Cuba, that changed. If a protest
occurred in one place, people elsewhere
could immediately learn about it. | think

social scientists first became fully aware of
the power of digital communication in
mobilizing protest during the
demonstrations in Egypt’s Tahrir Square
revolution in 2011, that pushed the Egyptian
President to resign after nearly 30 years in
power. Since then, we have understood
much better how these networks operate.
People receive messages telling them where
and when a protest will take place, and they
respond. They show up and become part of
it. That has happened in Cuba as well.

So, would you say that exit and voice have
both increased, but as largely separate
processes? In other words, migration has
increased, and voice has increased, but
mostly within the island itself.

Yes, | think that is largely correct. | have tried
to think about possible connections
between the two, but | do not see many.

The people who have left Cuba recently that
| know well have been focused on rebuilding
their lives, trying to get back on their feet.
Often, they do not have the resources to
send remittances home. So, | think your
observation is correct: the recent increase in
migration and the increase in protest are, for
the most part, separate and relatively
independent processes.

During the seminar, there were several
questions about the Cuban diaspora and
the voice of the Cuban diaspora in the
United States. Could you explain how this
voice is articulated within the Cuban-
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American community? You mentioned
some survey data.

Yes, | think you are referring to the Florida
International University Cuba Poll. It is a
long-running  survey of the Cuban
community in Miami. The polling began in
the early 1990s and has been conducted
regularly ever since, initially every few years
and now more frequently. As a result, we
have a very good timeline of attitudes within
the Cuban-American community from the
1990s onward. Unfortunately, we do not
have comparable data from earlier decades.
It took time for young Cuban-American
scholars to become established within
academia and to develop the institutional
support necessary to carry out this kind of
research. But once the survey was
established, it became very regular, and the
results have been remarkably consistent
over time.

The survey focuses on the extent of support
for the embargo, support for sending
remittances, and support for travel to Cuba.
Those are the principal indicators. It has not
really explored questions of party
identification, which | think would also have
been interesting. But when it comes to
attitudes toward Cuba, the findings are quite
clear. The people who left during the first
two waves of Cuban exile—from 1959 to
1962 and from 1965 to 1974—have
consistently shown a particular pattern.
Most of them support the embargo, most
oppose sending remittances and other
forms of material assistance, and most do

not support traveling to Cuba. In other
words, their position is essentially that Cuba
should remain as isolated as possible.

That does not mean they are unkind people.
Not at all. | think there are two main reasons
for those views. First, they are convinced
that remittances, travel, and economic
exchanges ultimately support the Cuban
government, which they do. Second, many
members of those earlier exile waves no
longer have close family in Cuba. Those
initial migrations involved many middle-
class and upper-middle-class families who
gradually brought most of their relatives to
the United States. As a result, many no
longer have close personal ties on the island,
or only very distant ones. They do not
experience the situation in quite the same
way as someone who still has immediate
family or close friends living there.

Then you have the third wave, the Mariel
exodus of 1980. That migration included a
larger proportion of Afro-Cubans and was
much more working-class. Many had also
experienced prison or other forms of
marginalization. In the surveys, this group
tends to occupy an intermediate position
between the earlier and later waves.

The more recent migrants, from 1989 until
now, who belong to what some would call
waves four, five, and six and tend to be
younger, show a very different pattern.
These are the people who left during the
period of the Revolution's decline and
increasing economic hardship. In general,
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they oppose the embargo, support travel to
Cuba, and favor sending remittances,
medicines, and other goods to people on the
island. They have lived entirely under the
revolutionary system; for them, Cuba's
history is essentially the history of the
Revolution and of communism. And because
they still have family and friends in Cuba,
they are generally very supportive of helping
those who have been left behind.

And how would you characterize the voice
of the diaspora in the current political
context of the United States? | am referring
not only to the Trump administration's
policy toward Cuba, which has certainly
taken a more aggressive turn, but also to
broader immigration policies.

Well, it is somewhat sad to me because
Cubans have been wanting the United States
to do something about Cuba for 67 years.
The truth of the matter is that, whether
Democrats or Republicans were in power,
the United States has never really done
anything. With President Donald Trump,
however, some people think things may be
different because he projects an image of
being strong and macho, of being someone
who wants to achieve an important
breakthrough. He also is much more willing
to contemplate a forceful intervention, as
we saw in the case of Venezuela.

What Venezuela showed, in my view, is that
the democratic aspect of a transition is not
particularly important to him. He was
interested in other objectives, the oil. As a

result, Trump marginalized important
figures of the democratic opposition, Maria
Corina Machado and Edmundo Gonzalez,
who won by a landslide the July 2024
Presidential elections and had political
legitimacy in civil society. Machado even
travelled to Washington D.C., and met with
him. She was prepared to support him
publicly because, apparently, he was
interested in obtaining the Nobel Peace
Prize. Yet nothing came of it. Afterwards,
Trump described the meeting as a courtesy,
explaining that she had requested it. My
impression was simply that he was not
interested in democratizing Venezuela.

He has already spoken about Cuba and
suggested that, after dealing with other
international issues, he will turn his
attention to the island. He has referred to
Cuba as a "very debilitated nation" and has
said that whatever happens would be a "soft
takeover." Those were his words. By that, |
understand that he does not mean a direct
intervention of the sort people often
imagine, but rather some form of pressure
or action imposed from the outside. In any
case, the implication is that Cuba will be
dealt with through force rather than through
a democratic process.

There are still people within the Cuban
community—mostly from the older
generations at this point—who have spent
decades hoping that something would
happen and who believe that Trump can
deliver. It is unfortunate because | do not
think that Trump will deliver anything
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positive. Nevertheless, many people
continue to place their hopes in him.

How do you see the future of a transition in
Cuba, if there is one? | was also wondering
whether there are lessons that could be
drawn from the Polish case, for example,
from 1989, that might help us think about a
future transition in Cuba.

| have been asking myself the same
guestion. In fact, one of the reasons | have
been here is to learn what | need to learn to
think about a possible Cuban transition.

Trump has already promised that he is going
to usher in a transition, although we do not
really know what he means by that or what
he intends to do. At the same time, there are
already many Cuban-American academic
and intellectual groups thinking about what
might happen if a transition were to take
place—if what some people call “the
morning after” were to arrive and Cuba
suddenly became a society no longer led by
the Communist Party.

That, of course, would be the biggest
change. The question is what could be
different and what we need to think through
in advance. A friend, for example, has
written about the 2019 Cuban Constitution.
Can that constitution be modified so that
some parts are kept while others are
changed? Clearly, something would have to
change because the Constitution establishes
that there can only be one political party in
Cuba, the Communist Party. You cannot

really have a democratic transition under
those conditions. That provision would have
to go. But there are other parts of the
Constitution that could be retained. That is
the kind of analysis that people who care
about Cuba are engaged in right now: what
can be kept, what can be done away with,
and how soon new political parties could be
introduced.

As | mentioned briefly during the seminar,
Cuban-Americans refounded three major
political parties. Cuba had a multiparty
system in the past, although that past is now
so distant that few people remember it.
Around 1990, in the Cuban exile community,
a group created what they called La
Plataforma. Within this framework, they
recreated three parties that corresponded
to historical Cuban political traditions while
also connecting to broader international
political currents.

They refounded the Liberal Party, the Social
Democratic Party, and the Christian
Democratic Party. This last | have always
thought was particularly important because
of the role Christian Democrats played in the
European transitions.

My understanding is that Christian
Democrats and Social Democrats, working
together, helped usher in a new beginning in
countries such as Germany, and perhaps
Poland as well, although | need to learn
more about the Polish case. It seemed like a
good idea to recreate those traditions
because they also have a life of their own
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internationally. There are  Christian
Democratic parties across Latin America and
Liberal parties across Europe.

The people who founded these initiatives
are no longer with us, because so much time
has passed. But they left behind a
framework, and they left behind some very
capable younger people who can be counted
upon to lead these kinds of changes.

Could these political parties also serve as a
way of linking different Cuban diasporas
around the world? For example, how are
the connections between the Cuban
diaspora in the United States and the Cuban
diaspora in Europe, especially in Spain?

Mostly in Spain, yes. | think there are good
links between the Cuban diaspora in
southern Florida—especially Miami—and
the Cuban community in Madrid. | know
people there, particularly among the
Christian Democrats, who are doing very
good work. At the same time, | think La
Plataforma no longer has the visibility or
influence that it had when it was founded, as
many of the individuals who provided
leadership at that time have since passed
away, and the current leadership is not as
strong within the exile community as it once
was.

Still, the parties remain. The networks
remain. Whether those three parties would
be enough in a future democratic Cuba, or
whether they would simply be the starting
point for a more plural party system, as in

Spain, | do not know. Three parties are
already quite a lot, after all; the United
States only has two. But one thing that
seems important to me is that, despite their
differences, the Social Democrats and the
Christian Democrats have historically shown
that they can work together fairly well.

Finally, | would like to ask a methodological
question. As someone who is part of the
Cuban diaspora, how do you reflect on your
own positionality as a researcher? How has
your background shaped the way you
conduct interviews and approach your
research?

| think one's position in society always
affects what one sees and what one does not
see. There is no way to be without a position
in society. | am an American academic, but |
am also the child of a Cuban family that has
been politically involved for many
generations. That involvement goes back
well before the Revolution. Members of
both sides of my family participated in
Cuba's War of Independence against Spain. |
draw on that heritage of people who have
always been engaged in political life.

What turned out to be especially helpful for
my research was that my family became
completely divided politically after the
Revolution. Some relatives supported it,
while others opposed it. That was very
painful for me. Yet that experience helped
me enormously in conducting interviews
because | wanted people to feel that | was
not judging them. | was not telling them that
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they had done the right thing or the wrong
thing. | was trying to understand them—to
understand why they had adopted certain
positions, attitudes, and commitments, and
how those had changed over time.

My interest in change is one of the reasons |
moved toward qualitative research. | was
originally trained as a demographer, with an
emphasis on statistics and survey research.
But as a sociologist, | became increasingly
interested in understanding the process of
change in people's lives. The Cuban
Revolution was initially a remarkably
popular social movement. Yet many of the
people | interviewed who had once strongly
supported it later changed their attitudes
and their ways of perceiving it. | wanted to
understand that process. That is why | ended
up conducting in-depth  qualitative
interviews.

In the end, the political divisions within my
own family helped me as a researcher

because there was very little that
respondents could tell me that | had not
already encountered. | had a cousin who
died fighting for the Revolution; other
cousins who became political prisoners. And
| had relatives who tried, as much as
possible, to ignore politics and live an
ordinary life, although that was often
difficult. What had once seemed like a
disadvantage—coming from such a
fractured political experience—eventually
became an advantage. | think | managed to
turn my pain into something positive for my
research.
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