lasaforum

spring 2011 : volume xlii : issue 2

on the profession

Cuba and the United States: New
Opportunities for Academic Diplomacy
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time for the Cuban academic world. But I
still feel the same now as I did when we
began the WG—that scholars of good will in
the United States have to do what they can
to collaborate with and sustain our
colleagues in Cuba. Some day it will be
better. Won’t it? n
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The easing of the U.S.-Cuba travel ban
announced by the Obama administration
this past January 14, has generated
expectations of a new era of academic
collaboration between the United States and
Cuba.1 Academic communities in both
countries are now preparing for the revival
of the scholarly exchanges that were
virtually frozen during the eight years of the
Bush administration.2
The new travel regulations constitute a small
but positive change in U.S. policy towards
Cuba.3 A first reading indicates that they
may elevate the frequency, diversity and
intensity of contacts to the levels recorded in
the final years of the Clinton administration.
The new measures correspond to the
campaign discourse of President Obama, the
implementation of which has been very slow
to materialize under a process plagued by
fears of the reaction of the U.S. extreme
right wing.4
A large number of U.S. academics were
gratified by the recent announcement since,
in some ways, the new regulations resulted
from the pressure brought to bear by U.S.
scholars and, to a lesser degree, by their
Cuban counterparts. And beyond academic
exchanges, many value the new regulations
as an important sign of political flexibility
that might reduce the tensions between the
two countries.
In Cuba, many academics and intellectuals
feel that the new regulations have weakened
the reactionary influence of the extreme
right wing in the United States, strengthened
after the midterm elections. On the other
hand, they recognize that the measures, in
line with the views expressed by the Cuban
government,5 do not constitute substantive
changes in U.S. policy toward Cuba.6
Analysts recognize that the measures, as
explained in U.S. government documents,
are meant to re-launch the “people to

4

people” contacts that the administration
hopes will bring about a “democratic
opening” in Cuba.
Such recognition suggests the possible
negative impacts of these new measures.
While many prominent Cuban intellectuals
have expressed their support for academic
and cultural exchange with the United
States, there are conflicting positions within
Cuba regarding academic collaboration.
These positions cover a broad spectrum,
ranging from the least enthusiastic—those
suspicious of the exchange who argue (not
without reason) that, once again, Cuba faces
a situation conducive to the promotion of
the internal counterrevolution as expressed
in the White House document7—to those
who recognize that academic exchange
offers multiple opportunities for the country
and for the strengthening of the Revolution,
related risks notwithstanding.
The truth is that we are facing an extremely
complex scenario and cannot ignore the
changes in Cuban government circles
responsible for setting policies and making
decisions on the island. In Cuba, new actors
have emerged who may not have an
historical memory of the development of
exchange, especially during the so-called
“golden years” between 1993 and 2001.8
Let us mention a few numbers illustrating
the effects of the Clinton policy called Track
II, and the intensity of the links at that time.
In 2003, Cuba occupied fourteenth place on
the list of preference of U.S. students for
exchange trips.9 A total of 760 universities
in the northern nation had requested licenses
from the Treasury Department to carry out
various academic activities in Cuba.10 At the
same time, on average, thirty to forty faculty
members and researchers from Havana
University travelled to the United States each
month.11

In this context, the fundamental task of
those who favor collaborative efforts should
be the planning and implementation of
orderly and coherent activities designed and
enacted by prestigious institutions that serve
to guarantee academic standards.
Undoubtedly, these collaborative efforts will
have the noble collateral effect of defusing
the hostility that has prevailed for more than
a half a century between the governments of
the two nations.

environmental issues and climate change,
policies of extreme-event management,
marine biology, nanotechnology, biomedical
research, traditional herbal medicine,
theoretical physics and chemistry, among
other matters of interest to U.S. researchers.
At the same time, Cuban professors and
researchers will travel to the United States
more frequently for research and graduate
study or to offer lectures and courses in U.S.
universities.

These considerations are crucial to prevent
the academic collaboration between Cuba
and the United States from becoming bogged
down in an atmosphere of mistrust that
weakens and distorts it. The academic and
cultural exchange between Cuba and the
United States has its own life and is part of
the histories and identities of both countries.
It will continue and will grow with the
support and the implementation of new
communication and information
technologies. It is the responsibility of
academics from both sides to keep it going.

The results of such collaborations appear to
be very promising. They could trigger an
avalanche of publications, academic events
co-sponsored by Cuban and U.S.
institutions, joint panels at LASA
Congresses, Caribbean Studies Association
(CSA) and the National Association of
Foreign Studies Abroad (NAFSA) meetings,
and much more. One might even consider
another visit to Cuba by the American
Association of State Colleges and
Universities (AASCU), similar to the one
organized in September 2003, which marked
the first meeting of university presidents of
the two nations. A meeting of officials of
major institutions of higher education in the
United States and Cuba could also be
promoted. The meeting could take place
coincident with the biannual congress that
gathers professionals interested in issues of
higher education. These congresses,
organized by Cuba’s Ministry of Higher
Education, are held in Cuba with significant
local and foreign participation.

The situation at the beginning of 2011
marks a real possibility of stimulating
Cuba-based research on the United States,12
and, even more so, U.S. scholarship on
Cuba. With regard to the latter, we expect
the continuity of prior lines of research as
well as the appearance of new ones. We
would expect, as before, the emergence of
joint research projects in the fields of social
and natural sciences, as well as the opening
of new programs and research centers
focused on Cuba. Particular attention from
researchers will surely be devoted to such
subjects as the updating of the Cuban
economic model and its related social
impacts; the dynamics of race relations in
Cuba; the presence of women and youth in
political, economic and social development;
and the mutual knowledge of legal systems,
urban problems and social development. In
the natural sciences, attention will be paid to

The current situation offers, moreover, a rare
opportunity whose life seems safe only in the
period leading up to the beginning of the
next U.S. presidential term in January 2013.
The opportunity should not be lost. Should
the Republicans win the presidential election
in 2012, relations between Cuba and the
United States could enter extremely difficult
times. This is not an extraordinary
prediction. We might consider that

nowadays—beyond the explicit
consciousness and determination to take
advantage of the current opening—the effort
to promote academic exchange is not an
easy task. The new Republican majority in
the House of Representatives apparently
stands ready to dismantle, as soon as
possible, the little built by the current U.S.
administration.
The XXX Congress of LASA is to be held in
San Francisco from May 23 through May
26, 2012. LASA has played a crucial role in
promoting academic exchanges between
Cuba and the United States,13 and, as the
Congress returns to a U.S. venue, the
occasion will be a time of celebration and
reflection. The celebration is justified by the
lifting of travel restrictions imposed in
August 2004 and by the commemoration of
thirty-five years of the Cuban presence in
LASA.14 The reflection prevails because,
necessarily, we should think about the future
of academic exchange.15
We are already working in this direction.
We are organizing a special workshop of the
LASA Cuba Section. The agenda will
contain, among its most important points,
discussion of the proposal to create an
independent organization, based in the
United States, to promote academic
exchange and Cuban studies.16 This is a
worthy project that faces obstacles arising
from practical issues, including those related
to funding, the definition of the core areas of
interest, membership, and many others. It
requires further analysis and design and
cannot be undertaken in haste or with
improvisation.
Such an entity could be used to collect and
disseminate information useful to all those
interested in Cuban studies (including the
U.S. students who have attended semester
programs operating in Cuba). Such a
database would allow the spread of
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educational and cultural exchanges between
the two countries. In turn, that entity could
make recommendations and suggest
measures to boost ties between the academic
communities of the two countries and help
to spread good academic practices. Among
its tasks surely will be the provision of
advisory services to institutions and
organizations interested in establishing
curricula and organizing academic and
cultural events, activities still affected by
rules and regulations that require applying
for licenses and obtaining permission to
conduct research.
In short, we dare to say that intellectuals and
academics, Cubans and Americans, should
work together to help remove the obstacles
to collaboration. We should work to take
advantage of the currently open window of
opportunity, and to become, once again, de
facto ambassadors—main actors in a sort of
academic diplomacy that promotes a better
understanding between our two countries.
That must be our modest but decisive
collaboration. And also, we should
demonstrate, again, the infinite force of
reason, knowledge, dialogue, and
cooperation.
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