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oday, 33 years after the revolut ion, C u b a is poised before a future ominously reminis­
cent o f the past. A n d the women? As early as 1869 A n a Betancourt had pleaded with the 
" f ounding fathers" to provide for women's rights, since women, both black and white, 
had part ic ipated i n a war o f independence. But the new era, vis-a-vis women, was l itde differ­
ent from the o ld . W o m e n had to wait unt i l 1917 to win the rights of divorce, to ch i l d cus­
tody, and to administer their property. The First Nat ional Congress of Women was he ld i n 
Havana i n 1932; as a consequence o f pressures formulated by this Congress, women won the 
vote i n 1935. 

T h e b ib l i ography o n C u b a n women is very 
l im i ted . Yet w o m e n made every C u b a n revolu­
t i on , i n c l u d i n g the cur rent one, possible. It is 
women 's labor that has sustained the revolu­
t i on to date. 

T h e Federa t ion o f C u b a n W o m e n was created 
in 1960. V i l m a E s p i n , a f o rmer c o m m a n d o , 
was its f ounder a n d president . As wife o f R a u l 
Castro (Fidel 's brother ) she also was the sole 
wom a n (alternate) membe r o f the Po l i tburo . 
T h e federat ion mob i l i z ed women for every 
major campa ign dec lared by Castro: the lit­
eracy campa ign , the pr imary heal th care and 
voluntary work brigades, and the mob i l i za t ion 
o f survei l lance committees for the "defense o f 
the r evo lu t i on . " In exchange, the government 
abo l i shed pros t i tu t ion and reintegrated prosti­
tutes in to the f o rma l labor sector. T h e Fami ly 
Code , w h i ch at tempted to legislate labor 
re lat ions at home , wjis part o f the federation's 
work, the result o f its hav ing c la imed that 
revolut ionary m e n were no different f rom 
counter-revolut ionaries: at home every man 
was a bourgeois. T h e government also legal­
ized abor t ion , made provisions for prenatal 
care, a n d changed the pena l code so that rape 
was pun ishab l e by the death penalty. 
St i l l , 33 years later, V i l m a Esp in (now replaced 
in the Po l i tburo ) concedes, " In many house­
ho lds , even today, girls receive an educat ion 
geared toward assuming greater responsibi l i ­
ties i n h o u s e h o l d duties; boys are educated to 
face the w o r l d . " N o wonder that i n certain 
Havana circles the companeras are c l a im ing 

that the real revolutionary thesis is "Mach i smo-
L e n i n i s m o . " 

Indeed, women are merely 21.5 percent o f the 
C o m m u n i s t party membership . A fu l l 53 
percent o f "economical ly active" w o m e n are 
now unemployed , i n c l u d i n g those who are 
h igh ly educated. 
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D u r i n g the last three years, the F o u n d a t i o n for 
C u b a n W o m e n has been created in New Jersey 
by a group of commi t t ed C u b a n feminists. 
W i th a membersh ip that stretches f rom 
academia to the service sectors, this g roup 
seeks to establish a feminist agenda outs ide 
the boundar ies both of the convent i ona l 
parties i n exi le and the Federa t i on o f C u b a n 
W o m e n . 

Source : Excerpt from article in Ms. Magazine, "Cuban 
Women: Back to the Future?" May/June 1993 pp. 15-17. 
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