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Santeria Commerce and the Unofficial Networks

of Interpersonal Internationalism

KEVIN M. DELGADO

In 2000, I spent four months in the Cuban city of Matanzas studying sacred
Afro-Cuban drumming with legendary musician Cha-Cha (Esteban Vega Ba-
callao, 1925-2007). As the owner of prestigious drums sacred to the Santeria
religion, Cha-Cha regularly employed several men of varying ages who were
ritually “sworn” to his drums. The youngest of these men were in their twen-
ties, and they often served as assistants during my drum lessons.

In February one of these young assistant drummers, Alejandro, frequently
left our lessons early to visit his sick mother, Cha-Chd’s niece. Alejandro’s
mother was hospitalized due to a circulation problem and subsequent infec-
tion in her leg, and for many days he reported either no progress in her condi-
tion or minor changes for the worse. At times he expressed concern that his
mother would have her leg amputated or perhaps even die. One day, when we
were alone, with some embarrassment Alejandro asked me if I had any antibi-
otics he could take to his mother. For whatever reasons, Alejandro’s mother’s
doctors knew she needed antibiotics but could not provide the drugs given low
supplies in the hospital. Dismayed, I told Alejandro I had none, but as we spoke
I remembered that I did have a small tube of a common topical three-in-one
antibiotic ointment (part of an almost forgotten first aid kit my mother had
insisted I bring with me). I mentioned the ointment to Alejandro, explaining
that it was topical, to be used externally on the skin. Alejandro thought that it
might still be of help, if only for use to barter for something more appropriate.
He gratefully accepted the small tube, and I was left feeling saddened that I
could not do more.

When I saw him a couple of days later, Alejandro was beaming. He reported
that he had given his mother’s doctor my ointment and they had injected it into
her leg, causing immediate improvement and a steady recovery. I was happy
but puzzled. Injected a topical ointment? Surely he must have been mistaken.
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No, he insisted, they had indeed injected it into her leg. He imitated the action
of a syringe with his fingers for emphasis. Alejandro thanked me warmly. I was
happy to have helped, but inwardly I reeled at the possibility that this over-the-
counter, two-dollar tube of ointment I had packed as an afterthought might
have saved a woman’s leg.

This incident was certainly peripheral to my research, one of countless an-
ecdotes of deprivation and invention that are now common tropes in ethno-
graphic accounts of post-Soviet Cuba. Putting aside the question of exactly
what medical treatment Alejandro’s mother received, what interests me here
is not the adaptive nature of the medical care but rather Alejandro’s use of the
Santeria religion as a location of exchange between foreigners and Cubans.
Caused by the withdrawal of Soviet financial support, the Cuban government’s
Special Period in Time of Peace ushered in an era of austerity and uncertainty.
As Cubans struggled to resolve problems caused by shortages through means
both legal and illegal, the ubiquitous circulation of American dollars in an
underground economy forced the government to legalize their use in 1993.
Two decades later, foreign currency is still the most efficient means by which
to resolve problems in Cuba. Had Alejandro been one of many Cubans to re-
ceive remittances from supportive family members living abroad, most likely
he could have purchased the necessary medicine himself through the purchas-
ing power of foreign-equivalent Cuban currency. With neither remittances nor
contact with the relatively low level of tourism in urban Matanzas, Alejan-
dro was nonetheless able to tap into a source of foreign currency and goods
through his affiliation with Cha-Cha, who regularly received international visi-
tors seeking his knowledge and liturgical expertise.

My own visits had begun in 1996, but cultural experts such as Cha-Cha occa-
sionally received foreign visitors during the 1980s and earlier. Such visits grew
exponentially during the 1990s as Cuba’s post-Soviet economic crisis forced an
opening of Cuban society to large-scale tourism and foreign investment. I was
one of many visitors who arrived at the doorsteps of Cha-Cha and other master
drummers not arbitrarily but through unofficial transnational networks based
upon personal contacts, ritual associations, and religious expertise. As a result
of these contacts, experiences are shared, status is transformed, and rituals,
lessons, and interviews are undertaken. But, as well, currency is exchanged in
unequal but mutually beneficial transactions.

I characterize these kinds of informal yet systematic and stable interna-
tional networks, including those of Santeria’s religious commerce, as cases
of interpersonal internationalism. In so doing I alter the term international-
ism from its common usage in the context of Cuban international relations.
Almost since its inception, the Cuban revolutionary government has under-
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taken collaborative or unilateral internationalist projects to support what it
considers worthy socialist or humanitarian causes. Proponents of these in-
ternationalist actions, and particularly of Cuba’s long-standing and extensive
medical training and exchange programs, marvel at Cuba’s outsized ability to
“punch above its weight” and have impact on the lives of doctors and patients
worldwide.!

Supporters of such internationalist efforts characterize them as essential
not only as demonstrations of Cuba’s dedication to socialism and justice, but
also as linchpins of the survival of the revolution because they have cultivated
socialist values that have allowed the state to ask for great sacrifices from its
citizenry during Cuba’s Special Period.? But contemporary critics contend that
Cuba’s commitment to certain internationalist projects comes at the expense
of serious domestic needs, representing a drain on Cuba’s already strained
economy.’ Even with the internationalism of favorable economic agreements
from supportive nations (such as Cuba’s so-called doctors for oil partnership
with Venezuela), the global recession that began in the late 2000s forced Cu-
ban leaders in 2010 to cut back on long-standing domestic subsidies and pro-
pose the unprecedented elimination of hundreds of thousands of government
jobs. The steady trickling of bad economic news brought uncertainty as to
how lost government jobs would be offset by job creation in a fledgling private
sphere—and this in turn brought renewed attention to the cost of Cuba’s for-
eign commitments.

When I reflect on my time in Cuba researching the music of Afro-Cuban
religions, the fading national memories of military internationalism or the
classic examples of medical internationalism become eclipsed by earthier
matters, such as the countless everyday encounters between Cubans and for-
eigners visiting their island—encounters that enact a variety of unofficial,
interpersonal transactions toward mutually beneficial ends. In such cases
the obstacle that Cubans work to overcome is their own economy, which
greatly privileges foreign-value currency that Cubans cannot directly earn.
Cubans are paid salaries and pensions in pesos nacionales, typically earning
the equivalent of about US$15 to $30 per month. This low figure is made
manageable due to government subsidies of free health care and education,
low-cost housing, and monthly “rations” of household staples. But foreign
visitors exchange their currency for what is in effect a foreign-currency-
equivalent peso, the peso convertible (CUC). Cubans cannot earn convert-
ible pesos as salaries but may obtain them from foreign remittances sent to
the island or through firsthand contact with foreigners visiting Cuba. Many
desirable goods (appliances, electronics, certain types of food, clothing, and
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as Alejandro’s example illustrates, some medicines) are sold exclusively in
government stores that accept only convertible pesos. As a result the eco-
nomic and material gulf between those who possess convertible pesos and
those who do not is far larger than a simple comparison of monetary value
would indicate.

The dual-currency economy has profoundly altered Cuba, creating huge
disparities in wealth, dividing society between Cubans with access to convert-
ible pesos and those without. The desire for convertible pesos has led to a type
of domestic or internal “brain drain,” a situation whereby highly educated or
skilled workers leave their jobs for tourist-industry work or private-enterprise
activities, both legal and illegal. An additional result of the dual-currency
economy and increased tourism to Cuba is the rise of jineterismo, a word de-
scribing a broad range of informal hustling and solicitation activities. Finally,
within the overlapping spheres of tourism and jineterismo is the increasing
commoditization of Cuban culture for foreign consumption, for which Sante-
ria commerce may serve as but one of many examples.

The systematic element of an international network operating outside of
official channels is a key component of interpersonal internationalism. Such
networks, whether they are associated with Christian charity work, political
activism, or Santeria culture, build and perpetuate specific alliances rather
than resulting from random, one-time interpersonal encounters.* Generally
such alliances in Cuba result in mutually beneficial exchanges, with the for-
eigner typically offering CUCs, material goods, prestige, and possibly trans-
formative connections in exchange for experiences, knowledge, objects, or
actions. Importantly, the foreigner holds the power of international mobility
and convertible pesos, resulting in power relations that are inherently un-
equal. In the interpersonal internationalism of the Santeria religion, alliances
and networks are not only built upon personal contacts and word-of-mouth
recommendations but also strengthened by the social structure of the reli-
gion itself.

Santeria in Cuba

In international contexts, Santeria is the best-known term for a syncretic Cu-
ban religion based upon West African beliefs; other names for the religion in-
clude La Regla Lucumi, La Regla de Ocha, and Ifa. Brought to Cuban shores in
the minds of African slaves, the religion’s West African worldviews and rituals
were remembered and reassembled both in bondage and, to a greater extent, in
the free Afro-Cuban population. While components of European spiritism and
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Catholicism exist within its religious rituals, most of the religion is based upon
West African elements, particularly from the Yortiba culture of southwestern
Nigeria and Benin.

Santeros (Santeria practitioners) believe that the world is alive with spiritual
forces and that actions must be taken to exist harmoniously with those forces.
The interaction of human agents and spiritual beings necessitates fundamen-
tal practices of the religion: divination (a systematic casting and reading of
thrown objects to communicate with spiritual beings, ascertaining answers
to questions or approval of actions taken); the offering of sacrifices; ancestor
veneration; and spirit possession. Reflecting its West African roots, Santeria is
a pragmatic religion, focused not on an impending existence after death but
rather on living well on Earth and realizing personal potential and destiny.
Santeros believe in a creator of the universe, but in Yoruba tradition this God
Almighty, incomprehensible in its wholeness, is characterized as distant and
indifferent to the tribulations of humans (as in matters of health, happiness,
finance, and relationships). For these earthly concerns practitioners appeal to
the oricha (also orisha).

Oricha are ancient, anthropomorphically conceived divinities, each associ-
ated with a domain of nature and human behavior. Having once lived on earth,
oricha are thought to be closer to human beings than God is, and therefore
more sympathetic to human plights. Santeria initiates have a deeply personal
connection with their tutelary oricha, whom they honor, worship, placate, and
appeal to in several ways. In the most public communal rituals involving sacred
drumming, song, and dance, the oricha themselves may be called to attend the
festivities through spirit possession, temporarily “mounting” the body of an
initiate to assume human form on Earth. Once down among their “children,”
the oricha may be honored and asked for blessings, assistance, or advice.

Surrounded by the Catholic religion, colonial-era oricha worshippers no-
ticed parallels between the mythology and representations of the santos (Cath-
olic saints) and the oricha, resulting in a complex and multilayered pairing of
the two. Indigenous African religious elements of secrecy, hidden symbolism,
and flexible interpretation helped Cuban practitioners to preserve, adapt, and
conceal their beliefs through Santeria’s history of persecution. The localized
practice and oral traditions of the religion’s African source meant that a knowl-
edgeable oricha priest could reconstitute a form of the religion with a modest
number of participants.

Key to perpetuating African cultural knowledge in colonial Cuba was
the cabildo, a segregated fraternal order approved by the Catholic Church
and organized under the sponsorship of a patron Catholic saint. Cabildos de
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nacion—cabildos organized by African ethnicity or “nationality”—enabled
the retention of ethnic-specific African culture on the island, including reli-
gious practices honoring the oricha. As slavery was phased out in the 1880s,
the Afro-Cuban cabildos de nacién were increasingly suppressed. Many ca-
bildos disappeared, while others transformed themselves into family-based
houses of worship dedicated to a primary African divinity and its correspond-
ing saint. This so-called house-temple (casa templo), led by an experienced
oricha “priest” (babalocha for males, iyalocha for females) and located within
a private home, has been the standard locus of Santeria religious worship for
more than a century.

The religious social organization of these house-temples holds the key to
the religious networks of commerce. Individuals cannot instantly convert or
simply become santeros of their own volition, but rather must undergo gradu-
ated rituals, acquire sacred objects and knowledge, and consult with the oricha.
All of these steps are policed by expert practitioners. The most important ritual
in Santeria is the full initiation of an individual, who receives objects sacred
to his or her tutelary oricha and has the essence of the oricha “seated” within
his or her head. The initiate completes a year in a restricted novice status be-
fore achieving a degree of “adulthood” within the religion. An experienced
babalocha or iyalocha educates and guides the initiate through the process,
becoming the new santero’s godparent. This long-term if not lifetime relation-
ship requires respect, loyalty, and deference on the part of the junior initiate.
In time knowledgeable practitioners may begin to initiate individuals on their
own. They sometimes break away to form their own independent house-tem-
ple communities, but often operate independently while still deferring to their
approving godparent, or bring new initiates into the fold of their godparent’s
“house”

This pyramid-type structure, with a senior babalocha or iyalocha at the
pinnacle of authority with ranks expanding downward and outward based on
seniority, has been the norm in Cuban Santeria since the end of the colonial
era. While formerly limited in geographic scope to a neighborhood, city, or
province, the reach of some Cuban religious experts is now international. Al-
though some santeros immigrated to other countries in the first half of the
twentieth century, migrations increased at the beginning of the revolutionary
government, surging according to Cuban political or economic conditions. In
some cases immigrant santeros broke away from their Cuban elders and sim-
ply established independent religious houses in their new homelands. Others
remained loyal to their godparents, cultivating a local or satellite independence
while maintaining links to their Cuban elders as best they could.
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For some santeros this deference may be driven by necessity resulting from
the lack of a local community or specific ritual items or expertise. But for
others Cuba serves as a mecca of Santeria authority, the ultimate source of re-
ligious genealogies and power to which all santeros can connect when tracing
the legitimacy of their spiritual lineages.” An iyalocha in New York, Miami, or
Veracruz, for example, might send or accompany her religious godchildren
to Cuba to meet her own godparents or to undergo “proper” initiations with
respected Cuban elders. Santeria master drummers might follow a similar
pattern, as certain consecrated drums used in Santeria rituals must be “born”
of existing sets and the drummers initiated into an existing drum fraternity
(my U.S. teacher’s fraternal alliances with Cuban master drummers is the
connection that led me to Cha-Cha). The international travel involved in
all of these spiritual networks is costly, but the pull of Cuba as the source of
authentic culture and spiritual authority is powerful, and for many, worth the
effort.

The Commercialization of Santeria

These international networks of Santeria spirituality existed on a very small
scale before the revolution and continued after Fidel Castro came to power,
though under more difficult circumstances. Even while it was promoting San-
teria culture as folklore in national troupes, the Cuban government hardened
its policies toward all religions in the early 1960s. Citizens with any religious
leanings were banned from Communist Party membership and excluded from
certain jobs or leadership roles. Santeros were required to register their drum
ceremonies with local authorities (a policy still in place today), and govern-
ment agents monitored participants, jailing santeros who dared to initiate chil-
dren into the religion.®

Regulated and marginalized, Santeria persisted. From the mid-1960s until
the late 1980s, government rhetoric and policy toward all practitioners of Afro-
Cuban religions adopted a hostile yet paternalistic tone, implying that Afro-
Cuban religions were primitive holdovers from an ignorant and persecuted
past. The authorities believed that given time to absorb the state benefits of
education and modern medical care, combined with the secular ideology and
scientific rationalism of the revolution, santeros would eventually abandon the
religion, transforming it into a benign, secular folk tradition.”

During these decades, transnational networks of santeros brought foreign-
ers to the island for initiations, even when initiating foreigners and possessing
their currency were illegal.® But Cuba’s post-Soviet opening of the island to for-
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eign travelers greatly increased the traffic of Santeria commerce. Because Cu-
ba’s dual-currency economy greatly privileges contact with foreigners, visitors
to the island interested in Santeria provide Cuban santeros with an unusual
opportunity to use their everyday religious practice to procure convertible
pesos. For santeros with no connection to tourism and no source of foreign
remittances, the impact of such transactions can be great. And because of the
remote chance that the foreigner, pleased with the results of the encounter, may
want to seriously engage with some element of the religion, the possibility of
cultivating a long-term foreign client or godchild is worth pursuing for many
santeros.

Foreigners who want to deepen their involvement in Santeria can undertake
a variety of religious ritual actions ranging from minor spiritual consultations
to full initiation into the religion. Each ritual action has a derecho: a ritual fee
that covers not only the supplies and expenses but also the esoteric knowledge
and religious status necessary to carry out the rituals. The greater the impor-
tance of the ritual action involved, the higher the derecho. The highest fees are
associated with Santeria’s most important ritual: full initiation into the religion.
The amount of these initiation fees illustrates the magnitude of Santeria’s po-
tential commerce within Cuba’s dual-currency economy:.

Initiation expenses involve a broad range of ritual items and clothing, sacri-
ficial offerings, specialized religious labor, supportive labor, and facilities. For
many Cubans, initiation costs are prohibitively high—so much so that some
interested Cubans never undergo initiation or delay it for years, even decades.’
A rough average cost for a Cuban to be initiated in Cuba, expressed in equiva-
lent U.S. dollars, is about $500 (plus or minus $200), well beyond a year’s salary
for most peso-earning Cubans.!” By comparison, for an American to become
initiated in the United States the cost of an inexpensive initiation is often be-
tween $5,000 and $15,000, with more costly initiations ranging from $20,000
upwards to $40,000 or more." In addition to the attraction of Cuba as an au-
thentic source of the Santeria religion, the lower costs and perceived higher
quality of religious actions in Cuba motivate some foreigners to travel to Cuba
for their initiations. However, as with most experiences on the island, Santeria
commerce is a dual-currency system—foreigners are charged convertible pe-
sos for the same actions and experiences that Cubans typically pay for using
pesos nacionales. To become initiated in Cuba costs a foreigner roughly $2,000
to $5,000 CUC, a relative bargain for the foreigner but a huge sum by Cuban
standards.!?

The transactions in Cuba between foreign patrons of Afro-Cuban religions
and Cuban religious practitioners are mutually beneficial. The foreigner un-
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dergoes religious rituals (ones perhaps unavailable domestically) for a price
lower than possible in his or her home country while experiencing rituals of
a perceived higher quality, authenticity, and prestige. The Cuban religious ex-
perts providing the religious rituals and experiences earn the tangible ben-
efit of convertible pesos. In addition, the Cuban santero gains the prestige of
being viewed as an authority by a foreign client, as well as the possibility of
permanently expanding the network of his or her religious “house” interna-
tionally, becoming a religion-based site of interpersonal internationalism. The
large sums of convertible pesos enhance the reputation of the expert santero
locally by benefiting a variety of ritual specialists aligned with him or her: di-
viners, ritual assistants, liturgical singers, drummers, and support labor drawn
from the santero’s local godchildren. The prospect of earning convertible pesos
generates enthusiasm on the part of all; for poorer santeros with no access to
foreign remittance money, these occasional opportunities to earn convertible
pesos represent a helpful windfall.

For performance experts of Santeria dance, drumming, and song liturgy,
contact with foreign students produces similar results. Such students might
send their own students and colleagues to Cuba with letters, currency, and
goods. These individuals then return with news and letters in response, per-
petuating the networks. In the case of Cha-Ch4, drum lessons and sacred drum
initiations for foreigners benefited not only him but also his “sworn” drum-
mers (such as Alejandro) and other allied associates, who might also prevail
upon the visitor to bring items should he or she return (medicine and cloth-
ing were the most common nonmonetary requests I received from Matanzas
drummers). In addition to payment, expert teachers might also request that
the foreign visitor use his or her audiovisual equipment to document the teach-
er’s expertise to serve as a promotional work or bolster the teacher’s reputation,
both in Cuba and abroad.?

Just as tourists are widely visible in many areas of urban Cuban life, for-
eigners are increasingly a part of urban Santeria commerce.* Foreign students
of Santeria religion and performance arts come from all over the globe to
study in Cuba, often drawn to the prominent displays of state folkloric troupes
but sometimes engaging expert individuals with no connection to the folklore
or tourism industries (such as Cha-Cha). My research in Matanzas revealed
a clear split between santeros with foreign clients (and often having connec-
tions to state folklore performance) and those who operated on a purely lo-
cal, peso nacional level. When combined with the localized idiosyncrasies
of the religion, personal jealousies, and economic crisis, access to foreign-
ers and their currency sometimes creates conflict or accusations regarding
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the motivations of santeros who take foreign clients. In a sense, conflict has
always been part of the religion as the local, compartmentalized practices
that helped Santeria to survive persecution perpetuated non-standardized
practices—with the variations subject to criticism by fellow santeros. With
no single leader or Vatican-type institution to rule on orthodoxy, standardize
practices, and settle disagreements, disputes are common in the religion. Even
without foreign clients, rivalry and disagreement over religious issues can re-
sult in criticism, gossip, and accusation in regard to religious competence or
personal motivation, pulling at the loyalties and alliances of local santeros.
The potential monetary reward involved with foreign clients raises the stakes
and exacerbates rivalries.

Concerning foreign initiates, rumors abound as to whether or not ritual
requirements are relaxed or abbreviated in the interest of profit or to accom-
modate time-pressed foreign visitors. Jineterismo and fraud also exist near
the margins of Santeria as the ignorance of new visitors or novice foreign
santeros may be exploited for financial gain. Blurring the line between local
variation and deception, accounts exist of ritual experts intentionally per-
forming fraudulent initiations on foreigners or selling foreign clients sus-
pect oricha for personal gain.!> Some travelers to Cuba return to their native
countries having purchased a ritual object, participated in a Santeria ritual,
or even undergone some type of initiation, only to be told by local Santeria
authorities that their experiences or items were the result of either incompe-
tence or fraud.

For some observers, the penetration of the Special Period’s hardships and
jineterismo into Santeria’s praxis exemplifies the devastating cultural effects of
the dual-currency system on Santeria culture. The commercialization of the
religion is now a common theme in ethnographic studies, as are the claims
by many santeros that they personally are not motivated by profit but that
many other santeros are so inclined.!® Some santeros complain that interna-
tional Santeria commerce has inflated the costs of rituals in general, pushing
the prices of initiations or religious supplies even further beyond the reach of
Cubans locked in the national peso economy."”

International commerce appears to cause some expert santeros to priori-
tize foreign clientele over the local community. In the 1990s the prefix diplo-,
taken from Soviet-era foreign currency stores reserved for diplomats and other
foreign visitors, was disparagingly affixed to Santeria terms to identify practi-
tioners and religious practices focused on commerce with foreigners.”® These
entrepreneurs of diplo-Santeria often work with institutional support or solicit
new customers who are attending public performances of Afro-Cuban culture.
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But as with other elements of the Cuban economy, the Cuban government
took note of foreign visitors” interest in Santeria as a religion. In response the
state developed programs of Santeria religious tourism in an attempt to capture
hidden international Santeria commerce. These so-called santurismo programs
reportedly offer all-inclusive tours—some that even include full initiations into
Santeria—that direct foreigners to santeros who work in partnership with the
state.!” These government-authorized santeros are an exception to the norm
of international person-to-person exchanges, but in the early 1990s the Cuban
government took action to bring more Santeria commerce under the auspices
of the state. After years of refusing to authorize organized groups of santeros or
babalaos (specialized Santeria divination experts), in the early 1990s the Cuban
government recognized the Asociaciéon Cultural Yoruba (ACY), supporting it
with funding, granting it a renovated building across from Havana’s capitolio,
and allowing it to raise money from foreign organizations. Besides enabling it
to sponsor educational, folkloric, and touristic activities, the ACY’s privileged
and official status allows it latitude to work with foreign groups and for its card-
carrying members (7,000 strong and growing) to host visitors interested in
undergoing religious activities. ACY membership cards, issued for an annual
fee of 250 pesos nacionales, have become for some members a state-sanctioned
guarantee of religious authenticity, one offered to foreigners who appear inter-
ested in Santeria or, for that matter, anything else.?

For expert practitioners in Cuba, government sponsorship is a divisive issue.
ACY members (whose ranks include many highly respected babalaos) point to
government recognition as acknowledgment of expertise and authenticity, its
institutional wealth and international connections as evidence of the quality of
its organization. Those without government approval characterize government-
sponsored groups as sellouts susceptible to state influence and deferential to
government political policies, a charge the ACY consistently denies.

Such conflicts are apparent in what is arguably the most prominent annual
activity conducted by babalaos, the announcement of the letra del afio (letter
of the year), an annual spiritual prognostication guided by the wisdom of the
oricha. The ACY enjoys an official monopoly over this important divination
and announces its “reading” through government media, while a rival group
of babalaos without government support conduct their own letra del aio
rituals (yet another group of babalaos in Miami conduct their own reading
as well). Because the “letters” revealed through divination refer to Yoruba
verses that in turn must be interpreted by the babalao, great is the potential
to interpret the letra’s “signs” referring to health, prosperity, misfortune, or
danger as metaphors applying to the Cuban government. In a 1995 paper on
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Cuban NGOs, Gillian Gunn notes that government authorities had long been
interested in influencing babalaos due to the latter’s respect within the San-
teria community. While the president of the ACY told Gunn that the orga-
nization contested the membership applications of babalaos “pliant” to gov-
ernment positions, such a statement concedes that government-influenced
babalaos exist.?!

In his study of the conflict over the letra del afo, anthropologist Kenneth
Routon argues that government involvement in the ritual pushed what was
once a localized, esoteric disagreement into the realm of politics. Present-
ing multiple perspectives concerning the letra del afio controversy, Routon
concludes that “the ‘official’ babalaos of the ACY will always come up with
a politically correct letra,” one at least neutral if not favorable to the govern-
ment.2? Thus, santeros and babalaos not affiliated with the government may
claim spiritual superiority vis-a-vis the ACY due to their not being subject to
co-optation by the state or deferential to government positions; in short, not
bending religion to accommodate state politics. But such claims are given little
circulation and must compete with the wealth and international reach of the
ACY and the state tourism industry. Truth be told, several unofficial organi-
zations critical of the ACY continue to wait for government approval of their
own groups so that they might take their place as state-sanctioned authorities
of Santeria and its international commerce.

Human Capital and Happiness

From Santeria tourism to religious jineterismo to government-authorized
ritual divinations, material need is the primary catalyst behind accelerated
change in Cuban Santeria. While most case studies depict government involve-
ment in Santeria commerce as reactive to preexisting economic activity, the
government itself plays a role in commercializing not only Afro-Cuban culture
aimed at tourists but also even Cuban grassroots community movements. In
one such case described by anthropologist Adrian Hearn, the government’s
concern with generating revenue overruled the holistic nature of a proposed
community project by recommending a focus on music and dance compo-
nents more likely to attract tourist commerce.?® Shaped by the government’s
financial need, such projects become one more node in a commerce-driven
feedback loop anticipating and then fulfilling touristic desire.

By contrast, some non-Cuban santeros, students, scholars, musicians, and
dancers eschew the constrictions of tourism and the artifice of official folklore
to pursue personal contacts with Cuban experts—sometimes carrying only a
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name, other times bearing a letter of introduction—thereby creating, reacti-
vating, or extending international religious networks. In time some of these
individuals may bring others to Cuba—friends, students, colleagues, custom-
ers, godchildren—introducing new individuals to the rich culture of Afro-
Cuban religion, honoring their teachers and elders, and providing a context
for cultural exchange and commerce. These are unofficial international net-
works that result in mutually beneficial exchanges, examples of interpersonal
internationalism.

There are darker, exploitative networks as well, and the degree of capital-
ist penetration into Cuban culture as a result of the economic crisis can be
depressing for those who consider its human toll. The rise of Cuba as an inter-
national destination for sex tourism, replete with tropes of exotic desire and
racist stereotypes and fantasies, represents the return of a demeaning situation
that the socialist revolution had purposefully stamped out. Although some
Cubans set their terms for these types of transactions and are able to transform
their lives materially, it seems a moral stretch to characterize these interac-
tions as mutually beneficial. Some encounters become relationships (which
also, ironically, must be registered with the government) and may generate
new interpersonal networks. Cuban-foreigner couplings may become long-
term serial affairs, some based on exploitation and material need, others based
on affection and love resulting in marriages and families. Nonetheless, jineter-
ismo and international sex tourism can transform Cuban bodies into a form
of human capital painfully different from the type celebrated in speeches by
Cuban leaders.

In contrast to all this darkness of need, commercialism, and networks of
exploitation, others interpret the global appetite for Cubans and their culture
through alternative symbolism. When I chatted with musicologist Olavo Alén
in Havana in 2003, he conceded that Cuba needed to import many things and
that its industry did not manufacture much to export to the rest of the world.
But, he noted, so many countries with great manufacturing industries, power-
ful nations that create remarkable products, also produce citizens that do not
seem entirely happy, individuals who consume media and travel the world
searching for novelty and distraction. When some of these citizens discover
Cuba and its culture, they become enamored, happy. Often they come back
for more. And so, Alén reasoned, through its culture Cuba was manufacturing
happiness. Importer of goods, Cuba possesses a surplus of happiness to export
to the world in the form of a culture that captivates individuals and brings joy
to their lives. Sitting in Alén’s office, I smiled, because I knew exactly what he
meant.
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I gratefully acknowledge funding for research in Cuba in 2000, 2003, and 2007 provided
by a UCLA Dissertation Year Grant and by SDSU University Grants Program awards. I dedi-
cate this essay to the memory of Gregory Aaron Feldman (1977-2010), a young surgeon who,
among his many deeds, traveled to Cuba and Rwanda to share his medical knowledge and ease
the suffering of those in medical need regardless of nationality or circumstance.
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