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ABSTRACT 
This thesis examines the impact of Fidel Castro’s revolution and post-

revolutionary policies on the liberation of Cuban women. I argue that the Cuban 

Revolution fundamentally reshaped the lives of Cuban women and helped them to make 

significant progress toward equality. I trace the evolution of post-revolutionary policy 

change in terms of political, educational, social, and economic reform, with a particular 

emphasis on the transformation of healthcare. This thesis argues that the socialist 

restructuring of healthcare, the liberalization of abortion policies, and the post-

revolutionary government’s consideration of healthcare as a human right are the greatest 

indicators of the advancement toward women’s liberation. 

This thesis makes extensive use of the Lyn Smith Cuba Collection, a compilation 

of over one-hundred hours of oral history interviews with Cuban women. The majority of 

the testimonies were recorded between 1988 and 1990, though two were recorded later, 

in 1994 and 1999 respectively. Interviewer Lyn Smith touches on issues ranging from 

family backgrounds and revolutionary involvement to socialist ideology and gender 

equality. The testaments of these women have irrevocably shaped my analysis, providing 

first-hand interpretations of the experiences of Cuban women with revolutionary change 

and the effects of Castro’s Marxist-Leninist ideology on the progress of women’s 

liberation.  
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INTRODUCTION: NOS SENTIMOS LIBRES 
 

 As a child, Osoria Herrera Oropesa enjoyed few privileges. She was raised in a 

peasant family in a rural area. Her father was a small landowner who struggled to make 

ends meet. Her home had a soil floor, palm leaf ceilings, and no electricity. Her family 

valued education, and chose Osoria to attend a small private school, the expense of which 

meant that her other siblings would not be able to attend school, and would instead be 

forced to help the family with farm labor. She traveled the three-kilometer distance to 

school on a horse, when the family could spare one, and walked when they could not. 

The village in which she lived was remote: the nearest hospital was twenty-two 

kilometers away and the family often lacked reliable transportation. She saw a doctor for 

the first time at the age of thirteen. Her mother gave birth to each of her children without 

the help of a medical professional, twice suffering the loss of the fetus. Another time, 

Osoria’s one-month-old sibling died because they could not make it to the hospital in 

time.1  

 Osoria’s story is similar to those of many poor women who lived before Fidel 

Castro’s Revolution. For many, especially those living in rural areas, the luxuries of 

education, literacy, and healthcare were unattainable, open only to those who could 

afford them. In the decades since Castro took power, however, much has changed for 

these women. In data recorded between 2008 and 2012, both youth and adult women had 

a literacy rate of one-hundred percent and ninety-nine percent of deliveries were attended 

                                                
1 Osoria Herrera Oropesa, interview by Lyn Smith, 1988, RWD 8087, Lyn Smith Cuba Collection: Oral 
Histories of Cuban Women, Recorded Sound Reference Center, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.  
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by a skilled medical professional in an institutional setting.2 These statistics are among 

the many indicators of the progress made by Cuban women since the beginning of the 

revolutionary regime.  

 In this thesis, I examine the many factors that have aided Cuban women on their 

path toward liberation. The policies implemented by Castro’s government have included 

a fundamental restructuring of the lives of women, allowing opportunities for full 

participation in Cuba’s socialist labor, educational, and political systems. However, the 

area in which the liberation of Cuban women is most evident is healthcare, especially 

reproductive health. My research illustrates the substantial and exhaustive transformation 

of the Cuban healthcare system following the revolution. Hospitals were constructed in 

rural areas, more doctors and nurses were trained, doctors were obligated to serve the 

poorest in their communities, vaccines were created and disseminated, and the number of 

physicians practicing medical specialties began to rise.3 These changes benefitted the 

whole of Cuban society, but the transformation’s biggest benefactor has been women. 

 Admittedly, the progress of the Cuban healthcare system and the accompanying 

political policies have evolved slowly over time. Many of the greatest advantages of the 

current system, such as the nation’s liberal abortion policies, were not in place until the 

late 1960s or early 1970s, leaving an almost ten-year period during which women 

continued to face many of the same problems they had before the revolution. However, I 

argue that the current status of Cuban healthcare for women is the single greatest 

                                                
2 “Cuba Statistics,” UNICEF, last modified March 2, 2015, accessed May 23, 2017, 
https://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/cuba_statistics.html.  
3 Ada Garcia, interview by Lyn Smith, n.d., RWD 8146, Lyn Smith Cuba Collection: Oral Histories of 
Cuban Women, Recorded Sound Reference Center, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 
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indicator of their “liberation” under Castro. Cuba now has the most liberal abortion laws 

of any nation in Latin America, a feat stemming from the repression of fervent 

Catholicism, a remnant of Spanish colonial domination, in favor of trying to implement 

the demands of socialist ideology. Furthermore, there is no stigma attached to abortion as 

there is in the United States, allowing women to make the reproductive choice for 

themselves without the involvement of their husbands and fathers and the unnecessary 

judgment of friends, family, and even strangers.4 The maternal and infant mortality rates 

in Cuba have also improved dramatically, allowing those who choose motherhood to do 

so comfortably assuming that neither their health nor their baby’s health is at risk.5 

Maternity homes have been constructed, providing a safe place to stay during the 

precious final months of their pregnancies. Maternity homes are often constructed next to 

hospitals in order to ensure that pregnant women have reliable transportation and easy 

access to their obstetricians once they go into labor, a luxury not often afforded to poor 

women in the Batista era.6 These advances have significantly diminished the number of 

women, like the mother of Osoria, who give birth at home, many of whom previously 

died or suffered losses of the fetus during delivery, simply because medical attention was 

too inconvenient, inaccessible, and expensive to obtain.  

 The advantages of this revolution in healthcare, both part of a nationwide effort to 

modernize Cuba and to provide previously unavailable services to Cuban women, are 

                                                
4 Osoria Herrera Oropesa, interview by Lyn Smith, 1988, RWD 8087, Lyn Smith Cuba Collection: Oral 
Histories of Cuban Women, Recorded Sound Reference Center, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 
5 Ministerio de Salud Pública, Anuario Estadístico de Salud 2015, May 5, 2016, Cuadro 9, Accessed May 
10, 2017, http://www.paho.org/cub/index.php?option=com_docman&view=document&alias=1375-
anuario-estadistico-de-salud-de-cuba-2015&category_slug=estadisticas&Itemid=226. 
6 Ada Garcia, interview by Lyn Smith, n.d., RWD 8146, Lyn Smith Cuba Collection: Oral Histories of 
Cuban Women, Recorded Sound Reference Center, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 
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palpable. Beyond the clear evidence that changes made to Cuban healthcare have helped 

to create a healthier population and improved egalitarianism among previously disparate 

socioeconomic classes, the state’s dedication to women’s liberation is most evident in 

their advocacy of abortion rights.  Not only do these services provide a safe and legal 

resource for women seeking to terminate their pregnancies, but the state’s absence from 

the decision-making process also allows women to be in full control of their reproductive 

choices. Gender inequality, I argue, often rests on the fundamental belief in patriarchal 

societies that a woman’s place is in the home, fulfilling her biological destiny of 

procreating. In Cuba, women are no longer defined by their reproductive capacity or 

pressured into having children by a society which reduces a woman’s significance to her 

uterus. A woman’s choice to be a mother, or not to be, is entirely her own. The 

revolutionary government supports Cuban women, trusts them to make the right decision 

for themselves, and gives them the resources necessary to comfortably make such a 

choice. My thesis will demonstrate that, while Cuban women have also made significant 

strides toward political, economic, and academic equality, the transformation of 

healthcare provides the most provocative and meaningful evidence of the positive effects 

of post-revolutionary change. 
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CHAPTER ONE  
 

LA REVOLUCIÓN SOCIALISTA 
 

Introduction 
The historiography regarding the intersection between women’s liberation and the 

transformation of Cuban healthcare is minimal. Few scholars have attempted to bridge 

this gap, with many of the historians and anthropologists who have shown interest 

choosing to focus on either one topic or the other. These authors sometimes draw 

connections between the advances in healthcare and the steady progression of women’s 

equality, though the majority stay focused on their primary objective. Still, connections 

can be made between the two subjects, even when the links might not be obvious. Both 

histories of healthcare and of women tend to focus on the theme of transformation 

according to socialist doctrine.  

The scholarship surrounding women’s history in Cuba is robust. These histories 

take many different forms, ranging from overall assessments of women’s equality in 

terms of politics, education, and social reform to biographical accounts of the 

Revolution’s most famous female figures, such as Melba Hernández, Vilma Espín, 

Haydée Santamaria, and Celia Sanchez.  The literature is mostly consistent in its 

assertion that the revolution vastly improved the lives of women. Texts that indicate a 

less radical change tend to focus more on issues likely to accompany any socialist 

administration: shortages, bureaucracy, and the veil of secrecy between government 

figures and average citizens. Still, for the most part, the consensus is that Cuban women 

are better off now than they were pre-1959, suggesting that the transition to socialism 

helped women as a group to gain more equal rights.  
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For healthcare, this transition literally meant the eradication of privately funded 

doctor’s offices and hospitals. Healthcare was now to be solely state-funded and available 

to all Cubans regardless of their ability to pay. More significant however, was the 

transformation of the doctor-patient relationship. Doctors were to become members of the 

communities in which they practiced, allowing for a closer relationship and easier access 

to the patient’s medical and ideological background.  Some scholars even suggest that 

medical professionals, as employees of the state, were expected to keep their patients in 

line politically, sometimes sacrificing the sanctity of doctor-patient confidentiality in 

order to report counterrevolutionary sentiment.7 It is true that revolutionary surveillance 

and medical outreach programs often overlapped in the first decade of the revolutionary 

government, as demonstrated by the creation of the Sanitary Brigades in 1964. Women 

who worked for the organization, known as “brigadistas,” promoted the state’s new focus 

on health care and promoted the successes of the revolutionary system. The brigadistas 

lived and worked in an assigned health sector, allowing them to gather information about 

both community health needs and any signs of dissent.8 Still, there is no clear evidence to 

suggest that doctors concerned themselves with the ideological sentiments of their 

patients.  

The scholarship devoted to analyses of the Cuban healthcare system is adequate, 

though not expansive, and stems primarily from fields of physical anthropology and 

                                                
7 Katherine Hirschfeld, Health, Politics, and Revolution in Cuba since 1898 (New Brunswick, NJ: 
Transaction Publishers, 2007), 205. 
8 Lois M. Smith and Alfred Padula, Sex and Revolution: Women in Socialist Cuba (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1996), 61-62. 
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medical research. The majority are overwhelmingly positive, with authors such as Lois 

Smith, Alfred Padula, and Elise Andaya pointing to successes in disease eradiation, 

vaccination campaigns, hospital construction, and the transformation of the doctor-patient 

relationship as clear evidence that the current system is superior to the system in place 

pre-1959.9 However, there are still a few outliers, scholars who see the system as 

fundamentally flawed due to its socialist nature and pointing to issues of patient privacy 

as a primary concern. Katherine Hirschfeld’s 2007 text, Health, Politics, and Revolution 

in Cuba since 1898, for example, provides an overwhelmingly negative analysis of 

Cuban healthcare, particularly in terms of privacy issues. Hirschfeld, an anthropologist 

who travelled to Cuba in order to conduct research, laments the shortcomings of the 

Cuban government’s censorship of the dengue fever epidemic of 1996-1997, arguing that 

more transparency could have saved lives.10 It is interesting that Hirschfeld contradicts 

herself in simultaneously calling for both increased patient privacy and state 

transparency.  Still, for the most part, those who study Cuban healthcare, and especially 

those who have conducted fieldwork or research in country, conclude that despite some 

flaws, the state of the Cuban medical field surpasses both its predecessor and the systems 

in place in other Latin American countries. These assertions are confirmed by the World 

Health Organization (WHO), whose data demonstrates the clear superiority of Cuban 

health statistics in relation to Latin America at large.11 WHO statistics also indicate that 

                                                
9 Smith and Padula, Sex and Revolution, 57-58; Elise Andaya, Conceiving Cuba: Reproduction, Women, 
and the State in the Post-Soviet Era (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2014), 41. 
10 Hirschfeld, 77. 
11 “Cuba: WHO Statistical Profile,” World Health Organization, last modified January 2015, accessed May 
27, 2017, http://www.who.int/gho/countries/cub.pdf?ua=1.  
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in areas such as infant mortality, life expectancy, and access to prenatal healthcare, Cuba 

is superior to the United States.12  

Finally, there is a small cross-section in the literature that focuses specifically on 

issues pertaining to women’s health. These texts, Smith and Padula’s Sex and Revolution, 

Andaya’s Conceiving Cuba, and Hirschfeld’s Health, Politics and Revolution, vary 

slightly, though all mention reproductive rights in some level of detail. These scholars 

also tend to discuss Cuba’s prostitution problem, seeing the sex industry as a clear 

extension of issues related to the country’s lack of accessible contraceptives and a lack of 

a feminist consciousness. In many ways, changing policies regarding abortion and family 

planning have the greatest impact on those for whom the chance of pregnancy is 

considered a workplace hazard. It is through this scholarship that the impact of changing 

women’s health policies is clearest. 

Historiography 
On July 26, 1953, one hundred and sixty men, and two women, started a 

revolution. The events of the day, a failed attack on the Moncada Barracks in Santiago de 

Cuba that culminated in the death or imprisonment of those involved, would become 

famous in Cuban history. For many Cubans, this date would mark the first time they 

heard the name Fidel Castro. Over the next half-decade, he would become, for many, 

Cuba’s savior, the man finally capable of ridding the nation of imperialist greed, 

oppression, and influence. For Cuban women, Castro came to symbolize liberation and 

modernity, a new era in Cuban politics and society in which their lives were no longer 

                                                
12 Ministerio de Salud Pública, Anuario Estadístico de Salud 2015, May 5, 2016, Cuadro 163, accessed 
May 10, 2017, http://www.paho.org/cub/index.php?option=com_docman&view=document&alias=1375-
anuario-estadistico-de-salud-de-cuba-2015&category_slug=estadisticas&Itemid=226.  
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dictated by an outdated Spanish civil code in line with Spain’s strict adherence to 

Catholicism, left over from Cuba’s colonial period. 

 The transition from Batista to Castro brought about many changes. It signaled the 

end of United States domination of Cuban politics and industry, the end of decades of 

political upheaval, and the end of massive disparities in wealth between socioeconomic 

classes. It also meant the beginning of a series of substantial reforms across nearly every 

facet of Cuban political, economic, and societal life. For Castro, the liberation of women 

was to be a top priority of the revolutionary government. His beliefs on the equality 

between the sexes stem from the participation of women during the revolution, both those 

who served as combatants at Moncada and in the Sierras and those who helped to 

organize the insurgency from within the cities. The relationships he fostered with 

revolutionary women would come to be some of the most significant friendships of his 

life. Following 1959, Castro always spoke highly of the strength and bravery of Cuban 

women, many of whom were subjected to unspeakable trauma for their willingness to 

support the July 26th Movement.  

However, Castro’s commitment to women’s liberation in Cuba was also rooted in 

his devotion to socialism. Marxist-Leninist doctrine advocates for the advancement of 

women, considering the progress of women to be the barometer of social change. In a 

letter written to Dr. Louis Kugelmann in 1868, Marx summed up the socialist outlook on 

women’s liberation, saying, “Anybody who knows anything of history knows that great 

social changes are impossible without the feminine ferment. Social progress can be 
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measured exactly by the social position of the fair sex.”13 By 1961, Castro would commit 

Cuba to a socialist future, nationalizing foreign industry, advocating for agricultural 

reform, and espousing the rhetoric of his Marxist-Leninist ideology.  

There is a significant debate in the historiography surrounding the authenticity of 

Castro’s committment to Marxist-Leninist doctrine. The origins and legitimacy of 

Castro’s socialism, while not insignificant, do not much matter for the purposes of this 

thesis. He chose socialism for Cuba and remained committed to its success until his 

death. It is not in the scope of this thesis to continue the debate on a question that has 

been asked and answered by numerous other scholars. For the sake of my argument, I 

maintain that, regardless of open declarations prior to 1961, the tenets of Castro’s 

revolution, including those he outlined in 1953 with “History Will Absolve Me,” are in 

line with socialist doctrine and shaped the transformation of Cuba. His belief in Marxist-

Leninism influenced his devotion to societal egalitarianism, and no group benefitted more 

from this devotion than women.14   

 Much has been written on women in Cuba, though not much has been said 

specifically about women’s liberation. Instead, histories of Cuban women tend to be 

biographical in nature, focusing on the actions of a single woman during the revolution. 

                                                
13 “Marx to Kuglemann in Hanover,” Marxists.org, accessed May 20, 2017, 
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1868/letters/68_12_12-abs.htm.  
14 For texts debating the roots and legitimacy of Castro’s Marxist-Leninism beliefs, see Robert Quirk, Fidel 
Castro (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1993); Alan H. Luxenberg, “Did Eisenhower Push Castro 
into the Arms of the Soviets?” Journal of Interamerican Studies and World Affairs 30, no. 1 (Spring 1988): 
37-71; Nathanial Weyl, Red Star Over Cuba: The Russian Assault on the Western Hemisphere (New York: 
The Devin-Adair Company, 1960); Earl E.T. Smith, The Fourth Floor: An Account of the Castro 
Communist Revolution (New York: Random House, 1962); Lionel Martin, The Early Fidel: Roots of 
Castro’s Communism (Secaucus, NJ: Lyle Stuart Inc., 1978); Lillian Guerra, Visions of Power in Cuba: 
Revolution, Redemption, and Resistance, 1959-1971 (Chapel Hill, The University of North Carolina Press, 
2012);  
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The most common subjects of these profiles are Vilma Espín, Celia Sánchez, Melba 

Hernández, and Haydée Santamaría, all of whom have reached a certain level of mythical 

status in Cuba. Espín served as a female combatant in the Sierra Maestras, eventually 

marrying Raúl Castro and serving as the first president of the Federación de Mujeres 

Cubanas (FMC). Before her death, she was endearingly referred to as Cuba’s unofficial 

‘first lady.’ Sánchez served alongside Espín in the Sierras, as a member of the Mariana 

Grajales platoon. Following the revolution, Sánchez became the Secretary to the 

Presidency of the Council of Ministers and founded the Oficina de Asuntos Históricos del 

Consejo de Estado (Office of Historical Matters of the Council of the State) to work on 

preserving historical documents of the revolution.  

 
Figure 1.1 Vilma Espín dressed for combat with a patch commemorating the July 26th 
Movement. Source: Wikimedia Commons 
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Figure 1.2 Celia Sánchez walking with the Mariana Grajales Platoon. Source: Oficina de 
Asuntos Históicos, Cuba. 

 

Hernández and Santamaría both participated in the attack on the Moncada 

barracks, were psychologically tortured and imprisoned for their participation, and helped 

to publish and distribute Castro’s trial defense, “La Historia me Absolverá” (History Will 

Absolve Me). Santamaría is also well-respected among the Cuban people for her bravery 

and loyalty during her imprisonment. In an effort to convince her to reveal the 

whereabouts and activities of other revolutionaries, Batista forces tortured Haydee’s 

brother, Abel, and her fiancé, Boris Luis Santa Coloma, in a room adjacent to her cell. 

After hearing the screams of her loved ones, guards entered her cell carrying her 

brother’s eyeball, threatening to take the other if she did not comply with their demands. 

Haydée, stalwart and indignant as ever, refused to comply, saying only, “If you tore out 

an eye and he did not speak, much less will I.”15 In 1980, Haydée committed suicide. She 

                                                
15 Fidel Castro, “History Will Absolve Me,” in The Fidel Castro Reader, eds. David Deutschmann and 
Deborah Shnookal (New York: Ocean Press, 2007), 88. 
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had always been vocal about her battle with depression, even detailing her emptiness and 

contempt for life in a symbolic letter to Ché Guevara following his own death in 1968.16   

 
Figure 1.3 Melba Hernández (left) and Haydée Santamaría in prison following the attack 
on the Moncada barracks. Source: RadioRebelde.cu 
 

Within the biographical accounts of the lives of these women, there are many 

references to women’s liberation. In her 2015 text, Haydée Santamaría, Cuban 

Revolutionary: She Led by Transgression, writer Margaret Randall documents the tragic 

life of one of the revolution’s greatest forces while subsequently demonstrating Haydée’s 

feminist ideology and the progress made in terms of gender equality in the second half of 

the twentieth century. She begins with Haydée’s background, her childhood in Las Villas 

(renamed Cienfuegos following the revolution), the special relationship she shared with 

her younger brother, Abel, and the roots of her revolutionary ideology. The five 

Santamaría siblings were all involved in the revolution, though Abel and Haydée, Randall 

writes, “didn’t join an existing movement; they created one.”17 Abel and Haydée had 

been involved in the July 26th Movement since 1952, when they began holding meetings 

                                                
16 Haydée Santamaría, letter to Ernesto “Che” Guevara, 1968, in Haydée Santamaría, ed. Betsy Maclean 
(New York: Ocean Press, 2003), 18-19. 
17 Margaret Randall, Haydée Santamaría, Cuban Revolutionary: She Led by Transgression (Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press, 2015), 45. 
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with the Castro brothers and other notable revolutionaries in their small Havana 

apartment. Both were present in the Moncada attack, both were arrested, but only Abel 

died, a fact that would haunt Haydée for the rest of her life.  

Despite the darkness that enveloped Haydée in the years following the Moncada 

attack and the loss of her brother and fiancé, she remained a force, a source of light and 

strength to those around her. She “challenged power wherever and whenever she saw its 

corrosive damage and espoused feminist ideas long before the philosophy was accepted 

in Cuba.”18 Her advocacy of women’s rights, her development of cultural centers to keep 

Cuba in contact with international art and music, and her devotion to bettering the lives of 

Cuban children are but a few elements of her legacy. Haydée was a revolutionary in 

every sense of the word. In her role as a combatant at both Moncada and in the Sierras, 

Haydée did the “one thing no Cuban woman, of any social class or culture, was supposed 

to do in prerevolutionary Cuba…take part in armed poitical struggle.”19 Her courage and 

indignation proved that women were as capable as men in defending their country. In this 

way, and many others, she was a renegade, blazing the trail toward equality for Cuban 

women. 

Similar themes are explored in Mary-Alice Waters’ 2012 edited collection, 

Women in Cuba: The Making of a Revolution within the Revolution. The text includes 

contributions from Vilma Espín, Asela de los Santos, and Yolanda Ferrer, and is divided 

into two sections, the first devoted to years of active insurgency from 1953 to 1958 and 

the second to the origins and contributions of the FMC.  The authors trace the chronology 

                                                
18 Randall, Haydée Santamaría, 13. 
19 Randall, Haydée Santamaría, 39. 
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of the revolution and its constant focus on social transformation, referencing the efforts 

made in terms of land redistribution, peasant education, and rural hospital construction 

that began in 1958, before the insurgency was complete. The role of women was 

paramount to the success of these projects, and Waters argues, “The revolution in 

women’s social, economic, and political status was not a phenomenon parallel to the 

revolutionary advance of Cuba’s toilers. It took place within that advance.”20 The 

movement to revolutionize Cuban politics and the movement for women’s liberation 

strengthened each other, each helping the other to succeed and accomplish its goals.21  

While the accounts of the revolution’s most famous women are more common, 

accounts dealing with the Cuban “everywoman” also provide interesting insight into the 

effects of post-revolutionary policy change. In their 1977 text, Four Women, authors 

Oscar Lewis, Ruth M. Lewis, and Susan M. Rigdon examine the lives of women before 

and after Castro’s revolution.22 The text does not focus on any single topic in particular, 

choosing instead to ask broad questions regarding women’s lives before and after the 

revolution in order to gauge the palpable impact of revolutionary goals and policies. 

Topics of discussion range in subject from personal relationships with family members 

                                                
20 Vilma Espín, Asela de los Santos, and Yolanda Ferrer, Women in Cuba: The Making of a Revolution 
within the Revolution, ed. Mary-Alice Waters (New York: Pathfinder Press, 2012), 31. 
21 For more biographical accounts of the four women considered revolutionary leaders, see Nancy Stout, 
One Day in December: Celia Sánchez and the Cuban Revolution (New York: Monthly Review Press, 
2013); Haydée Santamaría, Haydée Habla del Moncada (New York: Ocean Press, 2005); Rich Haney, 
Celia Sánchez: The Legend of Cuba’s Revolutionary Heart (New York: Algora Publishing, 2005); Ligia 
Trujillo Aldama, Vilma Espín: La Flor más Universal de la Revolución Cubana (Havana: Ocean Sur Press, 
2011). 
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1970s. The book’s counterpart, appropriately titled, Four Men, was published the same year. The authors 
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than preconceived.  
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and involvement in revolutionary organizations or activities to conflicts of interest 

between religious belief and communist ideology and the intricacies of daily life under 

both Batista and Castro.  The authors indicate that when asked directly about their 

opinions on women’s liberation in Cuba, the interviewees did not provide “very 

illuminating responses.”23 Still, the testimonies of these women are revealing, particularly 

that of Pilar López Gonzales, whose account deserves an extended analysis. 

 Pilar was born in Havana in 1942 to a very poor family. Because of their 

economic status, her family often relied on home remedies to treat minor ailments rather 

than spending what little money they had on a doctor’s visit. When her little brother 

needed emergency medical attention for appendicitis as a child, Pilar indicates that her 

father contacted a local politician in order to get the child admitted to a hospital, writing, 

“during Batista’s rule, there were no hospital beds available… If they’d waited a bit 

longer they wouldn’t have needed to bother—he’d have been dead.”24 Her family’s lack 

of money and social standing almost prevented them from being able to afford and secure 

medical attention, something she never had to worry about once Castro revolutionized the 

system.  

Pilar’s childhood was short-lived, though not atypical for Cuban girls of her 

socioeconomic standing. She started her first job at the age of thirteen, became a wife at 

fifteen, and a mother at sixteen.25 By seventeen, she had divorced her first husband and 

had begun working as a prostitute in order to provide for her daughter. Pilar witnessed 

                                                
23 Oscar Lewis, Ruth M. Lewis, and Susan M. Rigdon, Four Women: Living the Revolution: An Oral 
History of Contemporary Cuba (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1977), x. 
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firsthand the horrors of the limited reproductive healthcare under Batista. With little 

access to contraceptives, and a medical condition preventing her from using the 

contraceptives that were available, Pilar endured a painful cycle of pregnancies and 

terminations. Of this experience, she writes: 

I was never tempted to carry one of those pregnancies to term…So I had an 
abortion every two or three months. I never tried home remedies; I always went to 
the doctor and I was always alone. No sooner did I get rid of one child than I’d 
have another in my belly…After an abortion, I’d rest three or four days, then 
work as usual until I got pregnant again.26 
 

In some ways, Pilar’s experience differs from many women, including her own mother, 

who often created their own abortifacients rather than enlist the help of a doctor. Until 

1965 when abortion was decriminalized, the Cuban government went back and forth 

between turning a blind eye to these practices and repressive punishment of doctors who 

provided the procedure. For this reason, doctors often chose not to risk losing their 

licenses, or going to jail, in order to help women in need. Pilar indicates that an abortion 

she received in 1961 cost one-hundred-and-fifty pesos and had to be conducted in 

extreme secrecy. She writes, “The penalties for practicing abortions were harsh. I went to 

[the doctor’s] house alone to be less conspicuous. I was given no anesthesia and the pain 

was terrible. It was brutal.”27  

 Despite the increased policing of abortions immediately following 1959, Pilar 

argues that the revolution saved her life. As a prostitute, she often considered suicide, and 

made at least two attempts to take her own life. Following the revolution, rehabilitation 

programs began in 1961 in an attempt to reform prostitutes and allow them to assimilate 
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into socialist society with careers more in line with party policies. Pilar took advantage of 

the program by attending the rehabilitation school and undergoing training to procure a 

job.28 She benefitted greatly and credits Castro’s reforms and socialism with the positive 

changes in her life as well as in Cuba at large, saying “I love living in a socialist country. 

I’ve lived under capitalism and I can see the difference…to me socialism means there’s 

real equality. We’ve got no social classes in Cuba now. We’re all equal here.”29 

While these texts discuss the significance of women to the revolution, and to 

some extent, the evolution of women’s liberation, they are more focused on the lives and 

legacies of specific women. Analyses of equality between the sexes, when they do 

appear, are of secondary importance and are mentioned only as they pertain to the issues 

facing a single woman. However, there is a growing body of work committed solely to 

the examination of women’s liberation. Margaret Randall’s 1981 book, Women in Cuba: 

Twenty Years Later, discusses the origins of the women’s liberation movement in Cuba, 

the dynamics of the relationship between feminism and socialism, and the progress made 

so far. She points to the implementation of the 1974 Family Code as a clear turning point 

in the struggle for gender equality. Randall argues, “Basically, the Code stipulates a new 

equality between women and men in their social relationships” through its 

recommendation that husbands and wives share the responsibilities of housework, 

childcare, and external employment.30 This restructuring of the traditional, male-

controlled relationship between man and wife is an attempt to ease the double burden of 

women who work outside the home yet still find themselves responsible for the majority 
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of domestic work. The revolutionary government sought to ease this burden further 

through the creation of state-funded day care centers, the construction of which began in 

the early 1960s. Randall also examines the changing lives of peasant women, the role 

played by the Federación de Mujeres Cubanas in creating new programs for women, and 

the importance of women in Cuban culture. She ends her text with the declaration that 

“women’s gains in Cuba are still in the transitional phase; but the direction of national 

policy is clear.”31 Thus, by 1981, Randall admits that Cuban women had made some 

advances toward liberation, but her emphasis is on the continued support of the 

revolutionary government as the indicator of social progress. 

Michelle Chase’s 2015 text, Revolution within the Revolution: Women and 

Gender Politics in Cuba, 1952-1962, explores similar themes. Chase’s analysis, however, 

takes a more critical approach to the true progress made in terms of women’s liberation, 

though she acknowledges post-revolutionary success, as well. She begins with a 

summation of the revolution’s goals regarding women, arguing, “Less explicitly stated, 

the revolution also intended to create new women, and here again its ambitions were 

immense: to transform society to such an extent that women would be liberated from 

oppression, exclusion, and prejudice.”32 In the nearly sixty years since this promise was 

made, Chase indicates that Cuban women have made prominent and deliberate steps 

toward making gender equality a reality. She points to the anti-Batista efforts of women 

during the 1950s as evidence of both their progress and stagnation. Their participation in 

the revolutionary movement alone indicated a new level of social consciousness in Cuban 
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women, an intensified urgency to participate by any means necessary. However, she 

indicates that as the movement “became increasingly violent, the protestors became 

increasingly male. Indeed, young men themselves counseled their female counterparts not 

to undertake the risk protests now entailed.”33 In this way, the relationship between male 

and female revolutionaries was still overshadowed by a sense of paternalism, with male 

participants feeling the need to protect their female counterparts from the potentially 

dangerous repurcussions of their involvement. This type of subordination, combined with 

the “construction of an ideologically antifeminist mass women’s organization,” has 

prevented a feminist consciousness from rising in Cuba, thwarting any chance for a 

women’s movement that placed feminism above socialism in terms of social state 

priorities.  

These themes are further explored in the 1996 text, Sex and Revolution: Women in 

Socialist Cuba, written by anthropoloigst Lois Smith and historian Alfred Padula. For this 

thesis, the book’s most significant contribution are its chapters devoted to women’s 

health, though the larger analysis is focused on a variety of issues related to women’s 

liberation. While the analysis is mostly positive, praising the advances of healthcare as 

“arguably the most successful innovation of the Cuban revolution,” the authors are more 

critical of the reality of women’s equality.34 In theory, they argue, the policy changes 

implemented by the revolutionary government have been progressive and noteworthy. In 

practice, however, and especially in regard to political rights and participation, women 

remain subordinate to their male counterparts. Like Chase, Smith and Padula are critical 
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of the FMC for its lack of feminist ideology. They argue that the organization’s true 

purpose is to provide women with an outlet for their need for political partcipation 

without allowing them to participate in more legitimate avenues of political participation, 

such as formal membership in the Politburo.35 Members of the FMC could discuss a need 

for policy change amongst themselves, but had no real authority to implement it. This 

privilege was still in the hands of a male-dominated central government. 

A significant factor in allowing for the social equality of Cuban women is the 

transformation of Cuban healthcare, especially in terms of reproductive health. Recently, 

a few scholars have focused their attention on issues of reproductive rights within Cuba 

and the effects of changing policies on women’s liberation and sense of self-sovereignty. 

While Smith and Padula dedicate two chapters of their text to these issues, anthropologist 

Elisa Andaya’s 2014 work, Conceiving Cuba: Reproduction, Women, and the State in the 

Post-Soviet Era, is focused on reproductive health questions. Andaya discusses the 

evolution of the state’s policies toward reproductive rights and the origins of its interest 

in women’s health. She argues, “Framed by the discourse of health care as a human right, 

the health and survival of babies and pregnant women have been elevated…and are 

central to state claims of the moral superiority of socialism over capitalist inequality.”36 

Thus, low instances of maternal and infant mortality, two data points in which Cuba has 

achieved the most dramatic declines, help the socialist state to reach a certain level of 

legitimacy on the world stage.  
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Andaya points to these concerns as a factor in the liberalization of Cuba’s 

abortion laws, which allow terminations to be conducted legally until the tenth week of 

gestation.37 The availability of abortion allows women to make an educated decision 

regarding their willingness and capability to become a mother and prevents women who 

are unready or reluctant from being forced to carry the pregnancy to term. Those who 

choose to continue their pregnancies, indicating their desire to be a mother, are more 

likely to heed the advice of a doctor in order to maintain their health, and their baby’s 

health, throughout the pregnancy. Furthermore, once a woman decided to carry the 

pregnancy to term, the state has the right to intervene in order to ensure a healthy 

outcome for both mother and baby. If a woman is not gaining enough weight, missing 

doctor’s appointments, or otherwise putting her pregnancy at risk, her doctor can 

institutionalize her, placing her in a maternity home or hospital so that she may finish her 

pregnancy directly under a doctor’s care.38 According to Andaya, this level of state 

intervention complicates the revolutionary government’s otherwise liberal policies on 

reproduction, demonstrating both a desire for healthy mothers and babies and the ability 

to deprive a pregnant woman of her independence based on subjective notions of 

maternal incompetence. The juxtaposition of liberal and oppressive policies toward the 

reproductive rights of Cuban women will be further explored in chapter three.  

Finally, the scholarship on Cuban healthcare in general is scarce, and mostly 

examines the success of the post-revolutionary system and its potential applicability to 

other nations. These texts most often appear in medical journals, with the few texts 
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dedicated exclusively to healthcare written by researchers within the medical and 

physical anthropology fields. In 2009, medical anthropologist Linda M. Whiteford and 

social psychologist Laurence G. Branch published Primary Health Care in Cuba: The 

Other Revolution, an in-depth analysis of Cuba’s community-based primary health care 

system. They use the Cuban system as a model for possible application to other nations, 

analyzing the factors that have led to its successful implementation, and supporting their 

analysis with a slew of statistics.  

While Whiteford and Branch present a positive depiction of Cuban healthcare, 

physical anthropologist Katherine Hirschfeld’s account is less encouraging. Her 2007 

work, Health, Politics, and Revolution in Cuba since 1868, provides a scathing 

assessment of the Cuban system. Hirschfeld considers herself to be an expert on Cuban 

medicine after contracting dengue fever during her nine-month stay on the island between 

1996 and 1997. This experience is elevated to somehow being more legitimate than the 

testimonies of women who were born and have lived in Cuba their entire lives. 

Hirschfeld claims to know the “truth” behind Cuban healthcare. She lambasts the 

research methods and analyses of other Cuban researchers, calling not only their accuracy 

but also their intelligence into question, and accusing them of being Castro sympathizers 

who blindly follow the state.39 She has also written a number of negative reviews of other 

works in the field, many of which read more like diatribes, in an attempt to prove the 

superiority of her own analysis. Still, Hirschfeld’s primary criticism of the Cuban 

healthcare system seems to be its inadequacy compared to her experience in hospitals 

within the United States. The horrible situations she describes within a Cuban hospital, an 

                                                
39 Hirschfeld, Health, Politics, and Revolution, 8-11, 227-228. 



Texas Tech University, Olivia G. Bursch, August 2017 

 24 

overworked nursing staff, overcrowded patient rooms, and a lack of medicine sufficient 

to suppress pain, are common occurences at poorly-funded hospitals within the United 

States. It is likely that Hirschfeld’s prior personal medical experienced is limited to a 

higher quality of care because she could afford it. Thus, one might wonder if her 

condemnation of the Cuban healthcare system, a system she benefitted from during her 

state-funded recovery stint, is reflective only of her inability to acknowledge the 

privileges afforded to her by her class in a capitalist society.  

Overall, the scholarship suggests that Cuban women have benefitted from the 

changes made in healthcare and social policies enacted since the end of the Revolutionary 

War in 1959. Women in Cuba have greater freedom and control over their lives than they 

did in the pre-Castro era. They are able to participate in politics, contribute to the external 

labor force, and pursue an education, without the additional burden of institutionalized 

gender discrimination in the workplace. Especially in regard to healthcare, the post-

revolutionary government has fulfilled its commitment to promoting women’s liberation 

by enacting policy change that directly impacts a woman’s control over her reproductive 

rights. 

  



Texas Tech University, Olivia G. Bursch, August 2017 

 25 

CHAPTER TWO  
 

EN CADA BARRIO REVOLUCIÓN 
 

Introduction 
 Speaking in Céspedes Park in Santiago de Cuba on January 2, 1959, one day after 

rebel forces had successfully forced Fulgencio Batista to flee the country, Fidel Castro 

addressed the nation. He spoke of the revolutionary triumph, of the courage of rebels who 

stood their ground in the face of unspeakable oppression and suffering, and of the future 

for the Cuban people. Most significantly, he praised the efforts of the revolution’s female 

combatants, both those who provided support in the cities and those who armed 

themselves as part of the Mariana Grajales Platoon, an all-female infantry unit. Reflecting 

on the revolutionary fervor and strength of these women, he remarked, “Women 

represent a sector of our country that must be redeemed; they still face discrimination in 

employment and many other aspects of their lives.”40 Thus, in the earliest days of the 

revolutionary government, Castro spoke of the necessity of the redemption of Cuban 

women. 

 Over the years, Castro’s emphasis on women’s liberation would grow. Vilma 

Espín even recalls a time when Castro told her that women were better than men and says 

he was always the “first speaker of women.”41 By 2003, he would feel confident enough 

in the evolution of women’s rights to declare, “Discrimination against women was 

eradicated, and today women make up 64 percent of the country’s technical and scientific 
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workforce.”42 While the validity of this statement has been debated by scholars, Cuban 

women themselves seem to agree with Castro’s declaration. In regard to politics, 

education, social change, labor, and health, women feel as though they have made 

substantial progress toward equality.  

In order to understand how far Cuban women have come in terms of liberation, it 

is necessary to examine their rights and opportunities before the revolution. These 

differences are stark and substantial. As far as standards of equality were concerned, 

women in pre-revolutionary Cuba enjoyed few political rights, though Smith and Padula 

note a remarkable progress of human rights following the Cuban fight for independence 

from Spain in 1898. Following Cuba’s independence, the United States occupied the new 

island nation, promoting Western ideals of education. This led to a sharp rise in the 

number of teachers in Cuba as well as a sixty-one percent literacy rate for women by 

1919.43  In the 1920s, there was also an increased sense of social awareness and 

feminism, demonstrated by the foundation of Club Feminino, which “was organized in 

Havana with the goal of aiding the less fortunate, stimulating culture, and promoting 

healthful motherhood.”44 Despite the creation of the women’s club, most women still 

chose to refrain from political participation, opting for local, organizational work.45 The 

political progress of this period peaked in 1934, when Cuban women were finally granted 

the right to vote.  
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When the Constitution of 1940 was passed, many women believed they would 

enjoy new rights based on the constitution’s proposals for women’s liberation and 

equality between the sexes. For too long, Cuban politics had revolved around the 

continuation of the Spanish Civil Code, a remnant of Spanish colonial authority on the 

island, which kept in place a patriarchal system both politically and economically.46 For 

example, under this code, women were not permitted to manage property or initiate 

divorce proceedings. When the Constitution of 1940 was enacted, the Cuban legislature 

failed to fully modify existing laws, meaning that stipulations of the constitution violated 

laws in existence from the civil code. This led to an impasse, in which “equal rights for 

women, though they existed on paper, were not enforced until these discrepancies 

between the civil code and the Constitution could be overcome…in practice, the Spanish 

civil code of 1889 continued to be in force in matters pertaining to women.”47 Efforts to 

reconcile these conflicts were put on hold in light of more pressing concerns, namely 

political corruption and instability. With legislation on women’s equality passed but 

incapable of being fully enacted, “the women’s movement…ran out of steam in the 

1950s.”48  

In Cuba during the 1950s, the disparity between the social classes grew more 

noticeable, especially for women. Wealthy women experienced a significant level of 

social prominence, attending elaborate dances at the Havana Country Club and travelling 

to Miami once a year to indulge in American consumerism.49 Non-elite women, however, 

                                                
46 Graciella Cruz-Taura, “Women’s Right and the Cuban Constitution of 1940,” Cuban Studies 24 (1994), 
124-125. 
47 Cruz-Taura, “Women’s Rights,” 130. 
48 Smith and Padula, Sex and Revolution, 21. 
49 Smith and Padula, Sex and Revolution, 20. 



Texas Tech University, Olivia G. Bursch, August 2017 

 28 

lived far less glamorously. Some women took jobs as prostitutes in an attempt to make 

ends meet. Others, like the mother of Juana Ramirez, worked from home, serving as a 

laundress for neighborhood families able to afford such an expense.50 Some women even 

left Cuba, emigrating to the United States in order to find work and escape the political 

turmoil captivating the nation.51 

The years between March 10, 1952, when Batista led a second coup (the first 

being the Sergeant’s Coup of 1933) to take control of Cuban politics, and January 1,1959, 

when he finally fled the country in advance of Castro’s rebel army, were marked with 

political and social upheaval. Few Cubans were left unaffected and many took an active 

role in either the insurgency or the counterinsurgency. As discussed in the first chapter, 

women like Haydée Santamaría, Melba Hernández, Vilma Espín, and Celia Sánchez, 

were active participants in the revolution’s military campaigns.  

Just as vital to the revolution’s success, however, were women within the cities 

who served as messengers and organizers and encouraged others to do the same. Osoria 

Herrera Oropesa, for example, became a member of the July 26th Movement in 

September 1957 when she was attending school, feeling as though Castro’s movement 

was the only practical means of changing the state of Cuban society and politics.52 

Toward the end of the school year in 1958, Batista’s forces closed Osoria’s school, 

further radicalizing the students. After the school closed, she and other students began to 
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serve as messengers, providing resources such as food and clothing to the combatants in 

the Sierra Maestras. Osoria even recounts making patches for the men in Camilo 

Cienfuegos’s camp, and stresses the high levels of trust that existed between the 

combatants and student activists.53 

Juana Ramirez also reports being radicalized by Batista’s oppression of 

revolutionaries, though she joined the Popular Socialist Party (PSP), Cuba’s communist 

party, which would merge with the July 26th Movement in 1962 to become the current 

Communist Party of Cuba. Juana worked with other women to help spread the party’s 

message, and reports that members of the communist party were actually persecuted 

more than members of the July 26th Movement.54 The PSP held meetings in the houses of 

their members, often leading to searches and arrests. Juana states that part of her party 

responsibilities involved raising money to give to the family of political prisoners. She 

was also involved in graffiti campaigns in which party members would paint socialist 

slogans on public walls in an attempt to rally support. She often brought her young 

daughter along with her on these missions in an attempt to look less suspicious, though 

she remembers there was always a high level of risk involved.55 

While women like Osoria and Juana did their part to rally anti-Batista movements 

within Cuba, other women carried out similar tasks in the United States. Braudelina 

Ramirez and Esther Lina Milanes both moved to the United States during the 1950s. 
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Braudelina, who emigrated in 1953, became a member of the July 26th Movement while 

in the U.S. and helped to pass on revolutionary publications to other Cuban emigrants.56 

Esther, on the other hand, fled Cuba in 1958 after being arrested driving a “Chevrolet full 

of weapons.”57 She recounts being tortured, beaten, and raped by police officers before 

being bailed out by the son of the Columbian ambassador thanks to a friendship they had 

formed while in prison.58  Following this ordeal, she escaped Cuba on a plane bound for 

Ecuador, where she remained for two weeks before continuing on to the United States. 

Once in the U.S., Esther recalls gathering weapons to send back to the Cuban 

revolutionaries. She does not provide details on the manner in which arms were sent back 

to Cuba, though Asela de los Santos provides some insight, saying, “A group of women 

would leave Miami with small weapons, bullets, messages, letters, you name it, hidden 

under the full skirts that were fashionable then.”59 

Thus, the testimonies of these women indicate the extent of revolutionary activity 

taking place by those both in Cuban cities and the United States. The role of women 

extended far beyond those who were part of the Mariana Grajales Platoon, providing 

essential resources and support for combatants. When the July 26th Movement succeeded 

and combatants from the Sierras marched triumphantly into Santiago de Cuba on January 

2, 1959, women were rewarded for their contributions. When asked to comment on how 
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she felt to see the revolution succeed, Braudelina Ramirez responded simply, “Nos 

sentimos libres” [we felt free].60 

Political Reform 
The sentiments expressed by these women during the revolutionary struggle for 

political power and their feelings about Cuba’s liberation from foreign oppression and the 

politicians who allowed it to continue would grow exponentially in the first years of the 

revolutionary government, when palpable change began to take place. One of the first 

major changes to take place was the creation of the Federación de Mujeres Cubanas 

(FMC), founded in 1960 by Castro with Vilma Espín as its president.61 The impact of the 

FMC was felt immediately through the creation of literacy, labor training, medical, and 

agrarian programs.62  

 
Figure 2.1 Emblem of the Federación de Mujeres Cubanas since 2007, symbolizing the 
commitment of Cuban women as mothers and revolutionaries. Source: EcuRed.cu 
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For many women, membership within the FMC was a chance to participate in 

consolidating the revolution. Nearly every woman interviewed in the Lyn Smith Cuba 

Collection: Oral Histories of Cuban Women mentioned her involvement with the 

organization and the benefits inherent in her membership. Esther Velis, Osoria Herrera 

Oropesa, Braudelina Ramirez, and Ana Palmero became teachers through the FMC, 

working in rural schools established to increase literacy rates and provide the Cuban 

people with an education. Velis argues that the creation of the FMC was critical, as 

women’s political issues “had always been separate from broader social and political 

decisions.”63 From the beginning of the organization, it was clear that the FMC would be 

a voice for women, despite the sentiment of many Cuban women, including Espín, that a 

separate women’s organization was unnecessary.  

At the time, advocating for the success of the revolution was seen as a priority of 

more immediate concern than creating a platform for women’s rights. The federation was 

hardly a feminist group. Its immediate goals were to consolidate the revolution and to 

encourage more women to take an active role in ensuring its success. Thus, the creation 

of the FMC was not necessarily done out of a concern for women’s equality, but as an 

opportunity to mobilize a portion of the population that might have considered 

revolutionary participation outside the realm of their domestic responsibilities.64 When 

the group began to mobilize, they visited women in their homes and explained the 

significance of the revolution and the new opportunities that would be available to them 
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in the Castro era. Often, FMC members had to first discuss the issues with husbands or 

fathers in order to be allowed access to the women in the house. Still, Espín argues that 

the FMC has helped to make significant progress in this regard and states that the 

organization gives women “a sense of identity,” while pointing out that the fruits of their 

labor benefit “not only women but all people.”65 In this way, Espín argues that the FMC 

is not a feminist organization, but a socialist organization. Its members may be female, 

but she argues that the socialist principles of equality negate the need for feminist groups 

or feminist theory.66 

 While Espín sees no conflict between the lack of feminism in the FMC, some 

scholars have discredited the effectiveness of the organization because of its 

unwillingness to label itself ‘feminist.’ Lois Smith and Alfred Padula argue, “When it 

came to power, the ideas, perspectives, and experiences of Cuban women simply did not 

count.”67 Instead of focusing on issues pertaining to promoting women’s equality, the 

FMC was content with promoting revolutionary values within their sons. Similar to the 

concept of “Republican Motherhood” during the American Revolution, the political 

importance of Cuban women was relegated to their roles as mothers and the potential of 

their sons.  

Furthermore, Smith and Padula argue that the political power of the FMC was 

limited to the help provided by Castro, saying that by 1991, “The FMC was becoming 

moribund and irrelevant because it had neither the freedom to find its own voice and 
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explore varied interests and policies nor sufficient power to pursue them.”68 The women 

within the organization held no tangible power without Castro’s acquiescence. Despite 

the claim made by these authors, Cuban women might not have taken issue with Castro’s 

control over the organization because they believed in his dedication to women’s 

equality. Osoria Herrera Oropesa argues, “Fidel has always been the first promoter of the 

incorporation of women even before the triumph of the revolution” and often used his 

powers of persuasion to convince skeptical men of the value of women’s equality.69 It is 

important to note here that, for many pro-revolutionary Cubans, Fidel Castro is Cuba’s 

liberator, a father figure to all Cubans, and the preeminent model of what it means to be 

Cuban. Many interviewees reinforced this notion, seeming hesitant to express frustration 

with the Castro regime despite admitting to frustration with the government’s inability to 

overcome issues of resource shortages and scarcity. It is unlikely that anyone who 

actively supports the revolutionary government, like the women interviewed, would 

openly question Castro’s motives or the legitimacy of his devotion to causes for which he 

advocates, such as women’s rights.  

While the FMC allowed women to organize and participate in revolutionary 

reform, women remained underrepresented within the Communist Party. Even Espín was 

not given full Politburo membership until 1986, after Castro declared that more women 

should be in leadership positions.70 In every national, international, and local political 

body, women remained massively underrepresented in comparison to men until the 1990s 
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when the number of women began to grow. Women are now better represented, 

especially in regard to foreign relations: In the 1990s, there were a number of female 

ambassadors and the majority of employees working in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

were women.71 

Educational Reform 
 Even before the founding of the Federación de Mujeres Cubanas in 1960, 

revolutionary groups made educational reform one of their top priorities. With the 

revolutionary war still raging in 1958, an Education Department was created within the 

rebel army to ensure that combatants and children in rural areas that had already been 

liberated were literate. Asela de los Santos was placed in charge of the Department due to 

her prior experience as a teacher and her doctorate in education.72 She recalls the 

eagerness of parents to send their children to the revolutionary schools, believing that 

literacy alone could open doors to future success. These schools, while primarily focused 

on primary education, also instilled within the students an understanding of revolutionary 

ideology, helping them to understand how Castro’s success would benefit them. Books 

used to teach literacy often used terms specific to the revolution or agriculture.73 

Children’s books focused on stories of revolutionary heroes such as the Castro brothers, 

Che, and Camilo Cienfuegos, while older students studied Castro’s speeches.74 
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With the groundwork already laid, educational reform occurred quickly following 

the success of the revolutionary war. Castro declared 1961 the “Year of Education” and 

mobilized the FMC in a massive literacy campaign targeting Cuba’s rural population. 

Espín describes the tasks carried out by the FMC, saying, “During the literacy campaign, 

the federation focused on women who, up until the triumph of the revolution, had had no 

access to learning, who could neither read nor write, and who needed our help to begin 

realizing their potential.”75 The campaign helped these women to become literate, and in 

so doing, to become better members of socialist society. With their new ability to read 

and write, these women were now better equipped to join the socialist labor force and 

make a contribution to the success of the revolution. On December 22, 1961, Castro 

declared Cuba free of illiteracy and celebrated with the “March of the Pencils,” a massive 

demonstration in which hundreds of thousands of literacy workers and students took to 

the streets carrying giant pencils. 
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Figure 2.2 Literacy Workers celebrating the eradication of illiteracy during the March of 
the Pencils (December 22, 1961). Source: granma.cu 
 

While the FMC played a role in the victory of the literacy campaign, more 

fundamental to its success were the hundreds of thousands of volunteers, most of them 

high school age students, who mobilized as teachers. Osoria Herrera Oropesa was one of 

these volunteers and became the director of the literacy campaign in her municipality at 

the age of eighteen. She spoke with pride of the 800,000 students who became literate in 

the first year of the campaign, with over fifty percent being women.76 While Osoria 

enjoyed the work, some relatives felt that her participation was detrimental to their 

established family structure. A family meeting was called by her paternal grandmother to 

discuss Osoria’s newfound independence and her lack of subordination to male family 

members. Many of these relatives did not speak to Osoria for more than ten years, 
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claiming that she was a “different woman” who no longer respected their values.77 

Osoria’s experience in this regard is not uncommon. Many families, content with the 

traditional gender roles defined by the pre-revolutionary era, “did not want to lose control 

of their daughters.”78  

 Alongside the literacy campaign, new schools were constructed in order to 

provide every Cuban with a minimum of a sixth-grade education. While this goal may 

seem easily attainable, attending school until sixth grade was a huge achievement for the 

rural population before the revolution. Schools were often a considerable commute from 

remote villages and children were needed at home to help with family labor. Thus, the 

revolutionary government setting their goal at a sixth-grade education was actually a lofty 

aspiration, and their success in achieving it incredible. The state funded the creation of 

Escuelas Secundarias Básicas en el campo (EBSEC) in order to simultaneously educate 

rural students and utilize them as a labor force. EBSEC students “worked part-time on 

agricultural projects or in light manufacturing. Student labor generated income for the 

schools and labor for the state and was factored into national economic plans.”79 In this 

way, the state could afford to educate a new generation of students while also ensuring 

maximum profitability. 

 Similarly, the Ana Betancourt schools were established with the needs of rural 

families in mind. At these schools, the daughters of rural farmers were sent to Havana in 
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order to receive a technical education.80 The girls sent to these schools became literate, 

“took courses in physical education, dancing and singing, hygiene, and first aid,” and 

were instructed upon graduation to teach their skills to other women in the countryside.81 

Vilma Espín also states that many of the students came from areas high in 

counterrevolutionary activity. This was no accident, she says, as Castro specifically 

targeted these areas believing that populations with the lowest education were often the 

most exploited by counterrevolutionary propaganda.82 In return, counterrevolutionary 

forces began spreading rumors that girls sent to the Ana Betancourt schools would 

actually be sent to the Soviet Union or become prostitutes.83 The students who returned 

showed these rumors to be false, and the schools proved to be massively successful.  

Social Reform 
With educational reform came social reform, including changing definitions of 

gender norms. During the revolutionary war, traditional gender roles were simultaneously 

upheld and challenged. Women who took an active role in the revolution, especially 

those who became combatants, challenged the notion that revolutionary action was a 

male-dominated sphere. Women like Haydée Santamaría embodied the notion of the 

strength and resilience of Cuban women. The creation of the Mariana Grajales Platoon, 

the all-female infantry unit of the rebel army, proved to skeptics that women deserved 

their place in the revolutionary vanguard.  
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However, the appearance and reputations of male combatants, known colloquially 

as los barbudos [the bearded ones], served to reinforce traditional concepts of 

masculinity while augmenting the importance of revolutionary values of sacrifice and 

martyrdom. Castro, Che Guevara, and Camilo Cienfuegos especially embodied the new 

ideal: “a bearded, young, brash, gun-toting, self-confident image of the masculine 

rebel.”84 These men became such a symbol of revolutionary masculinity that Nathanial 

Weyl once suggested that Raúl Castro was gay simply because of his inability to grow a 

beard and his tendency to wear his hair in a “feminine bun.”85 The primacy of the 

barbudos’ image to the revolution, and the subsequent connotation between them and 

what it meant to be a true revolutionary, would be difficult to overcome in post-

revolutionary Cuba, even as the state worked tirelessly to advocate for women’s equality.  

 
Figure 2.3 Che Guevara, iconic symbol of los barbudos. Source: Wikimedia Commons 
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Figure 2.4 Camilo Cienfuegos and Fidel Castro (right). Source: Wikimedia Commons. 

 
 However, as previously discussed, the number of women who mobilized as both 

students and teachers had a huge influence in undermining traditional gender roles. These 

young women were becoming independent, moving away from home, and learning skills 

previously unavailable to them. These changes influenced the rise of the Cuban “new 

woman” similar to the concept of the “new man” prevalent within socialist societies.86 

Michelle Chase discusses the significance of the “new woman,” arguing, “If the new 

woman was a young, politically engaged, self-sacrificing ‘soldier’ for the revolution, her 

antithesis was the older housewife, the woman who neither studied nor worked, who 

defended her own family’s interests against those of the collective.”87 The Cuban “new 

woman” participated in post-revolutionary policy change and helped to transform the 

gender roles cultivated by the older generations who still held on to traditional values. 

Women’s equality gained a valuable ally in the implementation of the Family 

Code of 1975. The discussion of new legislation aimed at combatting inequality between 

the sexes stemmed from the FMC congress in 1974, when organization members 
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gathered to discuss “all kinds of backward, nonrevolutionary notions that remained in our 

society—the double standard for men and women on questions of sexual relations, 

machismo, the legacy of self-centeredness that comes from capitalism, the bourgeois 

double standard in the home regarding household work and child care.”88 The Family 

Code of 1975 took direct aim at many of these issues, stipulating that men and women 

share domestic duties and external labor equally.89 In the creation of this legislation, the 

state codified its commitment to women’s equality and ensured its ongoing support. 

While younger generations seem to assimilate well to the more liberal values 

espoused by the post-revolutionary government, there still exists a significant divide 

between the revolutionary narrative of gender equality and the reality of continued 

sexism. Osoria Herrera Oropesa blames the lack of progressivism in older generations on 

the “remnants of machismo,” or entrenched concepts of masculine supremacy.90 She 

argues that many men still feel that they are better leaders than women, but believes 

machismo will disappear eventually.91 Frank Delgado, a Cuban interviewee, also 

references the traces of machismo still evident in Cuban society. He acknowledges his 

personal growth in terms of gender equality, saying that he has become much more 

progressive and no longer values concepts of traditional masculinity. He vows to educate 

and treat his children equally, regardless of their sex, and believes that domestic chores 
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should be shared equally between a husband and wife.92 When asked if women’s equality 

was a challenge for men, he responded, “Yes, but a challenge that women will win.”93  

Economic and Labor Reform 
 Much of the backlash against the evolving status of women in Cuban society was 

rooted in their newfound economic role. Women were encouraged to enter the workforce 

in order to support the continuing success of the socialist state. Before the revolution, 

women were most often employed in domestic or nurturing fields, if at all. Women 

served as maids, laundresses, and cooks for wealthier families or were employed as 

teachers or nurses, jobs often associated with being feminine.94 Pre-revolutionary women 

were also commonly employed as prostitutes, as they often “had no alternative; if [they] 

tried to stay honest, [they’d] starve to death.”95 After the revolution, this changed, and the 

revolutionary government set up training programs and rehabilitation schools to teach 

former domestic workers and prostitutes new labor force skills.  

 By 1964, women were encouraged to take on both industrial and agricultural 

work, opening “an era of intense political work for both the Federation and the Party.”96 

As with other sectors of revolutionary reform, men were initially hesitant about these 

changes. Osoria Herrera Oropesa’s first husband tried to prevent her from working 

outside the home, scared that she might gain too much power in what he considered to be 
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a male-dominated sphere.97 For the most part, women ignored the pleas of their husbands 

to remain confined to their homes and joined the workforce en masse. Their experiences 

in the new industries available to them were pleasant, for the most part, and many women 

reported no instances of gender discrimination.98  

 In 1965, however, one year after women had been so enthusiastically encouraged 

to work, new legislation was passed that seemed to negate the economic equality between 

the sexes. The revolutionary government passed Resolution 47, which made nearly five 

hundred job categories available exclusively to women, and Resolution 48, which 

prohibited women from working in male-dominated fields. The FMC attempted to work 

in line with the new legislation by encouraging men in the newly designated female fields 

to change jobs, opening up more opportunities for women. They also attempted to reduce 

the number of male-only fields, but without much success.99 These resolutions were 

eventually replaced by “more moderate, although similar, controls.”100 Still, Margaret 

Randall argues that many women did not have a problem with these policies. Women 

employed in cane-cutting fields laughed at the resolutions, saying their profession was 

technically prohibited for women despite their current employment status. Randall states, 

“This and many similar situations seemed to uphold the assertion that these clauses in the 

labor code were written to protect women from having to go into occupations they would 

find exploitative as well as to rationalize the distribution of workers.”101 Thus, despite the 
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sexism evident in the legislation, it seems as though it has not been as discriminatory in 

practice 

While legislation was still technically in effect mandating a gendered division of 

labor, societal norms regarding female employment began to change. Whereas twenty 

years earlier a working wife was a source of embarrassment, by the 1980s it was 

shameful to have a wife who was unemployed, the implication being that she was 

unwilling to serve the revolution.102 Furthermore, within the socialist economy, there are 

no issues of equal work for equal pay, though problems of wealth distribution have 

become more common since Cuba entered the Special Period in 1991 and many Cubans 

began working in the unofficial, dollar economy of the tourist industries.  

In order to ease the burden of women entering the workforce, there was also a 

large movement to create new state-run childcare facilities. Before the revolution, women 

who were employed often had no choice but to leave their children at home during the 

workday. They could not afford to pay for childcare, but they could also not afford to be 

unemployed. When children were left at home, “There were cases of oil lamps falling 

over in the house and children being burned. Children drowned. Some really terrible 

things happened.”103 Because of these horrors, the post-revolutionary government 

implemented programs so that working mothers would have a safe place to leave their 

children as they entered the workforce. Vilma Espín indicates that the creation of 

childcare centers, which were referred to as “children’s circles,” was one of the first 

responsibilities given to the FMC by Castro.104 He wanted these centers to be more than 
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daycare programs, where children were simply dropped off and supervised. He wanted to 

create “a place where children are educated, taken care of…where they are treated with 

love, where they learn.”105 With this in mind, the process of constructing, staffing, and 

maintaining childcare centers began. 

The completion of these centers was a more difficult process than either Castro or 

the FMC thought it would be. Factors such as sanitation, adequate food resources, and 

safety had to be perfected before a center could be functional.106 These requirements were 

expensive, and it took time before the funds could be raised and allocated. Childcare 

centers went up slowly and often could not meet the demands of working women. By the 

1980s, great progress had been made, but there were still more children in need of care 

than there were facilities available.107 Despite these shortcomings, Cuban women still 

contend that the Cuban childcare system is far superior to systems in capitalist countries. 

Rebecca Cutie, an interviewee who spoke on the youth perspective of revolutionary 

reform, visited England in the early 1990s and was horrified at the conditions of a 

daycare center in Manchester. There was one caregiver for children of all ages, and a few 

of the younger children were in distress, either crying or needing a diaper change.108 This 

is vastly different from the Cuban system, where children of specific ages are separated 

and cared for according to their developmental needs.109 Furthermore, when visiting the 

childcare facility in Manchester, Rebecca was told that better daycares existed, but were 

only available for those who could afford it. The level of care was dictated by a family’s 
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socioeconomic standing.110 In Cuba, all children, regardless of their family’s income, 

receive the same level of care. Families do not have to worry that their child is receiving 

subpar care simply because they cannot afford it. The socialist system, while slow in its 

implementation, was created with the needs of Cuban women and children in mind. 

While it may have its faults, it has never taken advantage of the needs of working 

mothers by mandating that more affluent children deserve superior care.  

Thus, in the economic sector, as in the political, educational, and social sectors, 

the progress made by women in terms of equality is ambiguous. Socially and 

educationally, women have made vast improvements toward liberation, though traces of 

machismo and sexism are still apparent in the attitudes of older-generation Cubans. 

Women have access to the same political and economic rights as men, but are still 

massively underrepresented in many of these fields. While Cuban women themselves feel 

that their “sex is not an obstacle,” they still acknowledge that they are only “halfway 

down the long road to full gender equality.”111 Their dedication to continuing the fight for 

women’s liberation is a “debt to the revolution,” one that will take time, but that will 

eventually be accomplished through the maintenance of socialist and revolutionary 

ideology.112  
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CHAPTER THREE  
 

CUANDO LO EXTRAORDINARIO SE VUELVE COTIDIANO HAY LA 
REVOLUCIÓN 

 
Introduction 
 The improvement of the Cuban healthcare system cannot be understated. In nearly 

every facet, statistics have proven that the changes made under the socialist system have 

benefitted Cuban patients. While statistics prior to 1959 are more difficult to obtain, the 

available data, often from 1970 and beyond, shows clear improvement. In the period from 

1969 to 1971, the average life expectancy across both sexes was approximately seventy 

years. As of 2015, average life expectancy had increased to seventy-eight years.113 Even 

Katherine Hirschfeld, who is otherwise rather critical of Cuban healthcare, 

acknowledges, 

Before the Revolution, infectious diseases were common, infant mortality was 
high, and life expectancy was low. Shortly after the Castro regime took power, 
these negative trends were reversed—infectious diseases are now controlled, 
infant mortality is extremely low and life expectancy is on par with countries such 
as Sweden and Great Britain.114 

 
This is largely due to the advances made in Cuban healthcare, where disease eradication, 

vaccination programs, and the overall health of the Cuban people has become a top 

priority for the revolutionary government. The current state of Cuban healthcare is 

dictated by the underlying principle that health is a human right and should be available 

to all Cubans regardless of where they live or their ability to pay.115  
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10, 2017, http://www.paho.org/cub/index.php?option=com_docman&view=document&alias=1375-
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Figure 3.1 A mural on the wall inside a Havana clinic affirms the revolutionary tenet of 
healthcare as a human right, reading “The life of a human being is worth more than all 
the gold of the richest man in the world.” Source: The New York Times   
 

The number of Cuban doctors as well as the ratio of doctors to patients served has 

also risen.116 In 1960, the revolutionary government began the process of socializing the 

healthcare system. This was an early priority for the new government as combatants in 

the rebel army had been made aware of the lack of adequate healthcare for the lower 

classes during their insurgency in the rural areas surrounding the Sierra Maestras. The 

changes made to the healthcare system caused many doctors and medical professionals to 

flee Cuba, “mortified by the specter of socialized medicine.”117 Those who remained 

were under new requirements by the state to work for two years at a rural hospital or 

                                                
116 Oficina Nacional de Estadística e Información, Anuario Estadístico de Cuba 2014, 2015, table 19.3, 
accessed March 13, 2017, http://www.one.cu/aec2014/19%20Salud%20Publica.pdf.  
117 Smith and Padula, Sex and Revolution, 59. 
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clinic following their graduation from medical school, helping to bring healthcare to what 

had previously been the most underfunded sector of Cuban society. Before the revolution, 

the profession in general struggled to produce Cuban doctors who would actually practice 

in Cuba as there was a lack of job availability, leading many medical school graduates to 

travel abroad in search of work. For example, Ada Garcia, a Cuban doctor who practiced 

medicine both before and after the revolution and who spoke at length about her 

experience with the healthcare system during her interview, opened a private practice 

upon graduation with the help of her family, but did not see a single patient for more than 

two years.118 She believes this is likely due to the inability of many pre-revolutionary 

Cubans to afford medical care. Despite the shortage of potential jobs, Garcia indicates 

that most hospitals and private practices were greatly understaffed, a result of the 

inability of hospital administrations to allocate funds for salaries.119 The transition to 

socialized medicine helped to ensure that doctors would not go without work, despite the 

simultaneous cuts to their salaries. 

Owners of hospitals and public health centers also fled, which fortunately created 

the opportunity for the state to repurpose these buildings into centers of health with the 

potential to reach a wider audience. These types of renovations occurred steadily from 

1966 until 1984, as healthcare reformers attempted to meet the need for universal 

healthcare around the island.120  One such abandoned building, a former courthouse of 

                                                
118 Ada Garcia, interview by Lyn Smith, 1988, RWD 8147 cut 1, Lyn Smith Cuba Collection: Oral 
Histories of Cuban Women, Recorded Sound Reference Center, Library of Congress, Washington D.C. 
119 The interview of Dr. Ada Garcia will be used at length throughout this chapter. Her experience as a 
doctor in both pre- and post-revolutionary Cuba, her status as a woman, and her willingness to discuss the 
intricacies of Cuban healthcare necessitate the extensive use of her testimony.  
120 Ada Garcia, interview by Lyn Smith, 1988, RWD 8147 cut 1, Lyn Smith Cuba Collection: Oral 
Histories of Cuban Women, Recorded Sound Reference Center, Library of Congress, Washington D.C. 
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the Batista regime, became the first maternity hospital in Havana in 1984. Still, Dr. 

Garcia, at the time of her interview in 1988, expressed a need for current expansion of the 

maternity hospital as its patient roster was often full due to the number and variety of 

services provided by the hospital. 

One of the first tasks of the revolutionary government in reforming healthcare was 

the construction of hospitals in rural areas. Ada Garcia, a Cuban doctor who practiced 

medicine both before and after 1959, describes the system in less than stellar terms. 

Before the revolution, Cuban healthcare was “a private system, only for those who could 

afford it.”121 Those in rural areas relied primarily on “cuidadoras” (carers), healthcare 

providers Garcia described as having no medical education who worked with herbal 

remedies. Before the revolution, “Havana and a few other moderate-sized cities were 

virtually the only places adequate medical attention was available, and there only for 

those who could afford it.”122 Furthermore, “sixty percent of doctors, 62 percent of 

dentists, and 80 percent of hospital beds were in Havana,” leaving the vast majority of the 

Cuban population with inadequate access to healthcare.123 The rebel army had already 

begun efforts to bring medical care to rural populations through the construction of army 

hospitals and clinics throughout areas with a heavy concentration of rebel army 

soldiers.124 In the Second Front, a subdivision of the military campaign located in eastern 

                                                
121 Ada Garcia, interview by Lyn Smith, 1988, RWD 8146, Lyn Smith Cuba Collection: Oral Histories of 
Cuban Women, Recorded Sound Reference Center, Library of Congress, Washington D.C. 
122 Randall, Twenty Years later, 70-71. 
123 Marifeli Pérez-Stable, The Cuban Revolution: Origins, Course, and Legacy, third edition (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2012. 
124 Throughout the revolutionary war, four fronts were established: The first front, established upon the 
Granma landing and located in the Sierra Maestras, was led by Fidel Castro and was the site of the entire 
Rebel Army’s command center at La Plata; The second front was established later, in March 1958, was 
located in the Sagua Baracoa Mountains in eastern Cuba between the towns of Guantánamo, Moa, and 
Baracoa and led by Raúl Castro; The third front, led by Juan Almeida, was also established in March of 
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Cuba and led by Raúl Castro, the army’s Health Department “provided health care to the 

population, peasants and combatants, without distinction, including wounded enemy 

soldiers. For the most part, people living in the area of the Second Front had never had 

the chance to see a doctor before…For the first time they were treated like human 

beings.”125 Following the army’s triumph, the revolutionary government sought to extend 

these programs and make accessible health care a reality for all Cubans. These efforts 

were largely successful and in 1963, “122 rural health centers and forty-two new rural 

hospitals had been established.”126 

 The doctor-patient relationship has also been completely transformed through the 

implementation of the family doctor program in 1984. For the twenty-five years between 

the end of the revolutionary war and the start of the family doctor program, the first 

priority of the revolutionary government was simply to make health care more accessible. 

Whether Cubans received medical treatment through a newly constructed clinic or 

hospital did not matter nearly as much as the simple fact that they were receiving medical 

attention at all. As post-revolutionary healthcare became a more prominent and realistic 

feature of everyday life, the state began to transform the institution yet again, ensuring 

that Cubans received the best quality of care possible. With the initiation of the family 

doctor program, medical care facilities and professionals were established in 

neighborhoods. Each clinic and doctor was responsible for the inhabitants of the 

neighborhood, “an innovation designed to reduce isolation, increase access, improve 

                                                
1958 and was centralized near Santiago de Cuba and situated nicely between the fronts of each Castro 
brother; The fourth front, established in October 1958 and led by Delio Gómez Ochoa, was the farthest to 
the west near Holguín. 
125 Espín, de los Santos, and Ferrer, Women in Cuba, 91. 
126 Hirschfeld, Health, Politics, and Revolution, 205. 
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communication, and enhance equity.”127 These doctors established familiar bonds with 

their patients, allowing them better access to and understanding of any changes in health.  

 
Pregnancy and Maternal Care 
 While these changes, from the construction of new hospitals to the evolution of 

the patient-doctor relationship, have had an undeniable impact on the success of post-

revolutionary healthcare, the biggest advances have been in the field of women’s health. 

As discussed in the introduction, women living in pre-revolutionary Cuba often had little 

access to gynecologic or obstetric care, leaving them to give birth at home without the 

presence of a trained medical professional. Many of these women also went without 

regular prenatal appointments. Now, one hundred percent of births are attended by a 

skilled health professional and one-hundred percent of pregnant women receive prenatal 

care (defined as more than four doctor’s visits during pregnancy). These statistics are 

striking in comparison to the countries in Cuba’s World Health Organization region, 

whose statistics sit at ninety-four percent for skilled health professionals attending births 

and a mere eighty-six percent for prenatal care (see Table 3.1). Cuba’s maternal care 

statistics also surpass the United States, where ninety-nine percent of births are attended 

by a skilled medical professional and ninety-seven percent of women receive prenatal 

care (see Table 3.2).128 

 

 

 

                                                
127 Whiteford and Branch, Primary Health Care in Cuba, 23. 
128 Both Cuba and the United States belong to the World Health Organization’s Region of the Americas.  
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Table 3.1 Cuban health statistics in comparison to World Health Organization region. 
Source: World Health Organization. 

 
 
 

Table 3.2 U.S. health statistics in comparison to World Health Organization region. 
Source: World Health Organization. 
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These statistics point not only to the progress made in Cuban healthcare since 

1959, but also to its ability to keep up with U.S. standards of health despite the U.S. 

embargo against Cuba, which has severely limited its access to medicine, contraceptives, 

and medical instruments.129 Overcoming these shortages further strengthens the 

commitment of the revolutionary government to providing the best possible healthcare 

for Cuban women.  

As is often the case in the narrative of post-revolutionary change, rural women 

benefited the most from the transformation of Cuban healthcare. Women who had often 

been left to their own devices throughout their pregnancies were finally able to receive 

medical attention. Interestingly, the resistance to modern medicine was initially difficult 

to overcome. Many women simply felt uncomfortable with the new practice as they had 

relied for so long on local “carers,” hereafter referred to as midwives, to provide 

assistance during labor.130 There was an established relationship and a sense of trust with 

the local midwives that women did not expect to find at a new hospital with doctors and 

nurses they did not know. For this reason, the revolutionary government enlisted the help 

of rural midwives, in order to ease the transition and increase the comfort and confidence 

of rural women. Midwives took courses and were given training in order to be better 

qualified to assist in labor and delivery.131 Overtime, rural women began to adapt to the 

new system, slowly transitioning to giving birth at the local hospital, though often with a 

                                                
129 Whiteford and Branch, Primary Health Care in Cuba, 29-30. 
130 Ada Garcia, interview by Lyn Smith, 1988, RWD 8146, Lyn Smith Cuba Collection: Oral Histories of 
Cuban Women, Recorded Sound Research Center, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.  
131 Ada Garcia, interview by Lyn Smith, 1988, RWD 8146, Lyn Smith Cuba Collection: Oral Histories of 
Cuban Women, Recorded Sound Research Center, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 
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known midwife on hand to help.132  Vilma Espín recalls this transition with pride, saying, 

“We had to convince peasants that it was better for women to give birth there…Then 

[they] began to see that this meant their children didn’t die, didn’t get infections. Mothers 

didn’t get sepsis—the blood poisoning that had previously been very common after 

giving birth.”133 The advantages to giving birth in a hospital in terms of both maternal 

and infant health were palpable. By 1992, 99.8 percent of women chose to give birth in a 

hospital setting.134 

The experience of the average pregnant woman in post-revolutionary Cuba has 

improved dramatically. Not only is she less likely to survive should any unforeseen 

complications arise during labor and delivery due to the presence of a doctor and the 

reassurance of delivering in a hospital, but she is also more likely to have a healthier 

pregnancy in general. Obstetricians are vigilant in their care of pregnant women, 

carefully monitoring their physical and mental health, and ensuring that each woman has 

the resources necessary to ensure a healthy pregnancy. Women who are expected to have 

a low-risk pregnancy see their obstetrician once a month (and twice a month as the 

pregnancy progresses), receive greater food rations, and attend “consultations with a 

nutritionist, a dentist, a geneticist, and with a family psychologist who [evaluates] their 

emotional preparation for their pregnancy and the quality of their family relations, and 

[impresses] upon them the importance of breastfeeding.”135  All areas of a woman’s 

                                                
132 Ada Garcia, interview by Lyn Smith, 1988, RWD 8146, Lyn Smith Cuba Collection: Oral Histories of 
Cuban Women, Recorded Sound Research Center, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 
133 Espín, de los Santos, and Ferrer, Women in Cuba, 234. 
134 Smith and Padula, Sex and Revolution, 77. 
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health and well-being are thus covered, allowing for a more complete understanding of 

her physical and mental state. 

Additionally, newly created “mother’s homes,” or maternity homes, were 

constructed alongside rural hospitals. These homes were made available to women in 

their third trimester and ensured that medical assistance would be quick and expedient in 

the case of an emergency.136 

 
Figure 3.2 A pregnant woman and a nurse sit outside a maternity home in Viñales, a 
small town located in the province of Pinar del Rio. Source: davidlansing.com 
 
 
These homes also served the double function of providing information and tutorials on 

infant care to new mothers, as well as allowing the mother to get some much-needed 

                                                
136 Ada Garcia, interview by Lyn Smith, 1988, RWD 8146, Lyn Smith Cuba Collection: Oral Histories of 
Cuban Women, Recorded Sound Research Center, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 



Texas Tech University, Olivia G. Bursch, August 2017 

 58 

rest.137 Still, maternity homes functioned primarily as residences for pregnant women 

whose homes would otherwise be a troubling distance from the nearest hospital, 

especially as “roads were poor, and transportation was inadequate,” if she should 

suddenly go into labor or otherwise need medical attention.138 As Smith and Padula 

indicate, “Women went to the homes, located near regional hospitals, during their eighth 

month of pregnancy and remained there in safe proximity to the delivery rooms until 

labor began.”139 Additionally, if a woman had a high-risk pregnancy, doctors would urge 

them to enter the maternity homes even earlier.140 For example, a doctor urged a young 

woman in her care to have herself admitted to a maternity home due to her alarmingly 

low weight (she had only gained five-and-a-half pounds) in the latter stages of her 

pregnancy.141 

The ability of a doctor to intervene in cases such as these highlights the level of 

state involvement in order to ensure healthy births. A doctor is authorized under the 

socialist system to dictate medical choices for her patients, regardless of the level of 

patient compliance. In this sense, “Maternity homes are thus portrayed as the ultimate 

manifestation of state beneficence and nurturance toward pregnant women; they are 

considered part of the state’s duty to support reproduction and ensure the best possible 

birth outcomes for all of its citizens.”142 However, the transfer of power from patient to 

doctor in these situations strips the pregnant woman of a certain level of control over her 

                                                
137 Ada Garcia, interview by Lyn Smith, 1988, RWD 8146, Lyn Smith Cuba Collection: Oral Histories of 
Cuban Women, Recorded Sound Research Center, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 
138 Espín, de los Santos, and Ferrer, Women in Cuba, 234. 
139 Smith and Padula, Sex and Revolution, 77. 
140 Espín, de los Santos, and Ferrer, Women in Cuba, 234. 
141 Andaya, Conceiving Cuba, 46-47. 
142 Andaya, Conceiving Cuba, 61. 



Texas Tech University, Olivia G. Bursch, August 2017 

 59 

own medical decisions. The intention of the state to guarantee that both mother and baby 

are healthy is noble, but the deprivation of individual rights and freedoms in order to 

ensure such an outcome is troubling. Especially in a state that values the right of a 

woman to choose whether or not to carry her pregnancy to term, a topic that will be 

discussed at length in the next portion of the chapter, the level of intervention here 

obscures the revolutionary government’s commitment to upholding a woman’s 

reproductive rights.   

Beyond providing assistance to pregnant women in rural areas in the form of 

mother’s homes, newly constructed hospitals, and increased training for midwives, the 

medical field itself underwent a transformation in order to provide pregnant women with 

the best care possible. Specializations in obstetrics and gynecology were created rather 

than having deliveries handled by general doctors. By 2015, there were over three 

thousand doctors who were considered dedicated gynecologists and obstetricians, in 

comparison to the 231 general doctors.143 The revolutionary government also initiated the 

“institutionalization of delivery,” a process aimed at streamlining and modernizing the 

delivery process in order to further reduce infant and maternal mortality.144 This process 

culminated in the creation of the first maternity hospital in 1966, a mere seven years after 

Castro came to power.  

                                                
143 Ministerio de Salud Pública, Anuario Estadístico de Salud 2015, May 5, 2016, Cuadro 101, accessed 
May 24, 2017, http://www.paho.org/cub/index.php?option=com_docman&view=document&alias=1375-
anuario-estadistico-de-salud-de-cuba-2015&category_slug=estadisticas&Itemid=226. 
144 Ada Garcia, interview by Lyn Smith, 1988, RWD 8146, Lyn Smith Cuba Collection: Oral Histories of 
Cuban Women, Recorded Sound Research Center, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 
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In the late 1980s, when Dr. Garcia was interviewed, an average maternity hospital 

in Cuba held 136 beds and served the needs of five municipalities.145 Women carrying at-

risk pregnancies or who have experienced any complications are eligible to check in to 

the hospital during her pregnancy in order to receive regular attention and observation, 

similar to the standard admittance procedure at a maternity home. Following the delivery, 

women are able to remain in the hospital for three days for a vaginal delivery, and seven 

days for a cesarean.146 Luckily, home deliveries occurred significantly less as women 

grew more comfortable with the new system. Dr. Garcia notes that women sometimes 

give birth en route to the hospital, as can occur in any country, but there is no longer an 

issue of women preferring to give birth outside the hospital.147  

Pregnant women also have increased access to genetic testing, allowing for the 

early detection (between fifteen and nineteen weeks) of nervous system abnormalities.148 

Because of Cuba’s liberalism surrounding abortion, women in their second and third 

trimesters are even able to request a termination to the pregnancy if a serious abnormality 

is present. Furthermore, pregnant women over the age of thirty-seven receive 

complimentary testing at nine weeks in order to detect chromosomal abnormalities that 

would indicate the presence of Down’s Syndrome or trisomy.149 These tests are routine 

and help to ensure that babies carried to term are healthy and do not present a health risk 
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to the mother. The tests are available free of charge, highlighting a key difference 

between maternal care in Cuba and the United States. Whereas a woman in the United 

States would first have to be able to afford the additional cost of genetic testing, “in Cuba 

each new advance is made available to all,” regardless of the cost incurred by the state.150 

Finally, one of the most successful, and most internationally renowned, efforts 

made by the Cuban healthcare system has been its claims of almost complete eradication 

of HIV and AIDS from the island. All women are tested for HIV during routine 

gynecological exams and annual STD testing is a state-requirement. Cubans who travel 

abroad or return from overseas military service are also tested upon return for a variety of 

diseases, including sexually transmitted infections, in order to ensure that nothing was 

contracted while out of the country.151 Because of these policies, HIV is not a major 

cause of concern in Cuba and only a small portion of the population is HIV positive. 

Those who test positive for the disease are hospitalized in order to undergo treatment and 

observation to prevent the potential spreading of the disease.152 Most impressively, in 

June of 2015, Cuba became the first country to eliminate the transmission of HIV from 

mother to child during pregnancy, a feat which was extensively praised and publicized by 

the World Health Organization.153  

The advances made in Cuban pregnancy and maternal care have allowed for a 

substantial improvement in terms of maternal mortality, infant mortality, attention to 
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prenatal care, and healthy birth weights. The commitment to reproductive health in Cuba 

has further proven the revolutionary government’s dedication to improving the lives of 

Cuban women. However, it must be noted that the state might have an ulterior motive in 

its desire to advance reproductive health. According to Andaya, “Among international 

health and development organizations, elevated rates of low-birth weights and infant 

deaths are considered indicative of lack of investment into the welfare of women and 

children and are often used as a proxy for assessments of good governance.”154 The 

progress made in terms of reproductive health has thus served to bolster the strength and 

capabilities of the socialist government. The state’s success in reforming the healthcare 

system to such an extent that it is now competitive with capitalist, industrialized nations 

with far more resources is a source of pride and helps to legitimize the revolution in the 

eyes of a global audience. The post-revolutionary government’s “provision of free and 

accessible health care for all citizens, regardless of race, class, gender, or region, 

embodies the moral superiority of socialism over the utilitarianism and inequality 

considered characteristic of human relations under capitalism.”155 The ability to ensure 

egalitarianism in healthcare is yet another indicator of the superiority of Cuban socialism 

over capitalism, which only prioritizes the medical needs of those who can afford care.  

Abortion and Family Planning  
 Beyond modernizing and humanizing the fields of obstetrics and gynecology in 

order to better serve pregnant women, the Cuban post-revolutionary government has also 

made significant policy changes in terms of family planning. Castro’s regime encourages 
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women “to have the family they want,”156 and the state does everything in its power to 

ensure that options are available to assist women in maintaining their right to choose. 

This includes the availability of an abortion should a woman find herself in the position 

of carrying an unwanted pregnancy. These policies, some of the most liberal in Latin 

America, allow Cuban women to make their own choices regarding when, if at all, they 

choose to have children. This goes beyond simple access to contraceptives and family 

planning education. Castro’s government has provided Cuban women with free and easy 

access to abortion and makes no effort to persuade women from terminating their 

pregnancies despite significant losses in population since the 1950s and an already low 

birthrate.  

 The conversation on Cuban access to birth control is complicated. The attempts 

by the United States in the 1960s to remove Castro from power or otherwise limit the 

means available to him to provide a satisfactory quality of life for Cubans included an 

economic embargo. The earliest versions of U.S. embargos on Cuba were limited to 

restricting arms trading during the revolutionary war but were quickly expanded to 

include a prohibition on all Cuban imports by 1962. The same year, President John F. 

Kennedy’s administration passed legislation stipulating that any foreign power who 

continued to trade with Cuba or otherwise provide assistance would no longer be eligible 

for American aid, a move that persuaded many nations to end their Cuban trade 

agreements.   

                                                
156 Ada Garcia, interview by Lyn Smith, 1988, RWD 8146, Lyn Smith Cuba Collection: Oral Histories of 
Cuban Women, Recorded Sound Research Center, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 
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These limitations on foreign trade had a direct impact on Cuba’s ability to provide 

its population with easy access to birth control methods. Especially in the years 

immediately following the triumph of the revolution, “Contraceptive materials remained 

in short supply…Condoms from China were of poor quality, and imported birth control 

pills were too expensive.”157 The unavailability of traditional contraceptives meant that 

women attempting to prevent pregnancy initially relied on methods that were 

“unscientific,” including herbal remedies meant to reduce fertility and withdrawal during 

intercourse.158 These methods proved to be rather ineffective. 

By 1962, new methods of contraceptives were becoming available, stemming 

from Cuba’s partnership with the International Federation of Family Planning. By 1967, 

oral contraceptives manufactured in Cuba were introduced to the general population. It is 

important to note that, because of Cuba’s socialist economy, all contraceptive options 

were as inexpensive as possible. Oral contraceptives were available for around one dollar 

a month, while both sterilization and abortion procedures were completely free.159 The 

first of these new methods was a type of birth control ring, or intrauterine device (IUD), 

fashioned from nylon fishing nets.160 The FMC was instrumental in the production and 

distribution of these devices, with representatives of the organization holding 

“contraceptive parties” to educate women on how to use and make the rings 

themselves.161 These nylon rings were installed in the uterus and helped to control 
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fertility, and were reported to have fewer side effects than traditional plastic IUDs used 

elsewhere in the world.162 While the production of birth control rings was valuable to 

women who could obtain them, “It wasn’t so easy for most women to get one of them,” 

as the demand for reliable birth control surpassed the state’s ability to produce them.163  

The divide between supply and demand of birth control led to the introduction of 

sterilization in the 1970s. The history of female sterilization in Cuba is unclear. Smith 

and Padula indicate that sterilization was available “only for women who had three or 

more living children or for whom pregnancy might be life threatening,” and the 

permission of a woman’s husband was required before the procedure would be 

approved.164 However, Dr. Garcia argues that the policies were less restrictive, allowing 

women to undergo the procedure out of a simple desire to not have children.165  It is 

possible that Smith and Padula’s understanding comes from the official policy on 

sterilization, while Dr. Garcia’s interpretation is more in line with actual practice.  

Both Dr. Garcia and Smith and Padula reference the availability, and 

underutilization, of vasectomies.  Vasectomies are typically less invasive than female 

sterilization, are performed more quickly, and can be done without an extensive hospital 

stay.166 Still, they remained less popular than female sterilization throughout the 1970s. A 

significant factor in the unwillingness of men to undergo vasectomies is the culture of 

machismo, previously discussed in chapter two. The implication is that male sterilization 
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somehow diminishes masculinity, as manhood is often closely associated with virility and 

the ability to father children.167 The reluctance of men to undergo this procedure placed 

the burden of contraceptive planning firmly on women. 

Other forms of contraception such as condoms, birth control pills, and injections 

also became available throughout the 1960s and 1970s, but their availability and the 

advocacy of these methods by the state fluctuated. Both birth control pills and injections, 

initially imported from foreign nations and currently manufactured in Cuba, were popular 

forms of contraception with few severe side effects reported.168 Condoms were 

considered the most convenient form of pregnancy prevention as no medical procedure or 

consultation was required to obtain them. The post-revolutionary government also 

promoted condoms as they “required male participation, presented no health risks, and 

provided protection against sexually transmitted diseases.”169 The use of condoms would 

help to more equally distribute the responsibility of family planning between both 

partners.  

Still, despite the production and suppose availability of various birth control 

methods, use of contraceptives by Cuban women remained low. Part of the explanation 

for this is that “contraceptives were simply not a high priority” for the post-revolutionary 

government.170 Especially in the early years, the Castro regime simply had other concerns 

and considered pregnancy prevention less vital to the overall success of the 
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administration, especially in light of its attempts to increase the birth rate. Because of 

this, the state did not promote contraceptive options as much as it should have, including 

a lack of sex education in schools.171 Even in the 1990s, women reported having a low 

understanding of the different methods of contraceptives available and the risks and 

benefits of each one. The unfamiliarity with potential risks caused many women to prefer 

abortion, if necessary, rather than continued use of another contraceptive method.172 

Finally, even women who preferred the risks of birth control methods such as the pill 

were often unable to find a sustainable source to obtain them. Already in short supply, the 

birth control pills that were available often varied from month to month, causing those 

who used them to be constantly switching brands, doses, and side effects.173 

For these reasons, abortion is often a woman’s preferred method of terminating an 

unwanted pregnancy, and Cuba’s current abortion laws make it possible, and easy, for her 

to do so. However, Cuba’s legislation on abortion has changed markedly throughout the 

years, demonstrating a progressive shift in state policies. In 1959, Castro’s regime did not 

institute any new laws on abortion, though it did more carefully enforce laws already in 

existence. The laws in existence when Castro took power stemmed from Spanish legal 

codes created during Cuba’s colonial era and the only modifications were enacted in 

1938, which allowed for special cases under which abortion might be considered. Under 

this legislation, abortion was illegal, permitted only in cases of rape or when the health of 
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the mother or fetus were at risk, and had to be approved of by two separate doctors before 

the procedure could be performed.174  

Of course, the matter of legality did little to inhibit women in need of an abortion 

from obtaining one. Doctors often agreed to perform the procedure, secretly, in return for 

a steep fee. Other times, women relied on herbal remedies and the insertion of foreign 

objects in order to provoke termination. In the early 1950s, Pilar López Gonzales, who 

was previously discussed in the first chapter, once aided in the termination of her 

mother’s pregnancy. Her mother, in distress and unable to find a suitable midwife, 

pleaded with Pilar to help deliver the fetus. Pilar was nine-years-old and recounts,  

Up to that moment I’d thought of abortion as a perfectly normal routine; there 
were so many of us already, it seemed fair enough that no more children should 
be allowed to come. But that baby was such a fantastic sight I couldn’t take my 
eyes off of it. I thought of it as my little sister, and like my grandmother, I felt 
mama had committed a crime.175 
 

This experience would instill within Pilar the importance of always seeking the help of a 

medical professional when terminating a pregnancy, despite the dangers inherent in doing 

so. Her mother’s willingness to use dangerous, at-home abortifacients, often late in her 

pregnancies, however, is understandable. When access to safe and easy abortions is 

limited, women will often go to extremes in order to prevent unwanted pregnancies, 

especially in cases of trauma, fear, or extreme economic hardship.  

 In light of the dangers inherent in illegal abortions, the post-revolutionary 

government decided to decriminalize abortion in 1965, amending rather than replacing 

the current law to reflect the new policy. During the period between 1965 and 1979, 
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when abortion was fully legalized, women had greater access to abortion services in 

medical offices and clinics. Doctors accused of charging for the service in the socialist 

system or providing dangerous abortifacients rather than preforming the approved 

procedure were subject to fines and prison sentences.176 However, some doctors in the 

1960s, citing ideological opposition to the practice, refused to perform the procedure, and 

argued, “abortion should be painful so as to discourage promiscuity.”177 The notion that 

only promiscuous women find themselves in need of abortions, and the secondary 

implication that women should be physically punished for such promiscuity, is reflective 

of the misogynistic attitudes that the post-revolutionary Cuban state has worked hard to 

combat.   

 Since 1979, abortions have been available free of charge throughout Cuba. A 

woman in her first trimester of pregnancy is able to terminate the pregnancy for any 

reason at her local doctor’s office. Abortions in the second and third trimester are less 

common and are only permitted in extreme cases where the health of either the mother or 

fetus renders the pregnancy unviable.178 For many women, the ease of access to abortions 

has allowed them increased control over their reproductive choices. When other birth 

control methods are unavailable, or unsuccessful in preventing pregnancy, women are 

reassured by the availability of abortions. Most often, the primary reason for terminating 

a pregnancy in Cuba is financial restraints.179 Because of their economic situations, 

women feel unprepared to have a child, for fear that the child might suffer or have a low 
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quality of life due to the family’s lack of resources. Other times, women simply do not 

want to have a child. Idaly Santos, a woman interviewed by Elise Andaya during a 

thirteen-month research period from 2004 to 2005, had two children, a daughter and a son 

with a more than twenty-year age gap. Between these pregnancies, she underwent 

twenty-four abortions.180 Santos argued that her ability to terminate unwanted 

pregnancies, and to carry to term pregnancies for which she felt better prepared, helped 

her to feel like a “modern woman.”181 She was free to pursue her education and her 

career on her own schedule without a societal pressure dictating otherwise. 

 One of the most interesting aspects of the practice of abortion in Cuba is the lack 

of stigmatization. Interviewee Osoria Herrera Oropesa describes abortion as a decision 

made by the couple, though ultimately the woman’s decision, and references continued 

efforts to raise awareness about family planning so that a woman feels confident in her 

ability to “provide for and educate” a child.182 While she admits that she is personally 

unlikely to terminate a pregnancy, she stresses the importance of choice in allowing each 

woman to make her own decision and retain control over her reproductive rights.183 The 

lack of stigmatization has prevented abortion from becoming a taboo topic of discussion, 

a polarizing point of political debate, or a traumatic, isolating experience for the woman 

as it is in the United States. For Cuban women, abortion “brings women together in their 

mutual acknowledgment of their multiple and collective sacrifices, including risking their 
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bodies—through both contraception and abortion—to prevent undesired births and 

nurture existing children.”184 The decision to terminate a pregnancy in Cuba is thus free 

of the backlash prevalent in other non-revolutionary countries that might persuade a 

woman to carry to term a pregnancy for which she is unprepared. In Cuba, a woman’s 

reproductive right to choose is uninhibited. 

Motherhood and Postnatal Care 
 The post-revolutionary government has instituted the necessary legislation to 

ensure that Cuban women have the freedom of choice and the resources necessary to 

safely and healthily terminate or carry a pregnancy to term. However, the responsibility 

of the state to Cuban women is not considered complete once a child is born or a 

pregnancy is terminated. Educational materials, classes, and policies are in place to aid in 

the continuity of healthy choices for both mother and child. Foremost among these is 

breastfeeding. The state encourages women to breastfeed for a minimum of three months, 

the length of Cuban paid maternity leave, though it also advises women that six months 

to a year of nursing is better for the health of the baby.185 This is in line with the timeline 

of breastfeeding advocated by the World Health Organization, which promotes six 

months of exclusive breastfeeding followed by two years or more of breastfeeding as a 

supplement to solid foods.186 In an effort to promote the state’s encouragement of 

breastfeeding, hospital policies have evolved in order to put a focus on nurturing the 

nursing relationship between mother and child. According to interviewee Dr. Ada Garcia, 
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healthy babies are allowed to breastfeed immediately after delivery, which promotes an 

early understanding of its necessity to new mothers.187  

Women are also encouraged to remain in the hospital as long as it takes for them 

to become comfortable with nursing on their own. These resources instill confidence in 

new mothers who are wary of breastfeeding by providing easy assistance in many of the 

initial challenges to nursing, including positioning, latching, and milk supply. Ninety-

nine percent of new mothers leave the hospital knowing how to nurse, reinforcing the 

critical role played by doctors and nurses in establishing the importance of breastfeeding 

both throughout the pregnancy and in the hospital following delivery.188 The emphasis on 

nursing is continued through the child’s pediatrician, who continues to follow up on 

healthy feeding practices throughout the baby’s infancy.189 These pediatricians serve to 

ensure healthy weight gain and sufficient milk supply, which is often a major cause of 

concern in many mothers, especially those who are breastfeeding for the first time.  

Additionally, milk banks have been created in order to store and provide 

breastmilk to infants whose mothers are unable to nurse. While in the hospital following 

delivery, “Women with abundant milk donate what they don’t need for their own 

offspring, and all healthy mothers may, if they wish, give a little just to stimulate their 

flow.”190 The creation of milk banks have thus been able to provide every infant with 

access to breastmilk, the benefits of which are proven to boost an infant’s immune 
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system. Like all essential resources in Cuba, this service is provided free of charge and is 

available to all mothers and infants.  

However, despite efforts made by the state and healthcare officials to encourage 

breastfeeding, many mothers are initially reluctant to nurse, either out of unfamiliarity, 

discomfort, or a lack of self confidence in the process. Dr. Garcia argues that, in general, 

efforts to promote breastfeeding in Latin America have faced difficulties due to the 

emphasis on formula-feeding in Western cultures.191 She suggests that the push for 

formula feeding stems from capitalistic greed, which advocates the superiority of formula 

over breastmilk in order to sell a product and generate demand rather than promoting 

healthy practices among mothers. She argues that the prevalence of the capitalist 

narrative of formula feeding has led to an aversion to breastfeeding in Latin American 

countries, where healthcare advocates are struggling to reverse the trend.192  

Furthermore, newborn attention centers were created in order to treat premature 

babies or those with any complications or special needs.193 These centers allow for 

around the clock care and help to alleviate the stress of new mothers in caring for 

children with extenuating health concerns. Even healthy infants are subjected to a 

rigorous number of doctor’s visits within their first year of life. On average, “healthy 

babies under one year old have fifteen required doctor visits,” with many of these visits 

occurring in the family’s home.194 Home visits are not only more convenient for the 
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family of a newborn, but they also allow the doctor to observe the family’s home 

environment, allowing her to be more cognizant of changing environmental concerns that 

could have a negative effect on the health of the child. The doctor is able to more clearly 

understand the underlying cause of any change in the baby’s health and can also establish 

a more intimate relationship with the family, which eases communication between doctor 

and patient.195 

New efforts have also been made to detect early health concerns in both children 

and women. Children are screened early and often for heart disease or abnormalities, 

while women undergo testing for breast, uterine, or cervical cancer. Women over the age 

of twenty are instructed and encouraged to conduct self-exams of their breasts to check 

for any irregularities. Healthcare providers travel to rural areas with mobile testing 

vehicles in order to conduct mammograms for rural women.196 In general, Cuban women 

have received a lot of health education since 1959. These programs specifically seek out 

those reluctant to undertake testing in order to persuade them to undergo testing and 

potential treatment. The government-sponsored FMC has been a vital component of 

organizing these efforts and ensuring their success.  

The continued care of the post-revolutionary government toward Cuban women 

before, during, and after pregnancy, including women who choose to terminate, is 

evidence of its continued commitment to improving the lives of Cuban women. However, 

the current system is not without flaws. Shortcomings are often more indicative of the 

reception of new legislation by Cubans rather than the inability of the state to reform 
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harmful or outdated policies. For example, Dr. Garcia points to the negative effects of 

machismo in the field of women’s health. Some men choose to be present during labor 

and delivery, but many are reluctant, seeing childcare, including pregnancy and delivery, 

as the sole responsibility of the woman.197 The state’s repeated emphasis on a shared 

parental burden and the necessity of equality in domestic labor has made some progress 

in reversing these trends in Cuban men, and are particularly successful in the younger 

generation. In many ways, women have already broken free of their “traditional roles” in 

Cuban society simply by entering the workforce and challenging the notion that they are 

defined by their reproductive capabilities. Thus, while some men remain reluctant to 

accept changing policies in women’s health that allow them full control over their 

reproductive rights, Cuban women have responded by taking full advantage of the new 

legislation in order to dictate the future trajectory of family planning. By allowing Cuban 

women the resources and opportunities to be in full control of their biological rights, the 

post-revolutionary government has fulfilled its promise to actively promote women’s 

liberation. 
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CONCLUSION 

ADELANTE 

The last thirty years have been difficult for Cuba. The collapse of the Soviet 

Union has stripped Cuba of its most valued ally and trading partner, sending the Cuban 

economy into a “special period” in which shortages and insufficiencies are at an all-time 

high. Women tend to suffer most in times of scarcity, feeling the burden of providing for 

a family increase as resources become harder to find. Women are also generally the first 

to lose their employment status, creating a reversion in the movement for women’s 

liberation by forcing women back into the exclusively domestic sphere. Furthermore, the 

collapse of the Soviet Union has called into question the lasting power of Cuban 

socialism. If the Soviet Union, the hallmark of socialist success throughout most of the 

twentieth century, could fail, what chance did Cuba have of succeeding? 

Cuban women have testified that the collapse of the Soviet Union has presented 

no threat to the security of either women’s liberation or socialism. The post-revolutionary 

government has remained as committed as ever to ensuring the longevity of each of these 

goals. Vilma Espín indicates that women will face no additional hardships in the Special 

Period, remaining employed in numbers equal to men and maintaining the same level of 

access to resources.198 On the question of socialism, Rebecca Cutie says that Cuban 

socialism is fundamentally different from Soviet socialism and that difference is what 

will allow the Cuban system to succeed. Soviet socialism was imposed on much of its 
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eastern European population, who had no choice but to accept it under military threat.199 

Cubans, on the other hand, chose socialism for themselves and are therefore more 

committed to its success.200 

Furthermore, in the seven months that have passed since the death of Fidel Castro, 

a fair amount of attention has been paid to the potential future of Cuban politics under his 

brother Raúl, who has held de facto power since 2006. Since his inauguration, Cuban 

politics have already experienced some change. The diplomatic relationship with the 

United States has softened, culminating in the re-opening of an American embassy in 

Cuba in 2015. The Cuban economy has also made a slight shift toward free markets. 

However, Melba Hernández indicates that any suggestion that Raúl would betray 

socialism or the revolution is unfounded. Whereas Castro began inspiring and molding 

other revolutionaries in adulthood, his influence on Raúl began in childhood. Melba 

argues that Raúl is a “verdadero revolucionario” [true revolutionary] and Fidel’s “gran 

obra” [greatest work].201  

 World leaders expressed both sadness and jubilation at Castro’s passing, with 

some pausing to reflect on the benefits of his reform policies and others focusing only on 

his role as an ally to the Soviet Union and an adversary to the United States. Many who 

were critical of Castro seemed fixated on his socialist ideology, neglecting to recognize 

the advantages of socialism in ameliorating many of Cuba’s greatest problems. In terms 
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of the progress made in Cuban healthcare and women’s liberation, Castro’s legacy is 

anything but ambiguous. His movement, his post-revolutionary government, his 

adherence to socialist ideology, and his policy implementations provided Cuban women 

of all socioeconomic backgrounds with a better life than would have been possible had 

political corruption and the oppression of foreign intervention been allowed to continue. 

In 1953, at the beginning of a movement that would catapult a small island nation to 

global significance, Fidel Castro claimed that history would absolve him. In terms of 

healthcare and women’s liberation, it has.  

The legacy of the Cuban Revolution is the advancement of women’s liberation. 

Women participated heavily in ensuring the success of Castro’s July 26th Movement. 

They fought alongside male revolutionaries in the Sierra Maestras, they were imprisoned 

and forced to endure unrelenting psychological torture, and they dedicated their lives to 

ensuring the success of socialism in post-revolutionary Cuba. In return for their loyalty, 

the lives of Cuban women were transformed. They have experienced increased access to 

political participation, external labor, and education. Each of these avenues has allowed 

women to take significant and deliberate steps toward liberation. However, progress in 

each of these sectors has been hindered, falling short of achieving meaningful and lasting 

equality for women. Politically, despite the high level of participation in the FMC, 

women remain underrepresented in male-dominated state politics. Economically, women 

have entered the workforce, but have been disappointed by underwhelming state 

resources and a societal inability to fully rid them of the double burden. Socially, 

machismo remains a strong, if declining, presence, reaffirming sentiments held in older 

generations of the supposed superiority of men as leaders, providers, and laborers.  
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 In this thesis, I have mentioned some of the flaws inherent in the transformation 

of Cuban politics, labor, and society since 1959. I have also demonstrated the one area of 

post-revolutionary policy change that has proven to be the most significant in terms of its 

ability to advance the goals of women’s liberation. The socialist reorganization of the 

Cuban healthcare system has eliminated many of the obstacles that plagued the 

movement for women’s equality in the pre-revolutionary era. Women are no longer 

doomed by pregnancy to either die during childbirth due to a lack of accessible medical 

resources or die in an attempt to terminate a pregnancy using dangerous herbal 

abortifacients. Maternal mortality and infant mortality rates have dropped substantially, 

women living in rural areas have increased access to both general and obstetric care, and 

the post-revolutionary government has committed itself to nurturing mother and child 

during and after pregnancy. 

 Most significantly, the post-revolutionary government has given women full 

control over their reproductive rights. The advancements in the healthcare system have 

allowed abortion to be a real choice for Cuban women, one they feel comfortable making. 

The fundamental baseline of women’s liberation is the freedom of choice, and no choice 

is more essential than the right to control your own body. Cuban women are no longer 

defined by their reproductive capacity, pressured into procreating by a society which 

reduces a woman’s significance and societal contribution to her uterus. A woman’s 

choice to be a mother, or not to be, is entirely her own. Even in Cuba, whose population 

has suffered tremendous losses in the decades following the revolution, there is no burden 

on women to carry out their supposed biological destiny of procreation. The 

revolutionary government supports Cuban women, trusts them to make the smart decision 
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for themselves, and gives them the resources necessary to comfortably make such a 

choice. While Cuban women have indicated that they are “halfway down the long road to 

full gender equality,” and there is still much progress to be made, their most prominent 

steps toward liberation are rooted in their human right to reproductive healthcare.202   
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