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Abstract

Life in Cuba is largely defined by el Partido Comunista de Cuba’s (PCC) tradition of
governance. Since the ratification of Decree 349 in 2018 — a law that punitively curtails freedom
of expression — Cuba has witnessed an upsurge in publicly staged resistance. The emergence of
several artist-led, non-partisan civic groups, united by their fight for human rights, exemplifies
this. Two prominent examples are el Movimiento San Isidro (MSI) and 27N.

This thesis investigates how the artistic interventions of MSI, 27N, and their members
can be understood as decolonial praxis. To navigate and convey this argument and its associated
logics, this thesis employs a two-part methodological approach: exploratory mapping in digital
and analog forms, as well as critical feminist and queer phenomenological analysis that is woven

with Doreen Massey’s relational spatial theory.
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1.0 Introduction

When young Fidel Castro stated “Within the Revolution, everything. Against the
Revolution, nothing,” he gestured towards the party’s hegemonic future in Cuba, under which
anything outside of party enrollment (and thus, ‘support’ of the Revolution) is considered
threatening ideological opposition.! Given the political origins of el Movimiento 26 de Julio and
the Cuban Revolution, as well as Castro’s initial philosophical positionality, which were all
primarily anticolonial, anti-imperial and at least claimed to be socially progressive, such
absolutism seems contradictory. As | will come to explicate further, the severe power imbalance
that the PCC upholds and its impact on human rights in Cuba can be understood as a harmful
expression of coloniality. Furthermore, although there have been periods of mild tolerance since
1959, the post-Castro era has been especially guided by the retrenchment of PCC ideology as the
singularly acceptable outlook and mode of operation on the island.

One clear instance of this is the ratification of Decree 349. On April 20th, 2018, President
Diaz-Canel proposed a new law that would authorize the already omnipotent one-party
government to enact extensive purview over the country’s cultural and creative output. A few
months later on July 10th, Decree 349 was published in La Gaceta, concretizing the prerequisite
for all artists to obtain the government’s approval for any public or private exhibitions and
performances.? Other significant restrictions Decree 349 includes are the illegalization of selling
artwork without government approval; the prohibition of verbal or visual language in creative
production which could be construed as recalcitrant towards the station of the PCC; and the

institutionalized right of the government to shut down any creatively oriented events which they

1 “Castro Speech Data Base - Latin American Network Information Center, LANIC,”
http://lanic.utexas.edu/project/castro/db/1961/19610630.html.

2 “Gaceta Oficial de la Republica de Cuba,” Asamblea Nacional del Poder Popular, accessed October 10, 2023,
https://www.parlamentocubano.gob.cu/gaceta-oficial-de-la-republica-de-cuba. La Gaceta is a gazette that goes back to the
colonial era of Cuba. In the 1990s, it was assigned to the Cuban Ministry of Justice.
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deem promotive of provocative and/or forbidden content, and, by extension, the right to
confiscate any artwork that the party defines along those same lines.3 The distribution of fines
and detainment are the terms of punishment outlined by this law, but violence and intimidation
are also utilized widely by state officials as popular coercion and retaliation tactics.* Despite such
vituperative consequences, Cuba has witnessed a discernible upsurge in publicly staged resistance
since 2018.> The emergence of several artist-led, non-partisan civic groups, who, despite
representing a variety of political ideologies are united by their fight for human rights,
exemplifies this.® Two prominent examples are el Movimiento San Isidro (MSI) and 27N.

There are numerous definitions of decoloniality in circulation, but most indicate its nature
as ongoing and pragmatic, by way of undoing coloniality and reconstructing reality outside of

that vision both epistemically and ontologically.” While there is an abundance of scholarship on

3 Guevara Rosas, Erika, “Cuba: New Administration’s Decree 349 Is a Dystopian Prospect for Cuba’s Artists,” Amnesty
International, August 24, 2018, https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2018/08/cuba-new-administrations-decree-349-is-a-
dystopian-prospect-for-cubas-artists/.

4 “Social Practice, Cuban Style | Magazine | MoMA,” The Museum of Modern Art, accessed October 7, 2023,
https://www.moma.org/magazine/articles/376.

5 Guevara Rosas, Erika, “Cuba.”

6 “Instituto de Artivismo Hannah Arendt (INSTAR),” n.d., https://instar.org/; “Grupo Archipiélago,” n.d.,
https://www.facebook.com/PlataformaArchipielago/; “Libertad Cuba Lab,” n.d.,
https://www.facebook.com/groups/libertadcubalab. There are several creative civic movements that have emerged both on and
off the island in the fight for Cuban humans rights, all of which share similar missions, values, approaches, and several of
which overlap in members and their activist work, including INSTAR, Grupo Archipié¢lago, and Libertad Cuba Lab. Due to
limits on and dangers of activism that takes to the streets in Cuba, due to state-imposed censorship that often takes the form of
violence, it is notable to much of the work that such organizations do when based on the island is tied to the use of digital
spaces, both for galvanizing popular discontent, and documenting the activist work being done as it goes largely unrecognized
on the world stage, as well as the repercussions often faced for that work.
7 Maria Lugones, “Toward a Decolonial Feminism,” Hypatia 25, no. 4 (2010): 742-59; Maria Lugones, “Heterosexualism and
the Colonial / Modern Gender System,” Hypatia 22, no. 1 (2007): 186-209; Eduardo Mendieta, “Toward a Decolonial
Feminist Imaginary: Decolonizing Futurity,” Critical Philosophy of Race 8, no. 1 (2020): 237—64; Mariana Ortega,
“Decolonial Woes and Practices of Un-Knowing,” The Journal of Speculative Philosophy 31, no. 3 (2017): 504-16,
https://doi.org/10.5325/jspecphil.31.3.0504; Anibal Quijano and Michael Ennis, “Coloniality of Power, Eurocentrism, and
Latin America,” Nepantla: Views from South 1, no. 3 (2000): 533—-80; Walter D. Mignolo and Catherine E. Walsh, On
Decoloniality: Concepts, Analytics, Praxis (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2018),
https://doi.org/10.1215/9780822371779; Walter D. Mignolo, ‘“Delinking,” Cultural Studies 21, no. 2-3 (March 1, 2007): 449—
514, https://doi.org/10.1080/09502380601162647; Cornelius Ewuoso, “Decolonization Projects: Achieving Inclusion with
Cultural Sensitivity,” Voices in Bioethics 9 (September 16, 2023), https://doi.org/10.52214/vib.v9i.11940; Nelson Maldonado-
Torres, “On the Coloniality of Being,” Cultural Studies 21, no. 2-3 (March 1, 2007): 240-70,
https://doi.org/10.1080/09502380601162548; Nelson Maldonado-Torres, “On the Coloniality of Human Rights,” Revista
Critica de Ciéncias Sociais, no. 114 (December 1, 2017): 117-36, https://doi.org/10.4000/rccs.6793; Maldonado-Torres,
Nelson, “The Decolonial Turn,” in New Approaches to Latin American Studies, trans. Cavooris, Robert (Oxfordshire, UK:
Routledge, 2017).
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decolonial theory and its various interdisciplinary intersections, there have not been many case
studies exploring the role of publicly oriented art within its broad practice. As such, this thesis
intends to build upon existing scholarship by examining the artistic interventions of MSI, 27N,
and their members, rendering them legible as decolonial praxis by way of a two-part
methodology: exploratory mapping in digital and analog forms, as well as critical feminist and
gueer phenomenological analysis undergirded by Doreen Massey’s relational spatial theory. This
combination provides analytical entry points at multiple scales, an approach that is supportive of
the exploratory nature of this thesis. While the digital theoretically enables an investigation into
site-making on an expansive scale, phenomenology can offer insight into ‘being’ in the context of
specific sites of artmaking. Related questions also emerged around the effectiveness of digital
tools towards the study of site (trans)formation as related to (de)coloniality. Analog mapping
provided grounds for dissecting the labor that creative work performs in and on public spaces
when analyzed as decolonial praxis.

With the remainder of this section, | will provide further context for as well as introduce
MSI, 27N, and some of their artist members. Section 2 covers key terms and concepts that clarify
the position of this thesis within the broader field of decolonial theory. The third section offers
some relevant historical context and aims to reinforce the overarching argument’s foundational
supposition that the PCC sustains harmful expressions of coloniality by revealing a selection of
the incongruities between the ideological origins of the party and its methods of governance.
Section 4 discusses key issues and debates pertaining to art and activism in the public sphere.
Both methodologies and their subsequent analyses are contained in Section 5, and the thesis
closes with a discussion of future inquiries and concluding thoughts in Section 6.

To be explicitly clear, this project does not declare that any of the movements or
associated artists in the forthcoming discussion are themselves ‘decolonial’, nor even explicitly
involved in the production of decoloniality. Absolute protestations around what or who

3



objectively is ‘decolonial’ are restrictive and hazardously imply a universal approach to
decoloniality. Such an epistemologically limited notion only perpetuates the core/periphery
matrices of power that the western hegemonic framework has instilled globally by way of
colonialism and coloniality, therefore undermining the necessary complexities of decoloniality.
Along similar lines, the thesis itself is not an attempt at decolonial praxis, despite occasional
attempts at emulating decolonial approaches at points throughout its structure. Such attempts
include, but are not limited to: occasional non-linearity (in acknowledgement of the notion that
universal acceptance of the western temporal framework is a perpetuation of hegemonic
conventions); integration of relevant personal and anecdotal information (in recognition of the
importance of contextual transparency in academia — info that is often omitted from scholarly
writing); as well as references to a wide array of academic fields (a nod to epistemic plurality and

a rejection of universality — i.e., interdisciplinary approaches offer new, valuable perspectives).

1.1 Censorship and Creative Resistance: MSI and 27N
“Our victory is that they [the PCC] do not manage to turn us into sad people.”
— Amaury Pacheco, artist and MSI member®
The PCC has had a unique relationship with artistic production since its founding in

1965. Support for the arts is of principal importance to the party’s platform and was similarly
vital to that of el Partido Unido de la Revolucion Socialista de Cuba [PURSC], the party at the
helm during the Revolutionary Triumph in 1959, from which the PCC evolved. The party’s
relationship with these principles is nuanced.® Art is fervently sustained by state endorsement,

financial and otherwise, yet it is also fueled by an overwhelming sense of paucity felt by citizens

8 “Yanelys Nufiez Leyva (1989),” accessed October 8, 2023, https://www.memoryofnations.eu/en/nunez-leyva-yanelys-1989.
® Rebecca Gordon-Nesbitt; [with a foreword by Jorge Fornet, To Defend the Revolution Is to Defend Culture: The Cultural
Policy of the Cuban Revolution (Oakland, CA: PM Press, 2015). Relevant to the discussion of the regime’s complicated
relationship with arts and culture, the title of this book derives “from a slogan - devised by artists and writers at a meeting in
October 1960 and adopted by the First National Congress of Writers and Artists the following August - which sought to
highlight the intrinsic importance of culture to the Revolution.”
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across the nation. Within Cuba’s free education system, widespread engagement in the arts is
cultivated from a young age, and as individuals grow older, there’s little societal trepidation
around pursuing creative careers. However, this is at least partially because, in Cuba, no vocation
leads to a level of financial prosperity that can transcend the dearth of purchasable goods, whether
in the form of paint or protein.'® Beyond a certain echelon of poverty, money is not the main issue
— one may have enough to purchase raw beef but finding it is a different challenge altogether.™
The lack of access to arts supplies and the suppression of expression both drive the population of
creative workers, on one hand, to new heights of resourcefulness, while on the other hand,
towards discontent.

Some of the key figures of MSI include visual and performance artist Luis Manuel Otero
Alcantara, artist rapper Maykel Osorbo, muralist Yulier P, journalist Carlos Manuel Alvarez, and
the popular rapper Denis Solis Gonzalez — all of whom have been detained at least once for their
participation in the activities of MSI.*2 Its membership in practice shifts as individual members
are detained for differing lengths, exiled, and in some cases, choose to become exiles rather than

continue their fight from the island.’® The group is named for and based in one of the poorest

10 Steffen Kohn and Nestor Siré, “Swap It on WhatsApp: The Moral Economy of Informal Online Exchange Networks in
Contemporary Cuba,” The Journal of Latin American and Caribbean Anthropology 27, no. 1-2 (2022): 80-100,
https://doi.org/10.1111/jlca.12583.
11 1 ucia Alfonso Mirabal, “Cuban Ranchers: Controlled, Helpless and Turned into Criminals | DIARIO DE CUBA,”
September 15, 2023, https://diariodecuba.com/cuba/1694623805 49735.html. A detailed discussion of food scarcity in Cuba,
its origins and continuance today, is beyond the scope of this thesis. However, this statement regarding beef remains true even
after the government loosened restrictions on the cattle slaughter ban in 2021. Anecdotally, my cousins make fun of me for
enjoying yuca, because to them, yuca represents the primary food they have access to, whereas to me (coming from the US),
yuca represents a facet of my cultural heritage, a treat to be enjoyed whenever I can.
12 “RESOLUTION 14/2021 Precautionary Measure No. 1101-20: 20 Identified Members of the San Isidro Movement (MSI)
Regarding Cuba” (INTER-AMERICAN COMMISSION ON HUMAN RIGHTS, February 11, 2021),
https://www.oas.org/en/iachr/decisions/pdf/2021/res_14-2021 mc-1101-20_cu-en.pdf. Otero Alcantara, Luis Manuel,
Freemuse X Shouts Artist’s Voice: Cuban Visual Artist Luis Manuel Otero Alcantara, interview by Halldor H. Kristinarson,
September 18, 2020, https://shoutsmusic.blog/freemuse-x-shouts-artists-voice-cuban-visual-artist-luis-manuel-otero-
alcantara/. Yulier Rodriguez Pérez, “HOME,” Yulier P. Artista Urbano, n.d., https://yulierp27.wixsite.com/yulierp. Notably,
Luis Manuel Otero Alcantara, one of MSI’s primary founders and leaders, has been arrested more than 20 times since Decree
349 was ratified.
13 “Yanelys Nufiez Leyva (1989),” accessed October 8, 2023, https://www.memoryofnations.eu/en/nunez-leyva-yanelys-1989.
Staff, “Anamely Ramos anuncia su salida del Movimiento San Isidro,” 14ymedio Cuba, March 10, 2022,
https://embed.tumblr.com/widgets/share/button?notes=right&locale=es_ES&canonicalUrl=http%3A%2F%2F tumblr.com%2F
widgets%2Fshare%2Ftool%3FcanonicalUrl%3Dhttps%3 A%2F%2Fwww.14ymedio.com%2Fcuba%2F Anamely-Ramos-
Movimiento-San-Isidro_0 3273872585.html&.
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neighborhoods in La Habana, which contains an arts district of sorts where the walls were, prior
to Decree 349, continually and spontaneously repainted to reflect new artistic visions. San Isidro
is/was a vital community space where artists worked collaboratively, sharing difficult to find

materials, and exchanging ideas between themselves and neighbors.**

F igur 1: Left; a selfie that Otero Alcantara took while performing Drapeau.
Figure 2: Right; a selfie that Otero Alcantara took while performing Drapeau.

Since its founding in response to Decree 349, MSI’s methods have included an array of
creative, grass-roots interventions. Examples include but are not limited to: a performance staged
by Luis Manuel Otero Alcantara titled Drapeau (Figures 1 & 2) in which he wore or carried the
Cuban flag without pause for a month — the PCC found this scandalous, accused him of
desecrating national symbols of importance, and even cited it as part of the evidence for one of
his 2019 arrests; the installation of murals around La Habana and other cities across the island,
some of which portray an overtly political aesthetic, but many of which do not; and the
production of a song and accompanying music video titled Patria y Vida by Yotuel, Maykel
Osorbo and others (Figure 3), which had to be circulated manually among Cuban citizens by flash

drive, so as to avoid detection and confiscation by state authorities, as it encouraged “Cubans

14 Imogen Lepere, “Walls of Freedom: Exploring Street Art in San Isidro, Havana,” Suitcase Magazine, accessed October 1,
2023, https://suitcasemag.com/articles/street-art-san-isidro-havana. Maile Speakman, “Little Wynwood: Whiteness, Tourism,
and Gentrification in Havana’s San Isidro Neighborhood,” Latin American and Caribbean Ethnic Studies 18, no. 2 (April 3,
2023): 358-68, https://doi.org/10.1080/0907676X.2022.2045884. Children often gathered to watch artists work, and even to
help, demonstrating the public nature of this space. ‘Is/was’ is utilized to demonstrate that Decree 349 has inevitably neutered
the visibility of collaborative artistic exchange in this neighborhood, while still acknowledging the spirit of this exchange
which lives on.
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everywhere to let go of their fear of speaking truth to power.”*® Additionally, members engage a

variety of peaceful protest strategies, such as sit-ins, hunger and thirst strikes.'®

Figure 3: A linked image of the thumbnail for the Patria y Vida music video by Yotuel,
Maykel Osorbo, El Funky, Gente de Zona, and Descemer Bueno.

On November 9th, 2020, Cuban authorities entered Denis Solis’s home without his
permission nor a warrant. Upon verbally insulting them, the artist was arrested, and within 3 days
he was sentenced to 8 months in prison for “contempt of authority” via a summary trial in which
he was denied legal representation.!’ In objection, other MSI members staged protests outside the
police station, and at least 9 individuals went on hunger strike. This resulted in more detainments

and violent physical attacks on members by authorities.’® On November 26th, the conflict

15 News Desk, “CUBAN ARTIST LUIS MANUEL OTERO ALCANTARA ARRESTED OVER PERFORMANCE WITH
CUBAN FLAG,” Artforum (blog), August 13, 2019, https://www.artforum.com/news/cuban-artist-luis-manuel-otero-
alcantara-arrested-over-performance-with-cuban-flag-244340/. Jana Evans Braziel, “Murales as Testimonios: In the Streets of
Havana,” in Street Art and Activism in the Greater Caribbean (Oxfordshire, UK: Routledge, 2022). Coco Fusco, “Cuban
Musicians and Artists Collaborate on Viral, Political Music Video,” Hyperallergic, February 23, 2021,
http://hyperallergic.com/624060/patria-y-vida-music-video-cuban-artists/; “Social Practice, Cuban Style | Magazine | MoMA.”
Patria y Vida - Yotuel , Gente de Zona, Decemer Bueno, Maykel Osorbo , El Funky, 2021,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pP9Bto510EQ.

16 “Opinion | Cuba: Una Huelga de Hambre, Un Cerco Policial y La Dignidad de La Comunidad Artistica,” Washington Post,
November 27, 2020, https://www.washingtonpost.com/es/post-opinion/2020/11/20/cuba-denis-solis-detencion-huelga-de-
hambre/.

17 “PEN America Condemns Arbitrary Arrest and Sentencing of Cuban Rapper,” PEN America (blog), November 25, 2020,
https://pen.org/press-release/pen-america-condemns-arbitrary-arrest-and-sentencing-of-cuban-rapper/.

18 “Denis Solis: una historia de desacato y desapariciones forzadas en La Habana,” elTOQUE, November 18, 2020,
https://eltoque.com/denis-solis-una-historia-de-desacato-y-desapariciones-forzadas-en-la-habana; “Cuban Rapper Denis Solis
of Movimiento San Isidro Imprisoned; Several Artists on Hunger Strike,” Civicus Monitor, n.d.,
https://monitor.civicus.org/explore/cuban-rapper-denis-solis-movimiento-san-isidro-imprisoned-several-artists-hunger-strike-
actz/.
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https://youtu.be/pP9Bto5lOEQ?feature=shared

intensified when the authorities broke into MSI headquarters. Dressed in medical attire, the
authorities initially attempted to falsely persuade MSI members to open the door on COVID-19
related grounds, but when this tactic failed, they broke down the door, stormed the house, and
ultimately arrested 14 members.!® Just before these events, internet service in La Habana and
other parts of the island were entirely cut off, presumably to stifle any attention to the authorities’
harsh actions which social media might have disseminated across the island — social media is,

notably, a key tool of MSI’s.?

Unadenuncia por un presanto delito
de-propagacion deepidentia.

Figure 4: A linked image to the thumbnail for the footage of Cuban authorities breaking
into MSI headquarters on November 26, 2020.

The day after, on November 27", 2020, non-detained members of MSI staged a sit-in
outside of the Ministry of Culture (MINCULT).?! In solidarity, they were joined by a new
coalition of individuals who had just formed in response to these events: 27N — although, they did

not name themselves this until a week or so later. Several other prominent artists, such as Tania

Bruguera and Hamlet Lavastida, are members of this organization (as well as several other

19 CubaNet, “Salen a La Luz Imagenes Inéditas Del Asalto a La Sede Del Movimiento San Isidro,” Cubanet (blog), December
9, 2020, https://104.239.197.196/noticias/salen-a-la-luz-imagenes-del-asalto-a-la-sede-del-movimiento-san-isidro/.

20 “RESOLUTION 14/2021 Precautionary Measure No. 1101-20: 20 Identified Members of the San Isidro Movement (MSI)
Regarding Cuba.”

21 Lucero Villalba, “Miembros Del MSI y Manifestantes Del MINCULT Se Retinen Para Pedir Por La Libertad de Expresion,”
Ultimas noticias de Cuba, fotos y videos - Cubanos por el Mundo, December 18, 2020,
https://cubanosporelmundo.com/2020/12/17/miembros-msi-mincult-reunen-respeto/.
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https://youtu.be/fw_cB69zGxM?feature=shared

overlapping organizations). In an unprecedented display of public support, both groups were

joined by hundreds of demonstrators. Eventually, 30 representatives were allowed inside to meet

with the Vice Minister — a decision the President later denounced.?? Diaz-Canel addressed these

events in a series of public statements and rallies staged in support of the Revolution, in which he
blamed US President Trump’s administration for complicity, claiming these protests were part of
“an unusual combat strategy to overthrow the Revolution.” Additional opportunities to
communicate with the Minister of Culture were requested but repeatedly denied once the

1‘23

situation was condemned by Diaz-Canel.~> Threats, arrests, exiles, and circumstances of violence

carried on in the following months, while MSI and 27N continued to stage acts of resistance.
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Figure 5: MSI and 27N members, as well as public demonstrators, gathered outside the
Cuban Ministry of Culture on November 27, 2020.

5o 2 nE P

The risks that the artists involved with MSI and 27N take by way of their interventions
and activities through these creative-civic coalitions are heavy. In December 2022, the PCC
began enforcing a new penal code with strong implications for the already heightened experience

of censorship since Decree 349. For example, it upholds the pre-existing criminalization of

22 DDC, ““Where is the Minister of Culture?” ask Cuban artists standing outside the Ministry headquarters | CUBA DIARY,”
November 28, 2020, https://diariodecuba.com/derechos-humanos/1606513703 26807.html.

23 “Cuba Arrests Activists as Government Blames Unrest on U.S. Interference | Reuters,” accessed November 9, 2023,
https://www.reuters.com/world/americas/cubas-president-blames-discontent-us-sanctions-2021-07-12/.
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actions such as “resistance,” “public disorder,” “contempt,” and “insult to national
symbols...including disrespect of state officials,” the last of which now carries a minimum
penalty of 2-5 years and/or large fines. Newly added is the minimum sentence of 4-10 years for
anyone who “endangers the constitutional order and normal functioning of the State and the
Cuban government.” Moreover, the code now includes the prohibition of “any receipt or use of
finances that are deemed to ‘fund activities against the Cuban state and its constitutional order.””
Internet usage is also being curtailed through additions to the penal code, as it details the
illegalization of a wide “range of vaguely worded offences” including “offending someone’s
honor” (characterized by acts, gestures, writing, or drawing) and sharing “fake news” — both of

which carry minimum sentences of 6 months and are considered “aggravated” if done over social

media. For 23 “severe” crimes, the code also upholds the death penalty.?* The broad verbiage

utilized in this 141-page document means that any number of things could be construed as a
violation in the eyes of the state, thus having deep implications for anyone who wishes to express
anything the PCC deems unaligned.

Yulier P has been detained several times for his ‘graffiti’, the most serious incident in
which he was threatened with up to 5 years in prison and heavy fines but was offered the
opportunity to go free in exchange for his signature on a document banning him from painting
any public murals on any part of the island. Additionally, the document stipulated that he would
need to remove 200 of his existing murals within one week’s time. He signed the order to go free,
but immediately filed a campaign for support through Amnesty International. Since, he has
continued to paint public murals, but less pervasively, and has expanded his practice to other

modes, which I will discuss further in subsection 5.3.

24 «“Cuba: New Criminal Code Is a Chilling Prospect for 2023 and Beyond,” Amnesty International, December 2, 2022,
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2022/12/cuba-el-nuevo-codigo-penal-presenta-un-panorama-aterrador-para-2023-y-
anos-posteriores/; “Human Rights Groups Criticize Cuba’s New Criminal Code,” AP News, March 24, 2023,
https://apnews.com/article/cuba-caribbean-race-and-ethnicity-racial-injustice-dfb688ddb5640b531673277473cffco1.
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Figure 6: Left; a mural by Yulier P c. 2020.
Figure 7: Right; a mural by Yulier P c. unknown

Figure 8: An illustration from Luis Manuel Otero Alcantara's series Los payasos (The
Clowns) c. 2021, made in Guanajay Prison.

Luis Manuel Otero Alcantara, one of MSI’s founders, now sits in Guanajay, a maximum-
security prison outside of La Habana. After many ‘MSI intervention related’ arrests — often for
things like “resistance” and “public disorder” — authorities broke into his home and confiscated

all his artworks.?® In protest, he went on hunger strike in April 2021, and in May, authorities

removed him from his home and imprisoned him in a hospital for a month with no contact to the

outside world. Upon his release, he was closely surveilled, until July 11", when he posted a video

25 “Cuba,” December 2, 2022.
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https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=101165964947605&set=ciudad-corona-murales-de-yulier-p
https://yulierp27.wixsite.com/yulierp/murales
https://hyperallergic.com/855055/cuban-artist-luis-manuel-otero-alcantara-message-of-defiance-from-prison/

on social media saying he was going to join the mass protests. Police intercepted him before he
reached the demonstrations and brought him to Guanajay. Nearly a year later in June 2022, he
was tried behind closed doors and sentenced to 5 years. So far during his time in prison, Otero
Alcantara endured dengue fever, and has staged multiple hunger and thirst strikes, causing him to

suffer generally poor health. He is also frequently held in isolation.?® Similarly, Maykel Osorbo is

2 years into his 9-year sentence at Guanajay. He was arrested in his home on May 18, 2021 —

authorities cited several reasons, including a peaceful protest he led MSI in on April 4%, 2021.%

» 0:00/2:04

Figure 9: A linked thumbnail to a video of Maykel Osorbo being assaulted by police, with
his arms up to demonstrate he is not fighting back.

26 «Cyba: Luis Manuel Otero Alcantara: Write for Rights 2022 Case Card,” Amnesty International, accessed November 11,
2023, https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/amr25/5837/2022/en/; News Desk, “CUBAN ARTIST LUIS MANUEL
OTERO ALCANTARA SAID TO BE HELD IN ISOLATION,” Artforum (blog), August 18, 2022,
https://www.artforum.com/news/cuban-artist-luis-manuel-otero-alcantara-said-to-be-held-in-isolation-252011/.

27 “Urgent Action: CUBA: PRISONER OF CONSCIENCE MAYKEL OSORBO IN DANGER (Cuba: UA 76.23),” Amnesty
International USA, accessed November 15, 2023, https://www.amnestyusa.org/urgent-actions/urgent-action-cuba-prisoner-of-
conscience-maykel-osorbo-in-danger-cuba-ua-76-23/.
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2.0 What’s in a name? Contextual Theory and Terminological
Foundations
We must understand that it’s not simply objects that were taken, but reserves of energy,
creative resources, reservoirs of potentials, forces engendering alternative figures and
forms of the real, forces of germination.
— Felwine Sarr and Bénédicte Savoy?
Coloniality is defined as an extremely complex and intricate network of systems,

principles, and practices that are rooted in long-standing patterns of power.2° Based on the logic

of colonialism — i.e., appropriation, extraction, exploitation — coloniality is its specter. It is fluid
and shape-shifts, sustaining itself despite the so-called freedoms gained by formerly colonized
peoples through the processes of anticolonialism and decolonization; it constitutes the foundation

of modernity.3° Decoloniality, in its resistance of coloniality, necessarily follows a different
logic.3! Anibal Quijano described it as “a perspective, stance, and proposition of thought,
analysis, sensing, making, doing, feeling...and continuing.”3? As this statement implies,

decoloniality should not be understood as a clearly defined set of actions in service of achieving a
particular end, but rather as an active state of perpetual, reflexive resistance towards historically
sedimented forces. In other words, decoloniality is a practice — hence, decolonial praxis.

Maria Lugones crucially advanced Quijano’s concept, which focused solely on race and

hegemonic capitalism/power, by situating his terms at the intersection of gender and sexuality.33

28 Bénédicte Savoy and Sarr, Felwine, “The Restitution of African Cultural Heritage. Toward a New Relational Ethics,”
November 2018, https://www.about-africa.de/images/sonstiges/2018/sarr_savoy_en.pdf.

29 Anibal Quijano, Anibal Quijano: Foundational Essays on the Coloniality of Power, ed. Walter D. Mignolo, Rita Segato, and
Catherine E. Walsh (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2024).

30 Mignolo, Walter, Interview - Walter Mignolo/Part 2: Key Concepts, interview by E.-International, Relations, n.d.,
https://www.e-ir.info/2017/01/21/interview-walter-mignolopart-2-key-concepts/; Andrew Curley, “1. Shape-Shifting
Colonialism and the Origin of Carbon Sovereignty,” in Carbon Sovereignty: Coal, Development, and Energy Transition in the
Navajo Nation (Tucson: The University of Arizona Press, 2023).

31 “Maria Lugones Faculty & Graduate Seminar, ‘Indigenous Movements and Decolonial Feminism’ | Women’s Gender and
Sexuality Studies,” accessed October 4, 2023, https://wgss.osu.edu/events/mar%C3%ADa-lugones-faculty-graduate-seminar-
indigenous-movements-and-decolonial-feminism.

32 Sarah Trembath, “Subject Guides: Antiracist Praxis: Decoloniality,” American University Library, American University
Library Subject Guides, n.d., https://subjectguides.library.american.edu/c.php?g=1025915&p=7715527.

33 Lugones, “Heterosexualism and the Colonial / Modern Gender System.”
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This intersection (the bifurcated female-male dynamic of subservience as promulgated by
Eurocentric colonialism) is arguably true for the geographic context of the Americas, and as

Oyeronké Oyéwumi has demonstrated, for former Yorubaland, as well.3* However, the fallacy of

universal continuity is critical to keep in mind. For example, although British colonization indeed
imposed the same dichotomous gender/power system in India, affecting many levels of Indian
society and especially hijra communities, Dalit and Adivasi women were unaffected, as the
Brahmanical caste hierarchy had pre-colonially repressed these communities beyond the status of

‘woman’.3> Accordingly, Suzanne Persard warns against “homogenizing feminist alliances in the

service of producing romanticized narratives of community” while constructing decolonial

feminist praxis.3® This warning should likewise be heeded in the context of other intersectional

approaches to decoloniality.

Here, decoloniality is best understood as the active processes of disassembling and
reconstructing “knowledge in epistemic plurality,” a definition which adequately highlights the
primary aim of such efforts: to create a reality in which there is no alterity, but rather, a variety of
unique forms of knowledge and means of experiencing, each with their own respected value — of

course, still recognizing the impossibility of achieving such ends in totality.3” The intricacy of

coloniality necessitates that decolonial praxis, as its counter, maintains fluidity. Given this
understanding, the spectrum of decoloniality can be understood at one end as constituted by land

restitution — arguably the most meaningful and concrete form that restitution for territorially

34 Oyéronké Oyewumi, The Invention of Women : Making an Afvican Sense of Western Gender Discourses (Minneapolis :
University of Minnesota Press, 1997). Relatedly, in 1884, Engels proposed that the economic utility of patriarchy, and thus the
development of the nuclear family, is deeply tied to capitalism. in the light of the researches of Lewis H. Morgan by Frederick
Engels, The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State, The Marxist-Leninist Library ; v.20 (London, Lawrence and
Wishart Ltd., 1942).

35 Anandita Pan, “After Violence: Dalit Women’s Narratives and the Possibilities of Resistance” 24 (2022).

% Suzanne C. Persard, “The Radical Limits of Decolonising Feminism,” Feminist Review 128, no. 1 (July 1, 2021): 13-27,
https://doi.org/10.1177/01417789211015334.

%7 Dr. El Hadji Malick Ndiaye, Imagining an Archive for Decolonial Knowledge, accessed October 19, 2023,
https://www.talkingobjectslab.org/talking-objects-research-lab.
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dispossessed indigenous communities can take. Also on this spectrum, however, are softer modes
of decolonial praxis — interventions on and disruptions to the global norms which imagine or
assert a more equitable alternative. These could take a variety of forms, energetic or material, at a

variety of scales.®®

Although one could, as I already have, reasonably conceptualize decolonial praxis as the
‘counter’ to coloniality, the utter ubiquity of coloniality also suggests that decolonial praxis need
not solely take shape in response to some specific, easy to identify offense originating in its
power matrix. Additionally, while this project’s argument is, as established, predicated on the
PCC’s perpetuation of coloniality in the form of paradoxical obstruction and suppression of
human rights (discussed further in Section 3), it is important to clarify that this paper does not
argue for general authoritarianism to be regarded as synonymous with coloniality. However, it is
worth noting that in a relatively recent article, Brian L. Moore argued “that the culture of
authoritarianism that characterizes Caribbean politics and governance has its roots in European
colonization.” His analysis not only discusses the political, legal, and administrative systems
established by colonial powers, but also “the wider political culture spawned by colonial
domination” —the latter of which sounds quite like coloniality.>® He goes on to assert that “the
arbitrary and abusive exercise of power... helped to entrench a culture of autocracy and
authoritarianism down to grassroots level,” which I understand as a sort of generational trauma or

inheritance of toxicity.** While a more nuanced analysis of authoritarianism’s origins and impacts

3 This expansive notion of decolonial praxis reflects one side of a split in the field. Some feel that decoloniality is exclusively
a project of indigenous reparations via land-back, and that any other imaginings are harmful to this cause. Others argue that
decoloniality is something to be performed in all corners of society, as a means of addressing the pervasive ways in which
coloniality and the imbalances of power that underpin it impact all aspects of modern life. Clearly, I side with the latter,
although I do understand both arguments. See the following for two respective examples of each stance: Eve Tuck and K
Wayne Yang, “Decolonization Is Not a Metaphor,” n.d.; Persard, “The Radical Limits of Decolonising Feminism”; Andrea
Medrado, Isabella Rega, and Monique Paulla, “South-to-South Dialogues between Brazilian and Kenyan Artivists: Decolonial
and Intersectional Feminist Perspectives,” Tapuya: Latin American Science, Technology and Society 5, no. 1 (December 31,
2022): 2126245, https://doi.org/10.1080/25729861.2022.2126245; Vanessa de Oliveira Andreotti and Sharon Stein, “Mapping
Interpretations of Decolonization in the Context of Higher Education,” n.d.

39 Brian L. Moore, “Colonial Autocracy and Authoritarianism in the Caribbean,” Journal of Caribbean History 54, no. 2
(2020): 275-276.

40 Moore, 289.
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would be necessary for me to draw any different conclusions about its relationship to colonialism
— a task beyond the scope of this thesis — Moore’s argument is indeed compelling.
2.1 Related Concepts for Context and Clarification

The deep entwinement of imperialism and colonialism drives a number of contemporary

scholars to argue that these terms are indistinguishable.** While it is true that “[b]Joth colonialism

and imperialism were forms of conquest that were expected to benefit Europe economically and

strategically,” the nature of these terms has evolved throughout history, both converging and

diverging periodically.*? Lenin’s definition of imperialism — an “inevitable result of the logic of

accumulation in late capitalism” — has especially impacted contemporary uses of the word, which
typically depart from “traditional” (historical) British notions of empire in exchange for
referencing systematic economic exploitation, exercised both directly and indirectly and often
with regard to “American economic hegemony.”*?

A recent essay by political theorist Barbara Arneil makes a strong case against conflating
the words. She suggests looking towards their etymological roots and insists that the distinction

remains important in both theory and practice, due to, among other reasons, the impact that such a

conflation has on the current landscape of international power imbalances.** Following this

reasoning, in this project, imperialism is best understood as the logic of power that drives colonial

conquests, whereas colonialism is the practice of power exertion (domination) itself, imposing

41 See, for example: Krishan Kumar, “Colony and Empire, Colonialism and Imperialism: A Meaningful Distinction?,”
Comparative Studies in Society and History 63, no. 2 (April 2021): 280-309, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417521000050. R.
E. Robinson, “The Excentric Idea of Imperialism, with or without Empire,” in Imperialism (Oxfordshire, UK: Routledge,
2004), 267-89.

42 Margaret Kohn and Kavita Reddy, “Colonialism,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta and
Uri Nodelman, Spring 2023 (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford, California: Stanford University, 2023),
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2023/entries/colonialism/.

43 Margaret Kohn and Kavita Reddy, “Colonialism,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta and
Uri Nodelman, Spring 2023 (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford, California: Stanford University, 2023),
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2023/entries/colonialism/.

44 Barbara Arneil, “Colonialism versus Imperialism,” Political Theory, September 9, 2023, 00905917231193107,
https://doi.org/10.1177/00905917231193107. One such impact is highlighted by UN Res. 1514, adopted in 1960, which made
“imperare, the etymological root of imperialism...the single defining feature of colonialism in international practice and
scholarship,” and thus, problematically disregarding settler and domestic colonialism.
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what it means to be, who is allowed to be, and how.*> Colonialism’s impacts have infiltrated
widely, defining, for example, knowledge production and access, value, culture, labor, the human
relationship with the environment, and social politics — a structure which lingers in all corners of
society in the form of coloniality.*®

This project’s use of anticolonialism is rooted in its own timeline and references the
ideologies surrounding the 1927 Congress Against Colonial Oppression and Imperialism, which

resulted in the creation of a new organization titled the League Against Imperialism and for
National Independence, of which Cuba was a member.#” The creation of this organization alluded
to a growing school of thought in the ‘global south’ that situated anticolonialism amidst a broader
struggle against global imperialism.*® In essence, anticolonialism is defined here as “the struggle
against imperial rule in colonized countries.”*® Likewise, in this thesis, decolonization refers
specifically to the 20" century project of disentangling the reigns of control and giving them back
to formerly colonized peoples.>® Of course, that project was only superficially successful, since

coloniality — a vast web of systems characterized by privilege and exploitation — remains intact.
Postcolonial studies began as colonial discourse analysis and was rooted in ideas that

emerged from Edward Said’s book Orientalism in the late 1970s.%! Initially, ‘post’ mostly stood

45 Present tense is used here because, although traditionally understood colonialism has ended, examples of neocolonialism
persist; defined as “the indirect, informal, and sometimes subtle control of the people, their economy, and political life despite
formal independence from colonizing authorities.” Addressing neocolonialism critically is beyond the scope of this project, as
it would complicate, and thus enlarge, any clear discussion of coloniality, which there is simply not enough room for.
However, it is indubitably linked to these topics. Using past tense in this sentence would deny those still experiencing related
subjugation the acknowledgement of their reality, hence, in describing the lived impacts of colonialism specifically, I felt it
necessary to use present tense. Ewuoso, “Decolonization Projects.”

46 Maldonado-Torres, “On the Coloniality of Being.”

47 Disha Karnad Jani, “The League against Imperialism, National Liberation, and the Economic Question,” Journal of Global
History 17, no. 2 (July 2022): 210-32, https://doi.org/10.1017/S1740022822000079.

48 Vijay Prashad, “Brussels,” in The Darker Nations: A People’s History of the Third World, A New Press People’s History
(New York: New Press; 2007), 20-22.

49 «Anticolonialism | Global South Studies, U.Va.,” https:/globalsouthstudies.as.virginia.edu/key-concepts/anticolonialism.
50 Ewuoso, “Decolonization Projects.”

51 Parry, Benita, “4 - The Institutionalization of Postcolonial Studies,” in The Cambridge Companion to Postcolonial Literary

Studies, ed. Lazarus, Neil (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 66—80. Edward W. Said, Orientalism, First Vintage
books edition. (New York: Vintage Books, 1979).
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as a temporal stamp, a marker from which to begin the study of the impacts of colonialism. This
shifted in the 1990s as scholars could not deny the enduring structures of dominance,
exploitation, and their omnipresence. ‘Post’ then began to serve as an indicator of the complex

relationship between colonialism and former colonies.>? As such, this thesis recognizes modern

postcolonialism as a term that addresses the present, in that it acknowledges the persistence of
coloniality, and the future, in that its study inherently implies a problem which needs to be
addressed. The discursive nature of postcolonialism motivates this thesis to position the field as
critical, but less actively engaged in ‘reconstruction’ specifically, than decoloniality. That said,
this designation does not register projects of modern postcolonialism as below, less than, or even

severed from projects of decoloniality.

52 Ella Shohat, “Notes on the ‘Post-Colonial,”” Social Text, no. 31/32 (1992): 99—113, https://doi.org/10.2307/466220.
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3.0 El tocororo comunista que se muerde la cola
You can’t talk about the future without considering the past, and the present is less than dust.
—Sophia Al Maria®
This ‘history’ section engages a series of key themes to constitute its primary structure
and focuses primarily on post-1959 Cuba. The title of this section, ‘el tocororo comunista que se
muerde la cola’, means ‘the communist trogon who bites its tail’. The Cuban trogon, known in
Spanish as el tocororo, is the island’s national bird, chosen because its feathers reflect the colors
of the flag, and because it cannot survive in captivity — a fact that is said to reflect the Cuban
peoples’ love for freedom. In Spanish, the idiom ‘la pescadilla que se muerde la cola’ — which
references the ouroboros, an ancient Egyptian symbol depicting a serpent consuming its own tail

— is an expression for harmful circular reasoning.>* This play on words alludes to the various

paradoxes that the PCC asks Cuban citizens to navigate. Accordingly, the main goals of this
section are to reveal the incongruities and contradictions between the ideological origins of the
party and its methods of governance as a means of demonstrating the harmful manners in which

the PCC upholds coloniality today.

3.1 The Cuban Revolution and Its Vision of cubanidad

Fidel Castro was not always a Marxist-Leninist, and at first, neither were his
revolutionary struggles. His primary influence was the Cuban national hero, poet and anti-
imperialist revolutionary, José Marti, from whom he claimed to derive his strong sense of ethics.
Castro even referred to Marti as the “intellectual author” of el Movimiento 26 de Julio, which

accurately reflects Marti’s unflinching commitment to achieving full independence for Cuba.>®

53 Al-Maria, Sophia, Sand Begets Glass, interview by Jennifer Kabat, May 3, 2016, https://www.frieze.com/article/sand-
begets-glass.
>4 “The Ouroboros as an Auroral Phenomenon. - Document - Gale Academic OneFile Select,” accessed August 8, 2023.
3> Donald E. Rice, The Rhetorical Uses of the Authorizing Figure: Fidel Castro and José Marti New York: Praeger, 1992),
47.
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However, Castro’s anti-imperialism is where his ‘ethical’ alignment with Marti starts and ends, as
Marti was dedicated to freedom and democracy. In any case, el Movimiento 26 de Julio began
conceptually on the day described by its title: on July 26", 1953, Fidel Castro (who was, at the
time, a member of el Partido Ortodoxo), incited an unsuccessful guerrilla attack on the Moncada
Barracks in Santiago de Cuba, marking the beginning of Cuban Revolutionary activities on the
island which sought to bring down the Batista regime.>®

Castro was arrested and sentenced to 15 years in prison for this attempt to overthrow
Batista. From prison, he penned a 4-hour speech in his own defense that he eventually delivered
in court. In it, he openly admitted to his actions, citing the “right to resist illegitimate authority.”
This speech operated as a denunciation of Batista and specified the project of the Cuban
Revolutionary movement.>” Moreover, the speech appealed to a broad audience, describing five
“revolutionary laws” which each uniquely addressed the various positionalities of disenfranchised
Cubans, and definitively not the concerns of the Cuban bourgeoisie. He famously concluded by
stating (here, in English translation): “Condemn me! It does not matter. History will absolve

me.”>® This strategic rhetoric intentionally spoke to classes within Cuba who might be persuaded
into joining the revolutionary cause — a tone that most of his oratory tradition maintained.>® In

essence, Castro was constructing with words an ideal nationalism, una cubanidad revolucionaria

%6 Ernesto Dominguez Lopez and Helen Yaffe, “The Deep, Historical Roots of Cuban Anti-Imperialism,” Third World
Quarterly 38, no. 11 (November 2, 2017): 67, https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2017.1374171.

57 Aviva Chomsky, History of the Cuban Revolution (Hoboken, New Jersey: Wiley, 2010).

58 “Document #15: ‘History Will Absolve Me,” by Fidel Castro (1953) | Modern Latin America,” accessed September 2, 2023,
https://library.brown.edu/create/modernlatinamerica/chapters/chapter-4-cuba/primary-documents-w-accompanying-
discussion-questions/document-no-10-history-will-absolve-me-by-fidel-castro-ruiz/.

59 Katia Rodriguez Mejias and Yenier Lépez Barrero, “Fidel Castro’s Oratory: An Indispensable Tool for the Teaching of
History (Review).” 18, no. 4 (2022). Notably, this citation references a recent article published by la Universidad de Granma
in Bayamo, Cuba — a fixture of the PCC’s hegemonic influence over higher education (as the name Granma suggests, which,
as discussed is also the name of the PCC’s primary news publication). The article claims that “the oratory of Fidel Castro Ruz
constitutes an indispensable instrument for the teaching of history,” but perhaps more interestingly, the rhetoric of the article
itself conspicuously favors the Castro regime —which, by the time of publication, had been over in terms of Fidel for over 15
years, and in terms of Raul for nearly 5 years. Statements such as: “When delving into the conceptions of the Commander in
Chief, nothing can be said or written about education in Cuba, without mentioning the contributions made by the historical
leader, emphasizing his exemplary nature, his insatiable search for equity and justice for all, equality of opportunities and the
constant stimulus for knowledge,” support this claim.
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in the hopes of forging a “relationship of the individual to the body politic” and cultivating public
support for its cause.®°

During Batista’s regime, Cuba was once again intimately entwined with the interests of

the United States.® So much so, that the revolutionaries who would come to overthrow him
described Cuba as "the brothel of the Western hemisphere."? This description, which seethes

with anti-imperialist contempt, also reflects Batista’s corrupt relationship with American

organized crime units and their extended relational networks of authorities and politicians. The

60 Stephen M. Fay, Liminality in Cuba’s Twentieth-Century Identity : Rites of Passage and Revolutions, Colecciéon Tamesis.
Serie A: Monografias ; 384 (Suffolk, UK; Rochester, NY: 2019), Part 2. Jules R. Benjamin, “The Machadato and Cuban
Nationalism, 1928-1932,” The Hispanic American Historical Review 55, no. 1 (1975): 66-91,
https://doi.org/10.2307/2512737. Notably, some scholars assert that “the subordination of Cuba to the US in the twentieth
century caused the expression of nationalism in the island to be characterized by extremes of timidity and explosiveness.”
Additionally, in the first half of the century there were, generally, three typical expressions of nationalism: accommodationist,
moderate, and militant (radical). Populist nationalism also arose around the time of Machado’s dictatorial regime. Ortiz,
Fernando, “The Human Factors of Cubanidad,” accessed September 26, 2023, https://doi.org/10.14318/hau4.3.031b. It’s also
worth noting that there are many words that describe the Cuban condition, each with their own genealogy, historical narrative,
and importance — most frequently recurring are cubanidad, cubania, and cubaneo. Ortiz, in a speech he delivered at La
Universidad de La Habana in the 1930s, used ajiaco as a metaphor for explicating the differences between the first two of
these terms. Cubanidad is an older term, and describes the general condition of Cubanness, thus alluding to nationality and
citizenship, as opposed to cubania — a term he actually coined in this speech — to indicate the internal world of performing
one’s Cuban identity. Alternatively, Cubaneo refers to the legal and formal conditions of being Cuban. As different forms of
nationalism emerge in Cuba throughout history, each takes on its own cubanidad. Crucially, none of the instances in which I
employ cubanidad throughout this project are assertions of some essential Cuban identity, but rather, I am using the word to
evoke the national narrative of a Revolutionary and ‘unified Cuba’ that the Cuban Revolution constructed before succeeding in
their overthrow of Batista, and which the PCC continues to employ today, for similar effects, but with markedly less success.
This notion of cubanidad revolucionaria has been proposed and discussed in several other academic contexts as generally
representative of “the dynamic and constantly evolving conception that Cubans have/had of themselves as revolutionary
subjects.” Catherine Chaput, “Toward an Expanded Cubanidad: Foucault’s Aesthetics of the Self and the Embodiment of
Revolutionary Subjectivities,” Territories 1, no. 1 (November 2, 2018): 24, https://doi.org/10.5070/T21141509; Tuma, Virginia
Camila, “The Cuban Diaspora and the Question of Nostalgia” (PhD Dissertation, Duke University, Durham, NC, 2017);
Tiffany A. Sippial, “Like the Invisible Salt: The Making of a Revolutionary Stateswoman,” in Celia Sanchez Manduley: The
Life and Legacy of a Cuban Revolutionary, ed. Tiffany A. Sippial (Chapel Hill, NC; University of North Carolina Press,
2020), https://doi.org/10.5149/northcarolina/9781469654607.003.0005; Pérez, Gabriela, “Queer Imagined Communities in
Diasporic Caribbean Literature” (PhD Dissertation, The University of Texas at Austin, May 2020).

61 Nancy Stepan, “Imperialism and Sanitation,” in The Cuba Reader: History, Culture, Politics, ed. Chomsky, Aviva
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2019); Ernesto Dominguez Lopez and Helen Yaffe, “The Deep, Historical Roots of
Cuban Anti-Imperialism,” Third World Quarterly 38, no. 11 (November 2, 2017): 2517-35,
https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2017.1374171; Thomas G. Paterson, “A Complete Break: How Did the United States Let
This One Get Away?,” in Contesting Castro: The United States and the Triumph of the Cuban Revolution, ed. Thomas G.
Paterson (Oxford, UK; Oxford University Press, 1995), https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:0s0/9780195101201.003.0022.
Although a complete history of pre-Revolutionary Cuba is beyond the scope of this thesis, it’s important to note that from the
moment Cuba was born as a ‘sovereign’ nation, it was relegated to an imperially subservient position to the United States,
which had intervened in the last three months of Cuba’s third and final war for independence from Spain, and ultimately
signed the Treaty of Paris in December 1898 which made the decolonization of Cuba from Spain official. This arrangement
led to the Platt Amendment of 1903, enforcing a decidedly more sinister relationship, in which the US viewed itself as innately
and perpetually responsible for defining what Cuban sovereignty should and could look like — an identity it has always felt
should be fashioned in its own image, and for its own gain. This led to a series of US-imposed leaders, and physical
occupations of the island by the US military, among many other ramifications.

62 «“pre-Castro Cuba | American Experience | PBS,” accessed August 27, 2023,
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/comandante-pre-castro-cuba/.
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historian, Louis A. Pérez Jr., reflected that "[d]aily life had developed into a relentless
degradation, with the complicity of political leaders and public officials who operated at the

behest of American interests."®® This dynamic was indeed flagitious. Despite Batista’s violent

despotism, the US government was complicit in his activities because doing so upheld the two
countries’ fiercely anti-communist alignment, which was particularly prized in this Cold War era.
Epitomizing this exploitative relationship, the US government openly supported Batista’s violent

and militaristic governance by way of providing his regime aid primarily in the form of arms,

with which he effectively formed a police state.®*

Ultimately, however, Castro was able to utilize what he regarded as the Batista regime’s
deplorable camaraderie and reprehensible displays of disregard for the welfare of Cuban citizens
as a means of earning the favor of the public. Numerous insurgencies and public speeches and
appeals helped to codify the originally socialist intentions of the Cuban Revolutionary movement
in the public eye, such that by the time they were successful in overthrowing Batista over 5 years
later in 1959, they had garnered significant support among Cuban citizens, who exalted the

success of the Cuban Revolution by taking to the streets on January 1%to rejoice.®® Prior to July

11, 2021, that day marked the last time so many Cubans would gather in public.%® At that time,

63 Louis A. Pérez Jr., On Becoming Cuban: Identity, Nationality and Culture, H. Eugene and Lillian Youngs Lehman Series
(Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1999): Chapter 7.
64 Farber, Samuel, “The Political Gangster,” in The Cuba Reader: History, Culture, Politics, ed. Chomsky, Aviva, n.d.

65 This date is now celebrated annually as a national holiday, and involves re-enactments of the Freedom Caravan and the
route it took carrying Fidel Castro and the Rebel Army from Santiago de Cuba to La Habana. “The Caravan Is a Symbol of
Cuba’s Conquest of Freedom > Cuba » Granma - Official Voice of the PCC,” accessed October 2, 2023,
https://en.granma.cu/cuba/2021-01-08/the-caravan-is-a-symbol-of-cubas-conquest-of-freedom.

66 “Cuba July 11 Protests - Leo Grande,” American University, accessed October 4, 2023,
https://www.american.edu/centers/latin-american-latino-studies/cuba-after-the-july-11-protests-leogrande.cfm. “Mas de 100
desaparecidos, varios muertos y bloqueo de comunicaciones en Cuba, segun ONGs,” Diario ABC, July 13, 2021,
https://www.abc.es/internacional/abci-mas-100-desaparecidos-varios-muertos-y-bloqueo-comunicaciones-cuba-segun-ongs-
202107131409 noticia.html. On July 11, 2021, the largest and longest protests in Cuba emerged as a result of widespread food
and medicine shortages, as well as the government’s inadequate response to COVID-19, frequent electrical outages, and more.
Authorities cracked down hard on demonstrators, making over 700 arrests during the 6 days of action. At least 5 people were
killed. The government cut the internet off for 4 days during the weeklong demonstrations, which not only took hold of La
Habana, but 40 cities around the island with thousands of demonstrators taking to the streets. The UN Rights Chief and several
other international figureheads and human rights organizations called for Cuban authorities to release prisoners, but to no
avail.
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the celebrations among the people of the Cuban Revolution’s triumph was no surprise, since even

as early as 1953, Batista’s Cuba was a morass of “economic weakness, political corruption, and
associated working-class discontent.”®” Although Batista had developed ties with Cuba’s elite
class while in power, only “a few thousand” left immediately upon his defeat. Much of the upper
class stayed, at first, hoping they could influence the new government, but Castro recognized they

would hamper radical change, and so began systematically isolating them.8 Within 2 years, a

mass wave of migration took place, as Cubans, especially those who were “well-educated and

light-skinned” fled the island. The US took in approximately 248,100 Cubans by 1962.°

Castro publicly declared himself a Marxist-Leninist in 1961. He remained a strong
proponent of anti-imperialism, even having a strong influence over and involvement in several

international anticolonial movements during what Samir Amin has called the “Bandung Era.”””°

Although the PCC itself was not founded until 1965, Castro immediately held a position of
significant power, as the Prime Minister alongside Presidents Manuel Urrutia Lle6 until July
1959, and afterwards, Osvaldo Dorticés Torrado until December 1976. Castro then took office as
President until 2006, when he was effectively replaced by his brother Raul Castro due to health

problems, although he continued to consult on matters of importance until 2016.

67 “The Castro Touch | Modern Latin America,” accessed October 7, 2023,
https://library.brown.edu/create/modernlatinamerica/chapters/chapter-4-cuba/moments-in-cuban-history/the-castro-touch-
populism-and-ambiguity/. Robert J. Alexander, “Revolutionary Politics and the Cuban Working Class,” Hispanic American
Historical Review 48, no. 4 (November 1, 1968): 718-20, https://doi.org/10.1215/00182168-48.4.718.

68 Gary Prevost, “Cuba in an Age of Economic Reform,” in Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Politics, 2019,
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228637.013.1518.

69 Jorge Duany, “Cuban Migration: A Postrevolution Exodus Ebbs and Flows,” migrationpolicy.org, July 3, 2017,
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/cuban-migration-postrevolution-exodus-ebbs-and-flows; “Cuban Immigration After
the Revolution, 1959-1973,” Digital Public Library of America, https://dp.la/primary-source-sets/cuban-immigration-after-the-
revolution-1959-1973/additional-resources#tabs.

70 Manuel Barcia, “Fidel Castro’s Anti-Colonialist Legacy,” accessed October 9, 2023,
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2016/11/26/fidel-castros-anti-colonialist-legacy. Samir Amin, “The World without
Bandung, or for a Polycentric System with No Hegemony,” Inter-Asia Cultural Studies 17, no. 1 (January 2, 2016): 7-11,
https://doi.org/10.1080/14649373.2016.1151186. This period followed the Bandung Conference. The Cuban Revolution was a
major inspiration, and Fidel Castro’s rhetoric and military support was key to the success of some of these nations.
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In alignment with Leninist vanguardism, the PCC remains in power today. In 2018, at the
age of 89, Raul replaced himself with Miguel Diaz-Canel y BermUdez, but continues to remain
highly influential in Cuba’s government.”* Upon Diaz-Canel’s ‘election’ by the Cuban National
Assembly, he promised no capitalist restoration, and soon after, poignantly began toting the
phrases, #SomosContinuidad (#WeAreContinuity) and #PorCuba (#ForCuba), both of which
intimate a unified notion of cubanidad revolucionaria that aids the PCC’s hegemony.”?

3.1.1 ‘Post-Socialist’ Cuba: A ‘Limbo’ State

The spatial-temporal term ‘limbo’ suggests a predicament of stasis — a fixedness that
could only be modified by way of profound intervention.”® Here, it is positioned in specific
opposition to the transformational nature of the related term ‘liminal’, which will eventually
assume an important role in the forthcoming pages of this thesis.”* First consider the spatiality of
western hegemony. Colonial domination imposed western hegemony, thus establishing the
western epistemological framework as the central axis around which the world operates. Such a
position also assumes a ‘peripheral’ space, upon which the center imposes its established
hegemony — one can alternately conceive of these deprivileged spaces as subaltern, or as spaces
of alterity (likewise through the lens of coloniality, the ‘global south’ is an example).” It is an

intrinsically hierarchical dynamic which problematically assumes universality of western

”»

71 Nelson Acosta, Sarah Marsh, and Sarah Marsh, “Raul Castro Retires but Cuban Communist Party Emphasizes Continuity,
Reuters, April 19, 2021, sec. Americas, https://www.reuters.com/world/americas/cuban-president-diaz-canel-made-
communist-party-leader-ending-castro-era-2021-04-19/.
72 “Cuba’s New President Pledges Continuity,” https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2018/4/19/cuban-president-miguel-diaz-
canel-gives-first-speech-in-assembly.““Cuba Passes Law to Improve Governance That Keeps One-Party System,” Reuters, July
13, 2019, sec. americas-test-2, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-cuba-assembly-politics-idUSKCN1U80N6; Ed Augustin,
“Cuba’s New Leader Vows to Modernise Economy but No Return to Capitalism,” The Guardian, April 19, 2018, sec. World
news, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/apr/19/cuba-president-miguel-diaz-canel-modernise-economy.
73 theresourceress, “Limbo vs Liminal,” Word Nerd (blog), April 24, 2020, https://wordnerd.home.blog/2020/04/24/limbo-vs-
liminal/.
74 Admittedly, the use of this terminology here gets slightly ahead of this project’s primary applications, and thus explications,
of feminist and decolonial spatial-temporal critique and theory.
75> When T use the term ‘global south’ throughout this thesis, it is in full recognition that such a dichotomizing geographical
distinction only reinforces homogenized understandings of this hemisphere and its inhabitants; its use here is solely for
brevity.
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epistemological conceptions of time, space, and experience, from which modernity, an inherently
temporal concept, is linearly constituted.

The emergence of globalization complicates these notions further. Its associated
technological innovations dematerialize space by removing obstacles which stand in the way of
traversing it, increasing the efficiency of mobility, and thus, global capitalism. In the Marxist-
Geographical tradition, this concept is referred to as time-space compression, and it reinforces the

coloniality of knowledge as both a theoretical concept and as a hegemonically-induced practice.”®

Globalization points to a ‘post-local’ iteration of space, abstracting the spatial orientation of the
‘centrally located’ western epistemological framework of modernity by detaching it from fixed
notions of place, yet not from the energetic ‘center’ of global power.

Herein lies the key to ‘locating’ Cuba in ‘limbo’. As demonstrated, cubanidad
revolucionaria, as a key tool of the Communist Party’s in rallying support for the Revolution, was
a concept of nationalism based largely on the resistance of global, capitalistic hegemony, or in
these particular spatial theoretical terms, post-local predominance. The tactic worked quite well at
that time because many Cubans were already aggrieved by 50 years of corruption, instability, and
internal strife, reinforced by multiple dictatorships and manipulative US-imposed imperialism
(not to mention the generational trauma of colonialism, and the slave trade employed by that
system). The Revolution seemed to suggest an alternative to the systems that resulted in those
aggrievances, and it made grand promises of equality to the people. Consequently, Cuban citizens
at the starting point of PCC hegemony can be understood as situated ‘locally’ — although the PCC

envisioned an anti-imperialist future, such a position still assumes a Self vs Other — or anti-

76 This notion was initially conceived of by Karl Marx as a way to speak about capitalistic efficiency, and was later expanded
and termed by the prominent Marxist theorist David Harvey in his book, The Condition of Postmodernity, cited here. David
Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change (Oxford, England; New York, NY,
USA: Blackwell, 1990). Note that relational spatial theory as it appears later in this thesis intentionally departs from this
tradition, which relies heavily on capitalism and class as the primary form of human difference. Kevin Cox, “Massey, Marx,
and Human Geography: Disjunctures and Provocations,” Human Geography 14, no. 1 (March 1, 2021): 5-16,
https://doi.org/10.1177/1942778620973097.
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imperial vs imperial — dichotomy, suggesting that its ‘center’ had not yet separated from the
western epistemological framework of modernity.

The PCC’s sustained fixation on the Revolutionary concept of cubanidad has made the
concept less galvanizing in its present form, however, as the party has failed to provide the
quality of life that it initially promised it would. Revolutionary cubanidad is continuously
propped up as a means of protecting the island from neo-imperialism, as well as to perpetuate
state-crafted narratives of a ‘unified” Cuba.”” Diaz-Canel’s frequently used hashtags,
#SomosContinuidad and #PorCuba, are demonstrative of this. Present-day appropriations of this
concept are redolent of ‘the boy who cried wolf” — the notion of Revolutionary cubanidad was
meaningful when it bore promises and potential, but decades of time passed from within the
regime have rendered the frequent invocation of this concept somewhat hollow.

The party’s punishing exertion of power, which it continues to fortify by way of othering

its own citizens from within is what ultimately situates present-day Cuba in a ‘limbo’ state.”®

Cuban citizens are not ‘post-local’, since the PCC continues to reject western hegemonic global

77 Such tales are circulated internationally to portray Cuba in a very specific light, but they’re also disseminated domestically
by (state-run) media, which intentionally propagandizes this notion of unity in unfaltering support of the party. Outlets like
Granma, the official newspaper of the PCC, in addition to the President himself and other party officials, frequently denounce
and cite the ‘imperial intentions’ of the US and other countries as a means of casting the shadow elsewhere in order to provide
itself some (undeniably unnatural) light. This is not to suggest that neo-imperialistic designs are not advanced on the global
stage, nor that such plans are never cast in the direction of the island — in fact, despite e/ blogueo, I would argue that Cuba still
actively contends with consequences of US imperialism. £/ blogueo is what Cubans call the long-standing US embargo, which
has been in place since 1960. Initially, e/ bloqueo was enacted by US President Eisenhower as a consequence to Cuba’s close
ties with the Soviet Union, but after the dissolution of the USSR, it was framed as punishment for Cuba’s vocal support of
other Latin American revolutionary movements. Presently, the US government justifies it as a means of holding the PCC
accountable for human rights violations. However, this longstanding embargo was not the first. The US had a proclivity
towards imposing embargos on Cuba before 1960 — surely in exhibition of the power it was able to wield over the island
nation with which they were so entwined. Presently, the only goods not completely blocked between the US and Cuba are food
and medicine, but even the latter is restricted to certain kinds, and those that are shared are intentionally not the most
scientifically advanced. Furthermore, state-imposed restrictions on internet access in Cuba are only worsened by e/ blogueo
and other, newer sanctions imposed by the US. For example, sanctions were recently the consequence of violence perpetrated
by PCC authorities on peaceful, but dissenting, protestors on July 11", 2021. That said, the PCC’s palpably conspiratorial, and
often comical displays of abhorrence towards the world’s ‘core’ hegemonic powers tend to self-undermine. The following
article, for example, quotes Diaz-Canel as calling an MSI protest at the Ministry of Culture "the last attempt that the Trumpists
and the anti-Cuban mafia (in Miami) could lead." This MSI demonstration had no real ties to Trump’s administration, but
saying such things in the public eye is a commonly practiced strategy of the PCC. “Cuban President Says Artist Collective’s
Protest Was US Plot,” France 24, November 30, 2020, https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20201130-cuban-president-
says-artist-collective-s-protest-was-us-plot.

78 Noticeably, Cuba as a ‘limbo’ state is also literally evidenced by its visual colonial aesthetic, which appears frozen in time
like an artifact of the past.
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capitalism, thus preventing citizens from participating. Nor are they even ‘local’, because
although the PCC maintains its anti-imperialist orientation, their paradoxical deployment of
control tactics which are themselves rooted in imperialism and coloniality forces citizens to exist
between the western epistemological framework it simultaneously rails against and sustains —
stuck in cognitive dissonance, the holding pattern of a glitch. As demonstrated previously,
Cubans in ‘limbo’ face problems including (but not limited to) extreme censorship, physical
oppression, sustained social inequality, (sometimes extreme) food and material scarcity, medical
supply scarcity, and lack of privacy, monitored and inconsistent access to internet — all of which

can indeed be found in the power matrix of coloniality.” Reminiscent of Achille Mbembe’s

interpretation of the colonial subject, the Cuban citizen in ‘limbo’ similarly lacks the opportunity

for mutual exchange within governmentality.°

Another useful way to conceptualize the nature of this ‘limbo’ state is to consider Cuba a
post-socialist society. As Paloma Duong fittingly summarizes:

When this term is removed from its temporal implications, it can be understood... [as]

the loss of hegemony of the socialist imaginary: the moments of irreversible rift

between the horizon of socialism as radical critique, on the one hand, and the

historical experiences that usurp its name, on the other. In this sense, post-socialism

stands for the symbolic and ideological dimensions of actually existing socialism that are

culturally and socially experienced. A post-socialist aesthetic or disposition could — and
often does — predate the nominal or actual dissolution of socialism as a political project.8!

3.2 A Selection of Social Contradictions: Gender, Sexuality, and Race
Cuba, or la patria, as the nation is popularly referred to since the ascent of Fidel Castro,
means ‘the fatherland’. Fittingly, Ruth Behar points out that “to dissent from Fidel, in turn, was to

be apatria, nationless, un-Cuban, fatherless. This dynamic of ‘Fidel-patria-revolution’ was rooted

72 Quijano and Ennis, “Coloniality of Power, Eurocentrism, and Latin America.”
80 J.-A. Mbembé and Libby Meintjes, “Necropolitics,” Public Culture 15, no. 1 (2003): 13.
81 Paloma Duong, “Homebound: The Art of Public Space in Contemporary Cuba,” ARTMargins 6, no. 2 (June 1, 2017): 28,

https://doi.org/10.1162/ARTM _a_00175. Also, the following book addresses similar notions: Rachel Price, Planet/Cuba: Art,
Culture, and the Future of the Island (New York; London: Verso, 2015).
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in a form of authoritarian state power whose sexual politics privileged the male charismatic
revolutionary. Only the heterosexual male revolutionary could confront the emasculating power
of U.S. imperialism.”®? Castro frequently cast the nation in patriarchal terms in his oratory
tradition, and this notion was part of the revolutionary fabric he wove. Along these same lines,
Castro erected the rugged landscape of el campo and embedded the glorious struggle of surviving
it in the Revolutionary imaginary, particularly emphasizing el Gran Parque Nacional Sierra
Maestra, where the Rebel Army trained and prepared for attacks throughout the revolutionary
years.®3 These ideas contributed to the notion of what the new Cuba, upon the success of the
Revolution, would look like, thus impacting gender politics across the island going forward.
Homophobia was perpetuated by Castro and the regime, as ‘that version of man’, in
Castro’s eyes, threatened his notion of the inherently ‘masculine’ revolutionized Cuba.8* Gay men
were put into concentration camps located in the Camagiiey plain and forced to labor on sugar
plantations throughout the 1960s and ‘70s. These were officially called Military Production
Assistance Units (UMAP), and they functioned, paradoxically, as “socialist plantations...based
on a colonial market which was that of the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe.” This system
conveniently relieved the government of a significant portion of labor wages.® It was not until
1979 when consensual same-sex activities in private became legal, but in public, displays of

homosexual affections were still illegal. Only as of 2022 has same-sex marriage been legalized.

82 Behar, Ruth, “Post-Utopia: The Erotics of Power and Cuba’s Revolutionary Children,” in Cuba, the Elusive Nation:
Interpretations of a National Identity (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2000).
83 Michelle Chase, “The Country and the City in the Cuban Revolution,” Colombia Internacional, no. 73 (January 1, 2011):
121-42. Michael Dunne, “Perfect Failure: The USA, Cuba and the Bay of Pigs, 1961,” The Political Quarterly 82, no. 3
(2011): 448-58, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-923X.2011.02212.x.
84 “Fidel Castro Takes Blame for 1960s Gay Persecution - The Globe and Mail,” accessed October 29, 2023,
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/world/fidel-castro-takes-blame-for-1960s-gay-persecution/article 1 378745/ Kamilah
F. Majied, “Racism and Homophobia in Cuba: A Historical and Contemporary Overview,” Journal of Human Behavior in the
Social Environment 25, no. 1 (January 2015): 26-34, https://doi.org/10.1080/10911359.2014.953428; Carrie Hamilton ;
foreword by Elizabeth Dore, Sexual Revolutions in Cuba : Passion, Politics, and Memory, Envisioning Cuba (Chapel Hill :
University of North Carolina Press, 2012).
85 14ymedio, ““The Body Never Forgets’, an Essay on the Concentration Camps in Cuba,” Translating Cuba, April 6, 2022,
https://translatingcuba.com/the-body-never-forgets-an-essay-on-the-concentration-camps-in-cuba/. Sierra Madero, Abel, E/
cuerpo nunca olvida: Trabajo forzado, hombre nuevo y memoria en Cuba (1959-1980) (Spain; Rialta Ediciones, 2022).
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Notably, in an interview with La Jornada in 2010, Castro took the blame for the heavy
persecution of gay men in the 1960s and ‘70s, blaming his pre-occupation with “matters of life

and death” for his ignorance.®® While women were impacted by homophobic culture, some argue

that lesbians experienced less outward violence because the culture of machismo shrouded

women’s sexuality in the unknown.?” Additionally, trans rights for sexual reassignment surgeries

are supported by the Cuban government as of 2008 and are treated as health issues. However,

culturally, trans identity remains contentious, again likely having to do with the machismo culture

that is still so prevalent in Cuba today.%®

Policy tends to be where the PCC draws the line in shaping cultural conversation. An
issue that further exemplifies this problem is femicide. While women have the same
constitutional rights as men in Cuba, there is still a rather extreme disparity between the social
and cultural lived experiences of women and men, and machismo culture plays a major role in
this. Over the last 8 years, there has been a massive uptick in occurrences of femicide across the
island. The Cuban Criminal Code does contain laws against gender violence like rape, but there
are no specific laws condemning femicide, and this has become a key topic in recent public
discourse. In 2019, 40 women submitted a petition to Cuba’s National Assembly, and it resulted

in the establishment of the National Program for the Advancement of Women that year.%% Despite

this, the number of cases has continued to increase every year (since 2017). There have been 67

cases so far in 2023 — and the PCC tends to keep the topic out of public conversation to the best

86 DEMOS C.V Desarrollo de Medios, S. A. de, “La Jornada: Soy el responsable de la persecucién a homosexuales que hubo
en Cuba: Fidel Castro,” August 31, 2010, https://www.jornada.com.mx/2010/08/3 1/mundo/026e 1 mun.
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American and Caribbean Studies / Revue Canadienne Des Etudes Latino-Américaines et Caraibes 36, no. 72 (2011): 143-63.
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of their ability, despite calls from civic organizations like Yo Si Te Creo, who demand the PCC
act now.’® Notably, while there is lots of reporting on this issue conducted off the island (often by
organizations that need to rely on covert volunteer networks across Cuba), Granma, the PCC’s
official newspaper, has not written a single story on the topic.%! These femicides are often the
result of domestic abuse, and have on numerous occasions taken the form of egregious
mutilation.®? Education and awareness for men and women around things like consent and
healthy relationships, as well as notions of (toxic) masculinity and harmful practices of
machismo, would be obvious important steps towards addressing this rising problem, but the PCC
does not engage in the promotion of such notions.

The disinterest in cultivating an inclusive culture beyond policy impacts all aspects of the
social culture in Cuba — but especially race.®® As a Marxist, Castro’s politics were highly
concentrated on class difference, so, despite early claims of passion for equality — notably, not

equity — he lacked an intersectional understanding of this nexus.%* As a core promise of the

Revolution, policies relating to equal rights based on race were indeed implemented, but such

90 Circles Robinson, “Not One More Femicide in Cuba!,” Havana Times (blog), June 30, 2023,
https://havanatimes.org/opinion/not-one-more-femicide-in-cuba/. “YoSiTeCreo en Cuba,” YoSiTeCreo en Cuba, accessed
October 9, 2023, https://www.yositecreoencuba.org. “Observatorio archivos,” alastensas.com (blog), accessed October 9,
2023, https://alastensas.com/secciones/observatorio/.

91 Banchén, Mirra, “Feminicidios en Cuba ante la ONU: ‘la cifra aumentara,’” Deutsche Welle, August 31, 2023,
https://www.dw.com/es/violencia-de-g%C3%A9nero-en-cuba-ante-la-onu-si-sigue-la-inmovilidad-la-cifra-de-feminicidios-
aumentar%C3%A1/a-66688813. “Resultados Para ‘femicide’ » Granma - Official Voice of the PCC,” accessed October 29,
2023, https://en.granma.cu/archivo?q=femicide. Notably, many of the organizations reporting on this issue off the island are
having to rely on an anonymous “network of observers and allies, activists, volunteers,” says Yanelis Nuiiez from Alas Tensas
to Banchon.

2 Univision, “In Cuba, where ‘femicide’ is not a crime, the country grapples with gender-based violence,” Univision,
https://www.univision.com/univision-news/latin-america/in-cuba-where-femicide-is-not-a-crime-the-country-grapples-with-
gender-based-violence.

93 Alejandro De La Fuente, “The New Afro-Cuban Cultural Movement and the Debate on Race in Contemporary Cuba,”
Journal of Latin American Studies 40, no. 4 (November 2008): 697—720, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022216X08004720.

%4 Fidel Castro, The World Economic and Social Crisis : Its Impact on the Underdeveloped Countries, Its Somber Prospects
and the Need to Struggle If We Are to Survive : Report to the Seventh Summit Conference of Non-Aligned Countries (Havana:
Publishing Office of the Council of State; London: Central, 1983). A prominent aspect of Castro’s anti-imperialist philosophy
was Latin American Dependency Theory, which he even co-produced a seminal analytical report on in the 1980s. It affirmed
the notion of an imperial Western ‘core’ of power through a variety of highly researched examples. He utilized the textile
machine as a model for the imperial relationship, demonstrating how the West would export the machines, but never the
technology it would take to reproduce them, in order to preserve Western capital concentration. Castro’s critique was potent,
but limited, as the evolution of this family of theories has revealed.
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action pays mere lip service to the realities of deeply embedded, habitual social injustices.>

Historically, Castro continued racial subjugation in his own way, such as banning certain social
clubs which Black/Afro-Cuban individuals may have used as platforms to bring attention to racial

injustice.’® Cuban-American artist and scholar, Coco Fusco, alludes to this and other, related

injustices while commenting on the American Black Lives Matter movement and its reaches in
Cuba, illuminating how “the same Cuban government that sent soldiers to Angola and harbored
Black activist fugitives from the US, also banned Afro-Cuban religions for 30 years, censored

Afro-Cuban artists, and prohibited the establishment of Afro-Cuban political organizations.”°’

Despite this, Castro claimed both domestically and internationally that the Revolution had

eliminated racism altogether, while condemning race relations elsewhere, such as in the US.%®

Such claims continue to carry weight today because “the government’s position is that racism
doesn’t exist... there are no institutions to address” it.%

A collective called Cuba Liberacion Negra, who identify as a group of Black, queer
Cubans who advocate from an abolitionist and anti-imperialist perspective, wrote a declaration
that denounced “la invisibilizacion de las realidades de las personas Negras cubanas” (“the
invisibilization of the realities of Black Cubans”), and included a list of demands directed at the
Cuban authorities after the July 11" protests in 2021. Afro-Cubans came out in droves during

those demonstrations to denounce the PCC, and according to this collective, racial profiling was

likely an influential factor in the authorities’ response on the ground. Cuban police forces

9 Fuente, “The New Afro-Cuban Cultural Movement and the Debate on Race in Contemporary Cuba.”
9 Jean Francois Fogel, “Opinion | Ending Systemic Racism Is the Revolution Cuba Needs,” The New York Times, January 25,

2020, sec. Opinion, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/25/opinion/international-world/ending-systemic-racism-is-the-
revolution-cuba-needs.html.

97 “Social Practice, Cuban Style | Magazine | MOMA,” The Museum of Modern Art, accessed October 7, 2023,
https://www.moma.org/magazine/articles/376.

98 “Revolutionary Racism in Cuba,” COHA (blog), June 21, 2011, https://coha.org/revolutionary-racism-in-cuba/.
99 “Social Practice, Cuban Style | Magazine | MoMA,” The Museum of Modern Art, accessed October 7, 2023,
https://www.moma.org/magazine/articles/376.
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implement brutality, surveillance, threats, detainment, entrapment, interrogation, and all kinds of
other tactics, and are trained to do so extensively — young Black people are often the first group to

experience these forms of treatment in the streets.'®’ The collective also points out systemic

racism in the form of gentrification, and claims that the government actively seeks Black Cubans
from the eastern, more impoverished side of the country, to join the forces as a means of
instrumentalizing Black citizens against one another. They acknowledge the absence of statistical
data to substantiate some of their claims, which they attribute to the PCC’s purposeful

obfuscation, and rather, speak from their own experiences, and those of people they know.1%!

100 <A fro-Cubans Come Out In Droves To Protest Government,” NPR, July 25, 2021, sec. Latin America,
https://www.npr.org/2021/07/25/1020342843/afro-cubans-come-out-in-droves-to-protest-government. Jorge Duany, “Cuba’s
N15: The March That Never Was,” Georgetown Journal of International Affairs (blog), February 2, 2022,
https://gjia.georgetown.edu/2022/02/02/cubas-n15-the-march-that-never-was/. “Why the Situation in Cuba Is Deteriorating,”
Council on Foreign Relations, accessed September 6, 2023, https://www.cfr.org/in-brief/why-situation-cuba-
deteriorating.“Mas de 100 desaparecidos, varios muertos y bloqueo de comunicaciones en Cuba, segin ONGs.” Afrofeminas,
“Declaracion del Colectivo Cuba Liberacion Negra - AFROFEMINAS,” August 8, 2021,
https://afrofeminas.com/2021/08/08/declaracion-del-colectivo-cuba-liberacion-negra/.

101 A frofeminas, “Declaracion del Colectivo Cuba Liberaciéon Negra - AFROFEMINAS.”
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4.0 Key Issues: Art and Activism in the Public Sphere
The world of resistance is institutionally weaker, but it is spirited in a long-winded way.

— Maria Lugones!®?

Street Art and Activism in the Greater Caribbean, a recent book by Jana Evans Braziel,
highlights the work of several artists across multiple countries, one of whom, Yulier P, I was
already familiar with. During the process of writing my undergraduate thesis in 2015, I visited my
cousins in La Habana and Santiago de Cuba for the winter holidays. Without realizing it, I came

across several of Yulier P’s murals in my travels — especially along el malecén in La Habana.1%3

When I returned to the United States, I happened to see one of his murals pop up on my
Instagram account’s Explore page. Recognizing his style, I dug a little deeper, saving photos of
the murals I specifically remembered seeing. Yulier P and I also chatted briefly via Instagram’s
Direct Messenger, and even discussed the possibility of an interview. With nobody but myself to
blame, plans for this arrangement never evolved past the initial discussion, as I got caught up in
graduation-related activities and finding a job.

Fast forward to the present, I was intrigued by the parallels between my own experiences
of encountering Yulier P’s work in person and virtually, and the concept of “virtual publics,”
which Braziel describes as both the manner by which street artists “satellite” their artwork (and
the messages they inherently carry) to international audiences via social media platforms, as well

as the digital spaces themselves through which these audiences ‘gather’.1%* As such, I reached out

to Dr. Braziel to discuss some of my ideas, but she replied with concern that I would struggle to

102 “Maria Lugones Faculty & Graduate Seminar, ‘Indigenous Movements and Decolonial Feminism’ | Womens Gender and

Sexuality Studies,” accessed October 4, 2023, https://wgss.osu.edu/events/mar%C3%ADa-lugones-faculty-graduate-seminar-
indigenous-movements-and-decolonial-feminism.
103 E] malecén is a road and esplanade cordoned off from the gulf by a relatively short stone wall. There are several key
monuments to historical events and figures positioned along or adjacent to the stretch. Additionally, it is important to locals as
a community gathering place. Many people meet there, spend time with friends and family, go on dates, and fish along the
exterior of the wall. It is also a clandestine location for jineterismo, or tourism-related sex work.
104 Jana Evans Braziel, “Introduction: Living Streets: Calles Vivas: Lari Vivan,” in Street Art and Activism in the Greater
Caribbean (Oxfirdshire, UK; Routledge, 2022), 4.
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map Yulier P’s murals given the censorship and detainment he’s faced because of his work in
relation to Decree 349. This response should perhaps not have come as a surprise to me, given her

approach towards street art generally hinged on the notion of rendering “the invisible visible.”0>

Although this does not land far from my own feelings towards the general power of street art (and
public art more generally), I envisioned a more experimental engagement with ‘mapping’ than
what [ presume Braziel imagined when authoring her reply — with ‘mapping’, here, referring
abstractly to both methodologies of this project.

The fact that Yulier P’s murals have been forcibly removed from public spaces around La
Habana and other cities in Cuba only reinforces my reading of them as legible as agents of
decolonial praxis. I describe this conceptual origin story here to begin to situate this project’s
understanding of public and street art in the context of existing related scholarship. Much like this
project’s explanation of decolonial praxis as a fundamentally active approach to constructing new
futures, Braziel’s definition of street art is embedded in the notion of “socially transformative
aesthetics” and requires active engagement from its producers. However, Braziel emphasizes the
power of these aesthetics in confronting the challenges of everyday life resulting specifically

from la marea rosada, and hardly addresses coloniality and decoloniality directly.'%® Regardless,

her definition helps elucidate the positionality of this project’s engagement with these terms and
practices, whereby street art can be, but is not always, regarded as an example of art activism
and/or art that’s legible as decolonial praxis. Likewise, art activism only sometimes operates as an

example of decolonial praxis.

105 Braziel, 15-16. Braziel theorizes an Antillean “politics of aesthetics” (borrowing from Jacques Ranciére), which she
suggests is a dynamic that artists and writers employ towards rendering “the invisible visible.”
106 Braziel, 1. La marea rosada refers to the 21% century political turn towards left-wing government in Latin America.
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Art and activism constitute a longstanding relationship — it is an irrefutable truth that

“every successful activist movement involves creativity, culture, and innovation.”%” The

purposeful combination of the terms ‘art’ and ‘activism’ can be traced through a wide range of
artistic movements, temporalities, and geographies; for example, in the 1920s, Zurich-based

Dadaists and North American-based Mexican Muralists were both actively making protest art.108

Since, these practices and associated theories have continued to advance, and have played an
important role in a variety of other art movements, such as Feminist Art, Queer Art, and
Environmental Art. Despite this, in Art Activism for an Anticolonial Future, Carlos Garrido
Castellano asserts there is a gap in scholarship concerning the early practices and endurance of
socially engaged art within the ‘global south’ which speaks to coloniality in The Academy and its
inherited systems of classification that operate “at the expense of many alternative ways of

understanding art making.”1%°

To read artwork as decolonial praxis is to consider the work’s ‘impact(s)’ on “civil
society” as synonymous with ‘action’. This equation of action and impact is, perhaps, a bit of a
leap. However, borrowing from Bruno Latour’s theory on the agency of objects, which delineates
them as actants that put action in motion (as opposed to actors, who take action), I maintain that
this logically tracks: 1) in the context of the ‘action’ that a non-living art object could feasibly
‘take’, or rather, put in action towards reconstructing a new reality; and 2) assuming that the
meaning of both ‘impact’ and ‘action’ here are fully accepted in their most pliable and expansive

forms.'10 The necessity of understanding ‘impact’ in this way is foundational to embracing the

107 Lambert, Steve, “Artivism: Making a Difference Through Art | Art & Object,” accessed September 21, 2023,
https://www.artandobject.com/articles/artivism-making-difference-through-art.
108 Rachel Macfarlane, “A Brief History of Protest Art,” FORMAT, October 5, 2023,
https://www.format.com/magazine/features/art/brief-history-protest-art/.
103 Carlos Garrido Castellano, Art Activism for an Anticolonial Future (Albany, New York: State University of New York
Press 2021), 25.
110 Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory, Clarendon Lectures in Management
Studies (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 72.
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polyperspectivity that is so fundamental to decolonial praxis. Doing so therefore rejects the
normative categories that ‘make sense’ of civil society from an exclusively Western framework
and denies the resulting assumption that there’s only one way to measure impact —a widespread
reflex that’s entrenched in coloniality and falsely presumes “civil society, agency, and public

sphere as neutral and universal realities.”*!!

Similarly, agency must be reinterpreted if it is to theoretically and pragmatically support
the pursuit of epistemic plurality — a mission I’ve demonstrated is critical to the unending project
of decoloniality. Carlos Garrido Castellano, a scholar of decoloniality in art, has called for
“decentering agency in order to cover a wider range of human and nonhuman interactions,” citing
recent debates in environmentalism that urge people to contemplate “agency from a less

reductive, multispecies point of view.”*12 This thesis, too, calls for a reinvigorated understanding

of agency that transcends beyond Western ideations of realization, manifestations of life force,

and modes of experiencing the world.

111 Castellano, Art Activism for an Anticolonial Future, 15.
112 Castellano, Art Activism for an Anticolonial Future, 231.
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5.0 Methods and Analysis

This section discusses both methodologies employed and their resulting analyses. In both,
to the degree that it is possible, I intend to emulate The Decolonial Walkthrough Method, at least
insofar as my style of reflection — which, as will be explained in subsection 5.1.1, is a technique
for examining the interface of a digital application for its “technological mechanisms and
embedded cultural references to understand how it guides users and shapes their experiences.”*
Beyond my applications of this method towards analyzing ArcGIS Pro 3.1, I appreciated that it
encouraged an incisive style of reflexivity. I found that this style mirrors the ideal nature of

contemporary Digital Art History (DAH) as a field, which Nuria Rodriguez-Ortega described as a

full-circle “process of interpenetration.”*** An update of sorts to Johanna Drucker’s definition of

DAH, put forth in her widely influential book Graphesis (2014), Rodriguez-Ortega provided a
more future-oriented position on the field to hold and look outwardly from. While Drucker’s
proposal was predicated on a distinction between DAH and digitized Art History, Rodriguez-
Ortega challenges some of the elements that once made that distinction useful, but which no
longer apply, arguing the need for a modernized definition that speaks to the “post-digital society”

that no longer considers technology a “disruption” — a core element of Drucker’s proposal.t*®

Rodriguez-Ortega explains how the hybridizations resulting from the realities of post-digital

society imply that the digital is no longer separable from art history, meaning also that there is no

“essential distinction between digital art history and other art histories.”11

113 Ben Light, Jean Burgess, and Stefanie Duguay, “The Walkthrough Method: An Approach to the Study of Apps,” New
Media & Society 20, no. 3 (March 1, 2018): 882, https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444816675438; “The Decolonial Walkthrough -
#DLFteach Publications.”
114 Nuria Rodriguez-Ortega, “Digital Art History: The Questions That Need to Be Asked,” Visual Resources 35, no. 1-2
(April 3, 2019): 7, https://doi.org/10.1080/01973762.2019.1553832.
115 Johanna Drucker, Graphesis : Visual Forms of Knowledge Production, MetaL ABprojects (Cambridge, Massachusetts:
Harvard University Press, 2014), 6.
116 Rodriguez-Ortega, “Digital Art History,” 7.
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There is indeed a perceived divide — albeit a diminishing one simply based on the
omnipresence of technology in today’s world — between the traditional field of Art History and
DAH. Calling for a critical examination of the widely accepted “value of computational analysis
and digital technology for furthering research,” Rodriguez-Ortega advocates for a pluralistic
definition of DAH which embodies self-reflexivity and an awareness that embraces transparency
and honesty in the processes of the production of knowledge. The necessity of developing new
vocabulary and theoretical categories emerges, as well as the need to examine how these
vocabularies, old and new, “change when they are carried out by using machines.” Rodriguez-
Ortega raises many more such important questions, and discusses the benefits, limitations, and
restrictions of DAH. Ultimately, she calls for a “transformative” DAH, in which praxis is a

foundational aspect of the work those who engage in the field do.*’

Hesitation is noted among more traditionally oriented art historians, and some even
suggest that there are “fundamental differences in the theoretical underpinnings” between the two,
as if to imply an inherent hierarchy. In their recent comparative study, The Digital U-Turn in Art
History (2021), Anna Naslund Dahlgren and Amanda Wasielewski found that DAH tends to rely
on the formalist and iconographic methods that were popular during the early twentieth century,

whereas traditional art history today depends more on the incorporation of critical theory.118

Ongoing debates between traditional art historian Claire Bishop and Johanna Drucker, evidence
this persisting divide — a series of contentious emails between the two in 2017 were converted
into a chapter in Debates in the Digital Humanities (2019), in which Bishop continues to assert
that ‘DH’ (as she insistently refers to it, notably leaving ‘art’ out of the equation) is “largely

depoliticized and uncritical,” despite Drucker’s substantiating counterexamples, such as “Stephen

117 Rodriguez-Ortega, 10-11, 13, 17.
118 Anna Nislund Dahlgren and Amanda Wasielewski, “The Digital U-Turn in Art History,” Konsthistorisk Tidskrift/Journal
of Art History 90, no. 4 (October 2, 2021): 256, https://doi.org/10.1080/00233609.2021.2006774.
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Murray’s [revealing] studies of cathedral architecture in Gothic France.” Drucker does openly
state, however, that she does not think “digital methods have defined a critical breakthrough in
any way that is comparable to the impact of theoretical formulations like feminism,

deconstruction, postcolonial, queer, or critical race theory,” and suggests that “the expectation

ought to shift,” as that alone does not weaken DAH’s contributions to the wider field.!®

Here again, I diverge slightly from Drucker’s position. Recalling the “pluralistic
definition of DAH” that Rodriguez-Ortega solicits, it seems that there is room in the broader field
for the coexistence of an art historical approach primarily undergirded by critical theoretical
interventions, and one primarily reliant on critical digital methodologies. As both Bishop and
Drucker proved in their exchange, useful and important advancements in knowledge have
surfaced from both styles. Furthermore, I argue that there is even room for a critical overlap of
the two approaches, an entwinement of theoretical interventions which may help to elucidate
what the digital is pointing towards in research, and vice-versa. Considering that the digital is an
environment unto itself — which, to deny from within a society that often criticizes people for
living their lives entirely on the internet would be a fool’s errand — the places upon which to
‘intervene’ with critical theoretical methods are just as abundant as they are outside of those

constructed environments.2° And to that point, in many ways, the social-cultural physical worlds
humans inhabit are likewise ‘constructed’ — consider Baudrillard’s notion of hyperreality.?! In

any case, there is a time and place for everything, and to Drucker’s point, there is definitive value,

113 «PART IV ][ Chapter 27’ in ‘Debates in the Digital Humanities 2019’ on Debates in the DH Manifold,” Debates in the
Digital Humanities, accessed October 31, 2023, https://dhdebates.gc.cuny.edu/read/untitled-f2acf72c-a469-49d8-be35-
6719acle3a60/section/3aedfd2c-280f-4029-b3f1-3e9a11794c01.

120 Sometimes such “online lives’ are so entrenched in the internet environment(s) that who the person is online differs vastly
from who they are in person. Such a dynamic suggests that both realms can be fundamental to the formation of one’s inner
life, and this tendency is only increasing as the conveniences of technology embed ever deeper into all facets of (post-)modern
life.

121 Baudrillard, Jean, “Simulacra and Simulations,” in Jean Baudrillard, Selected Writings, ed. Mark Poster, 2nd ed.,
rev.expanded. (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2001), 166—84. Baudrillard uses hyperreality to describe the
semiotic condition of society, suggesting that society has replaced all meaning with symbols and simulation.
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regardless of any potential that may emerge from the enmeshment of critical theoretical and
critical digital methods, in the knowledge production that comes from engaging the digital in art

historical contexts.'?? Additionally as important are the things learned from failures — a certitude

of any scholarly endeavor. Evidentially, the two designs are not mutually exclusive.

Briefly, what Drucker’s and Bishop’s debate foregrounds is the undeniable existence of
circularity within ‘The Academy’ that is inherently rooted in the western hegemonic notion of
epistemic production — not regarding their individual arguments, but rather, the very existence of
the debate. It seems to be quite simple — anything that contributes to the ways humans can
understand the world, and the mini-worlds we’ve constructed within it, carries value, and there’s
no point in denying that other than to elevate one’s own epistemic position. Mary Louise Pratt’s
seminal book, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation points to the Eurocentric roots
of the universalizing iteration of “planetary consciousness,” which entails the “construction of
global scale meaning through...descriptive apparatuses,” and continues to propel academia

today.?3 (De)coloniality resurfaces yet again.

5.1 Exploratory Digital Mapping: Spaces of Conflicting Aspirations

...In that Empire, the Art of Cartography attained such Perfection that the map of a single
Province occupied the entirety of a City, and the map of the Empire, the entirety of a
Province. In time, those Unconscionable Maps no longer satisfied, and the Cartographers
Guilds struck a Map of the Empire whose size was that of the Empire, and which
coincided point for point with it. The following Generations, who were not so fond of the
Study of Cartography as their Forebears had been, saw that that vast Map was Useless,
and not without some Pitilessness was it, that they delivered it up to the Inclemencies of
Sun and Winters. In the Deserts of the West, still today, there are Tattered Ruins of that
Map, inhabited by Animals and Beggars; in all the Land there is no other Relic of the
Disciplines of Geography.

— Suarez Miranda, Viajes de varones prudentes, Libro IV,Cap. XLV, Lerida, 1658

122 To elaborate on the beginning of this sentence, not all art historical pursuits necessitate or would even benefit from the

incorporation of digital methods, and likewise, not all digitally guided art historical pursuits would be fortified by the

utilization of critical theoretical interventions.

123 Mary Louise Pratt, “Chapter 2: Science, Planetary Consciousness, Interiors,” in Imperial Eyes (Taylor & Francis Ltd /

Books, 1992), 15, https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=lkh&AN=1736682 1 &site=ehost-live&scope=site.
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(Jorge Luis Borges, On Exactitude in Science)'?*

It is the real, and not the map, whose vestiges subsist here and there, in the deserts which
are no longer those of the Empire but our own: The desert of the real itself.

— Jean Baudrillard!?®®

The Eurocentric cartographic tradition is undoubtedly tied to the construction of space
and place, and thus power, in multiple ways. Perhaps the most accessible conception of this is the
European (and eventually American) pursuits of territorial and economic expansion. However, as
Thongchai Winichakul underscores in his book, Siam mapped (which describes the 19" century
transformation of the titular kingdom), hegemonic permeation is exceptionally complex. Siam
elites subverted the language of modern geography that had displaced their indigenous notions of
space, using it as an anti-colonial tool against territorial claims made by the French, but this
strategy nonetheless altered their formerly dynamic realm of coexisting and overlapping

13

territories into one defined by the European cartographic ideal.}?® Mary Louise Pratt’s “planetary

consciousness” reveals how the hegemonic system of categorizing every aspect of the world in
order to define it all within one system not only took shape through border formation, delineating
nations to be possessed, but also how it ‘mapped’ (and continues to map) the knowledges between

those lines, constructing the spaces they contain.*?’” Evidently, the homogenization of space is a

result of the combined and parallel applications of colonial force and the cartographic techniques
those nations had developed.

It was from the western cartographic tradition that geographic information system
computational technologies were borne in the 1960s, and these, too, have some murky

implications. GIS have become so embedded in our world that they operate largely unnoticed — as

124 Borges, Jorge Luis, Collected Fictions, trans. Andrew Hurley (New York: Viking, 1998).

125 Baudrillard, Jean, “Simulacra and Simulations.”

126 Thongchai Winichakul, Siam Mapped: A History of the Geo-Body of a Nation (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press,
1994), 121.

127 Pratt, “Chapter 2,” 15.
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‘systems’ are generally wont to do; only the people they are not meant to serve tend to see how
ubiquitous they really are. As Todd Pressner, David Shepard, and Yoh Kawano point out in their
book, Hypercities, in this very moment, “military satellites encircling the earth survey movement
on the ground down to centimeters, while social media applications running on GPS-enabled
mobile devices transmit and share the geographic and temporal coordinates of a user’s every

move.”*?8 Critical geographic research on the societal implications of GIS has been popular since

the 1990s, including Trevor Harris’ and Daniel Weiner’s study on the empowering possibilities of
“community-integrated” GIS in 1998, as well as David Harvey’s Spaces of Hope from 2000

which explored social constructions of GIS through a study on globalization and the body.!?°

More cynical, however, are the (perhaps unsurprising) revelations made by Mark Palmer and
Robert Rundstrom in 2013 which exposed how, “[a]cross four decades of effort, the [U.S. Bureau
of Indian Affairs’] pursuit of GIS is better understood as an effort to perpetuate its internal
colonial agenda and its own bureaucratic existence during an era of rapid technological upheaval
rather than as a trustee's effort to better manage resources for the greater good of American

Indians.”130

So, given the complicated implementations of GIS, it’s important to ask: what are the
implications on mapmaking’s place in the study of decoloniality, or even applied towards
decolonial projects themselves? Are decolonial maps even possible? Is mapping useful towards
better understanding or addressing decoloniality — i.e., can it contribute to an understanding of

what decolonial praxis looks like, entails, and/or how to render it legible in specific instances of

128 David Shepard Todd Presner, HyperCities : Thick Mapping in the Digital Humanities, MetaLABprojects (Cambridge,
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2014), 85.
129 Trevor Harris and Daniel Weiner, “Empowerment, Marginalization, and 'Community-Integrated' GIS,” Cartography
&amp,; Geographic Information Systems 25, no. 2 (April 1, 1998): 67-68; David Harvey, Spaces of Hope, California Studies
in Critical Human Geography ; 7 (Berkeley, California: University of California Press, 2000).
130 Mark Palmer and Robert Rundstrom, “GIS, Internal Colonialism, and the U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs,” Annals of the
Association of American Geographers 103, no. 5 (2013): 1142.

42



its intervention, or disruption, of the global norms? And, considering the surveilled state of public
spaces in Cuba, does exploratory mapping elucidate public art production’s contributions to site
formation, or even reclamation?

Before I launch into a more detailed discussion of each of the digital strategies I
employed, how I handled them, and what I did and did not learn from my experiments, the
general nature of the information I worked with needs to be addressed. As Johanna Drucker
argued, the term ‘data’ is insufficient when discussing digital humanities work, suggesting instead
that the term be substituted for ‘capta’. Data’s etymological roots pose a problem for the digital
humanist, because, coming from the Latin datum, which means “that which is given”, the term
implies it cannot be challenged. Capta, on the other hand, suggests “that which is actively taken

and constructed,” which is much more appropriate in the context of “humanistic inquiry.”*3* On

one hand, as will become clear, the information that I was interested in ultimately guided how |
went about constructing my capta, an approach that indeed aligns with Drucker’s argument for
capta in DAH. However, due to my subjects of interest, the capta sets | was able to gather are
quite small — the exception being the text analysis strategy which ended up with a decently sized
capta set. Ultimately, since I was not performing any statistical querying, potentially detrimental
impacts were avoided, but it is simply something to keep in mind throughout the following

discussion, as it inevitably impacted the scales at which I was able to experiment.!32

5.1.1 Decolonial Walkthrough Method: ArcGIS Pro 3.1
The technical trials | experienced from the outset with ArcGIS Pro 3.1 were challenging
my ability to think critically about my research questions, so | thought to infuse my process with

a different approach which contemplated the program’s interface and mechanisms, any biases or

131 Johanna Drucker, “Humanities Approaches to Graphical Display,” Digital Humanities Quarterly 005, no. 1 (March 10,
2011).
132 Arianna Ciula et al., “Small Data and Process in Data Visualization: The Radical Translations Case Study” (arXiv, October
18, 2021), http://arxiv.org/abs/2110.09349.
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presumptions their analysis might reveal, and how this all shapes the user experience.
Serendipitously, | came across the Decolonial Walkthrough Method (DWM) on PubPub. Lorena
Gauthereau and Chris J. Young developed DWM out of what Ben Light, Jean Burgess, and
Stefanie Duguay coined the “Walkthrough Method,” a technique for assessing the usefulness of
general digital applications. It’s a data-gathering procedure for identifying “mediator
characteristics” which convey a given application’s cultural and technical influences. Light et al.
non-exhaustively describe four types: “user interface arrangement, functions and features, textual
content and tone, and symbolic representation.”**3 DWM engages the same modalities but is
instead ideated through a lens of Emma Pérez’s “decolonial imaginary,” which requires constant
interrogation of history, knowledge production and its processes in order to empower “those on
the margins” towards transformation.*3*

DWM is written from the perspective of application to XR and 3D technologies, so | had
to translate sections of the document into relevant terminology for ArcGIS. In order to maintain
attentiveness to the smaller details of the interface, | color coded the procedure’s key concepts in
three ways: blue for notions relating to coloniality (i.e., heteronormative, inflict, legitimate),
green for notions relating to decoloniality (i.e., interrogate, resist, agency), and purple for the
actionable phrases pertaining to the method itself (i.e., “attention to the application’s
materiality”). Finally, | opened ArcGIS and began the walkthrough; the most revealing results are
listed below:

What are the requests and/or demands that ArcGIS Pro 3.1 places upon the user?
o Ifyouneed to sign in, the system asks if you want to sign in with the account you’ve
previously used, having saved your credentials.
o A statement in a banner at the top of that window (pre-sign in) states “ArcGIS Pro wants
to access your ArcGIS Online data,” but if you click the provided question mark for more

info, it simply opens a pop-up containing brief and broad information about ESRI and the
services they offer.

133 Light, Burgess, and Duguay, “The Walkthrough Method,” 891-92.”
134 Emma Pérez, “Queering the Borderlands: The Challenges of Excavating the Invisible and Unheard,” Frontiers: A Journal

of Women Studies 24, no. 2/3 (2003): 123; “The Decolonial Walkthrough - #DLFteach Publications,"
https://dlfteach.pubpub.org/pub/vol2-gauthereau-young-decolonial-walkthrough/release/1.
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What are the social hierarchies within the various menu systems?

o

Creating a new project automatically provides the World Topographic Map and World
Hillshade as the base layers. However, the map window zooms straight to America, so to
see more of the world map, one must scroll out.

The world map is square and not proportionally accurate. To find out why and what the
spatial reference system of the project is, one must right click on the Topographic map
layer, then open Properties, go to the Source tab, and open the Spatial Reference drop-
down to find the projected coordinate system (set to WGS 1984 Web Mercator [auxiliary
sphere]). However, this process is not at all clear to someone who is unfamiliar with how
to access such information, and no hints or guideposts are provided in ArcGIS.

In terms of the tools and functions housed in the ribbon and elsewhere, the representative
icons vacillate arbitrarily from straightforward to indecipherable, making it incredibly
difficult to navigate unless operating with a pre-established basis of understanding.
Along these lines, if one has an idea of what they need to do but does not know what
ArcGIS calls that function or tool, nor has an idea of what its corresponding icon looks
like, it can be next to impossible to figure out without referencing external resources.
That said, since ArcGIS is very popular, and because ESRI is a large and successful
company, there is a lot of aidful information available online.

The symbology pane is where the most social hierarchies are immediately visible, from
my point of view. The limited selection of image-based symbology reflects a very
western and white perspective. For example, there are no art related symbols available,
but there is a spray paint can, however, its labeled “vandalism’— see Figure 10 below:

Symbology - YulierPMurals2... ¥ * X
® Format Point Symbol =
Gallery Properties

paint X v All styles ~
Symbols found: 3 Gz Y

v Intelligence

Vandalism Vandalism Vandalism

Figure 10: Screenshot of Symbology pane in ArcGIS Pro 3.1 demonstrating that a search for

a symbol relating to ‘paint’ only results in a symbol labeled ‘vandalism’.

To whom and which types of users is the knowledge necessary for ArcGIS Pro 3.1
accessible?

(e]

@)

Given the costs of ArcGIS Pro, I speculate that most users with a pre-established basis of
knowledge in this realm initially gained access through college education.

Although the internet is a decent resource for the knowledge necessary to utilize ArcGIS,
it only benefits people who have gained access to the software first. It seems likely that
this category of user would be characterized primarily by students of higher education.

Who can produce knowledge and in what capacity?
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o Since the application assumes the user has a solid basis of knowledge in GIS and
cartographic systems and terminology, its use (and thus, production of knowledge) seems
best suited for people with a background in GIS, people working in GIS, and people who
are familiar with mapping, cartography, and/or general spatial data processing.

o ArcGIS is built for people who have reliable access to internet.

= Ifyou have a Named User license and you authorize ArcGIS Pro to work offline,
you can use the application on a single computer that you authorize for offline
use. However, otherwise, internet access is essentially required for using this
software application.

o Anyone with an account can produce maps in ArcGIS, however, the expense of the
software and account maintenance/renewal is high. It does have a decently sized
community of enthusiasts, but I suspect it is made up of mostly upper-middle class and
wealthy people.

o Students who receive access to an account for free can create on ArcGIS Pro. However, I
am not certain that ArcGIS Pro access is a given in all higher education institutions. For
example, are community colleges affording a// their students this luxury?

o As far as what capacity in which most people can produce knowledge in ArcGIS Pro, my
guess would be novice. Even among people with access, the pool of people capable of
utilizing ArcGIS to its fullest extent is limited. The interface is unintuitive, assumes a
basis of knowledge, contains a vast array of tools and functions, and evolves (updates)
relatively often.

What “counts” as legitimate knowledge?

o In 2D, ArcGIS essentially operates in two modes — it can work with raster data or vector
data (i.e., file types). As such, it is clear that ESRI has decided that what ‘counts’ as
legitimate knowledge are the data types that were created around the advent of
computerized GIS in the 1960s

o Although there is flexibility with the base maps and the projected coordinate system, the
options are all still limited to western conceptions of space and cartography.

Who are the creators of these assets, where are they located geographically, and why did
they create them?
e  Who and where?
o ESRI is the developer and maintainer of ArcGIS Pro. Cofounded in 1969 by Jack
and Laura Dangermond in Redlands, CA, ESRI was then known as
Environmental Systems Research Institute, Inc. It’s now considered the “world
leader” in GIS software.
= While Jack attended Harvard, they both worked in the university's Lab
for Computer Graphics and Spatial Analysis, where early mapmaking
software was being developed.
e Why?
o They got inspired by technology's potential while working in Harvard’s Lab for
Computer Graphics and Spatial Analysis.
=  “Technology, science, and a geographic approach can be used by
business and government leaders to make better decisions—building
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sustainable prosperity while safeguarding the planet on which we all
depend.”%

Itis clear from the above analyses and speculations that ArcGIS is a relatively
‘inaccessible’ platform, not only in terms of the software itself, but also in terms of the
knowledge it requires one to have to operate it optimally. However, since the software packs so
many possibilities, it is conceivable, even realistic, for someone to become an area expert in
ArcGIS yet remain clueless about other aspects of its functioning. This conundrum forces the
question: what does accessibility of a necessarily intricate software even look like?

Aside from the obvious — the colonial roots of map-making and the manners in which
GIS has been misused towards dangerous ends — | had never previously considered how this
software is entangled with the academy. Yet, the prevalence of higher education in my responses
to the above questions, especially those regarding ‘access’, as well as in the notes | took while
exploring specific features of the application, seems suggestive of this. Unsurprisingly, some
academics consider the modern pervasiveness of the digital a one-way ticket to access paradise,
where simply learning and thus implementing digital tools in scholarship is all-included. For
example, Jorge Sebastidn Lozano’s relief is nearly palpable in his proclamation that “[d]igital
media can finally provide easy access to advanced geo-graphical tools for scholars from many
disciplines.”?3¢ In any case, although | am inclined to resist the suggested simplicity of this
equivalency, I also do not believe that enmeshment with coloniality negates the positive manners
in which ArcGIS could be, and sometimes is, wielded.

There are a few notable aspects about the DWM itself that are important to highlight. The
accessibility of the structure and layout of the proposed method is immediately apparent and easy

to follow along with. It is a vertically scaffolded webpage with well-defined cadence, annotation

135 «“Company | About Esri,” accessed October 9, 2023, https://www.esri.com/en-us/about/about-esri/company.
136 Jorge Sebastian Lozano, “Mapping Art History in the Digital Era,” The Art Bulletin 103, no. 3 (July 3, 2021): 8,
https://doi.org/10.1080/00043079.2021.1882819.
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capabilities, and effectively used bullet points. Additionally, it is a robust resource that could
likely be extended into a multi-day class, should someone want to use it that way. It includes a list
of related readings, themes from which are integrated into the activity, multiple annotations, and
some useful examples of the kinds of user experience decisions that the method might reveal. The
language of the Walkthrough, too, is straightforward, impressively toeing the line between words
that are easily understood, but that also shrewdly gesture to decolonial theory; including but not
limited to: practice, interrogate, resist, privilege, agency, gaze, systematic, replicate, reaffirm,
reject, evaluate, generalizations, narrative, capacity, erase, transform, margins, and re-inflict.

Of course, this method was developed for addressing technological applications, but the
evaluative language that stood out most brought Jessica Marie Johnson’s Markup Bodies: Black
[Life] Studies and Slavery [Death] Studies at the Digital Crossroads to mind. In that project,
Johnson grappled critically with how to represent the “emotional tenor of the topic” (slavery) in a
manner that, unlike the attempts of other historians, would not fall into the trap of polarized
extremes — reductionist or overly emotional. Johnson ultimately concluded that inclusion of the
perspectives and voices of those who are being researched, or at least those who are adjacent to
that research, leads to a more ethically executed project, and subsequently affords a deeper
critical analysis. Johnson states: “There is no bloodless data in slavery’s archive. Data is the

evidence of terror, and the idea of data as fundamental and objective information, as Fogel and
Engerman found, obscures rather than reveals the scene of the crime.”*3” Her need to strategically
assess and ideate around sow to evoke sentiment that was genuine seemed like the kind of

question one might be able to grapple with through DWM. As such, although it would require

further adaptation, I contend that this method could serve any DAH/DH project well, not solely

137 Jessica Marie Johnson, “Markup Bodies: Black [Life] Studies and Slavery [Death] Studies at the Digital Crossroads,”
Social Text 36, no. 4 (137) (December 1, 2018): 62, 70, https://doi.org/10.1215/01642472-7145658.
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pertaining to the digital platforms that a given project may engage, but simply as a tool for

assessing the project itself, holistically, as a reflexive check in.

5.1.2 Attempts at Text Analysis: Voyant Voyages

My interest in performing text analysis emerged from the media coverage research I
conducted about the various creative-civic coalitions that have emerged in Cuba over the last 5
years, which I initially thought to incorporate in my exploratory digital mapping practice. The
original idea was to build a corpus, perform sentiment analysis on that corpus, and then map the
positively/negatively/neutrally toned articles using unique value symbology, demonstrating where
across the world the articles were each written from. Admittedly, [ was curious if visualizing this
might underscore the hypocrisy of the PCC in some manner; I had indeed noticed a substantial
amount of what I perceived to be coded language in the media coverage, especially regarding
MSI, 27N, and the pivotal July 11" protests that took place in La Habana in 2021. The differences
in tone from source to source was stark to say the least, and as far as my naked eye could tell,
geographically determined.

Some of these articles brought me back to watching the state (PCC) news with my
tiabuela, the last time I was lucky enough to see her. We had just finished our breakfast and
turned on the TV to find an elderly man on screen. He wore a floppy hat and appeared in front of
a small table overflowing with fruits, vegetables, and packaged food products. An invisible

narrator gushed profusely about the bounty, not just on that small table, but about the bounty of

food in Cuba. That’s right — the bounty of food in Cuba.’®® Tia and I just laughed. She shook her

138 K shn and Siré, “Swap It on WhatsApp.” Karina Lissette Cespedes, “Food in Cuba: The Pursuit of a Decent Meal. Hanna
Garth, (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2020),” The Journal of Latin American and Caribbean Anthropology 27, no.
3 (2022): 48486, https://doi.org/10.1111/jlca.12627. “FE483/FE483: The Issue of Food Security in Cuba,” accessed October
9, 2023, https://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/publication/FE483. “Aging Cuban Infrastructure Means Water Shortages for Havana,” Al
Jazeera, accessed September 9, 2023, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/7/4/aging-cuban-infrastructure-means-water-
shortages-for-havana. It is a widely recognized fact that food scarcity in Cuba is a significant and persisting problem. While
yes, it has, over the decades, ebbed and flowed to varying degrees of severity since the end of el periodo especial in 2000, but
it has been especially rough since Cuba entered its worst economic state since the 1990s. Food scarcity was a major driving
factor of the July 11" protests. Water shortages hit La Habana during the summer of 2023, as well, due to the aging
infrastructure.
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head. My stomach turned. A familiar lurch occurs when I read quotes from Diaz-Canel claiming
“what the world is seeing of Cuba is a lie” amidst the July 11™ protests, suggesting that social
media is disseminating “false images” to promote hatred; or when I watch the video of what the
state press adamantly claimed was una tangana espontdnea, or a ‘spontaneous’ gathering in the
name of the Revolution, to which Diaz-Canel casually wore an outfit fully inspired by the Cuban
flag, and during which he stated that his government has room for dialogue so long as it is

dialogue for the Revolution.*3°

““

i

Diaz-Canel contrasef Movimiento San |sidrd
> Pl ) 010/113 O B & @ O [

Figure 11: President Diaz-Canel speaking against MSI in a “spontaneous” gathering of
Revolutionary support.

However, researching how to perform sentiment analysis ultimately made me realize that
it simply was not realistic for this project, as I do not hold the required technical skillset.14°

Instead, I attempted a pared down version of this map, sans sentiment analysis, which I will

discuss further in subsection 5.1.3, but I was still curious about how the utilization of digital

139 Diaz-Canel Contra El Movimiento San Isidro, 2020, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Fm9gpgHtMS8; DDC, “Diaz-
Canel tranca el dominé: dialogo solo si es ‘por el socialismo y para todo lo que sea por la Revolucion’ | DIARIO DE CUBA,”
December 1, 2020, https://diariodecuba.com/cuba/1606737522 26853.html.
140 David Vilares et al., “Sentiment Analysis for Fake News Detection,” Electronics 10, no. 11 (2021): 1348,
https://doi.org/10.3390/electronics10111348.
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https://youtu.be/Fm9gpgHtMS8?feature=shared

methods might lead me to draw different conclusions than the assumptions that I had already

made based on my personal and definitively biased perception of tone.#! Bringing in a more

objective mediator, such as Voyant, to decipher the capta [ had been collecting seemed like a
decent alternative, as [ had read that Voyant could register individual words as positive and
negative — if only I had seen Stéfan Sinclair’s post in time, which states that he does not

recommend Voyant for such yet, as it is underdeveloped (he is a founder of Voyant).42

My corpus ended up containing nearly 180 news articles from a variety of sources, in

Spanish and English. Before pivoting to Voyant, I had mined 87 articles from the Cuban 27N

Movement Archive for my original map idea.'** However, when I went back to them post-

sentiment analysis attempts, and pre-‘pared down’ map, a significant number of the links had
been removed from the internet, despite still appearing in the archive as entries. As such, the
remaining portion of these articles ended up constituting the captaset for the ‘pared down’ map.
This already small captaset was now effectively inconsequential for use with Voyant, so I set out
to collect more content, searching the following three phrases online: MSI Cuba, Movimiento San
Isidro Cuba, and 27N Cuba. I saved the relevant results and then turned to specific publications in
the hopes of achieving a decent distribution of social-political positions in my corpus: Granma
(the official PCC publication); Cubadebate (an independently run pro-Revolutionary
publication); Diario de Cuba (a multinational publication comprised of citizen and exile
journalists writing primarily about Cuba); Cubanet (another multinational publication comprised

of citizen and exile journalists writing primarily about Cuba); Cibercuba (yet another

141 Bias, here, based both on my knowledge pertaining to Cuban social affairs and politics and my family’s experiences, as
well as the fact that, as a neurodivergent individual, I have developed my own codified lexicon for deciphering what people
around me intend and mean with what they do (and don’t) say, which I fully recognize inevitably siphons something out or
imposes some kind of assumption.

142 “Quick and Dirty Sentiment Analysis with Observable Voyant / Stéfan Sinclair,” Observable, accessed October 17, 2023,
https://observablehq.com/@sgsinclair/quick-and-dirty-sentiment-analysis-with-observable-voyant.

143 «Archive-Tt - Cuban 27N Movement,” accessed August 10, 2023, https://archive-it.org/collections/16175. Built and
maintained by Fernando Acosta-Rodriguez (Princeton University), Jill Baron (Dartmouth College), Holly Ackerman (Duke
University), and Lizabel Moénica (Princeton University).
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multinational publication comprised of citizen and exile journalists writing primarily about
Cuba); Havana Times (a La Habana based publication that is not definitively pro-PCC); Rialta
Magazine (a Spain-based publication that often speaks on Cuba); Mision Verdad (a proudly
Bolivarian Venezuelan publication); Hyperallergic (an American art magazine with lots of
relevant coverage); as well as a few highly relevant articles from a handful of other publications.
Crucially, the Revolutionary publications are the only ones taking a singular side in any of these
struggles and conflicts. I do not describe the non-Revolutionary publications as dissident,
oppositional, or anti-socialist for a reason: while some individuals do take that stance, many
don’t, yet that difference is of no meaning to the PCC. The regime perceives anything that is not
actively for the party, as strongly against the party.

Bringing the corpus into Voyant did not go as planned. It should have been simple: copy
and paste the list of URLs with a single space line in between each publication. I had not been
able to find any information regarding how many URLs Voyant could intake at once, so I first
tried with all of them. It did not work. Next, I tried splitting the list up in various amounts (50, 20,
10), which also did not work. Then, I tried a browser JavaScript activation that I had read about in
a forum, to no avail. I even installed Voyant Server, running some basic JavaScript code with it,
with no luck. After quite a bit of time, I decided it would be faster for me to just go back through
and save each article as a HTML file, since this is a format Voyant is also supposed to accept.
Alas, this, too, did not work. A few formerly frustrated forum users described success with CSV
and PDF files, but despite the time it took to convert everything, neither format worked for me.

I was starting to lose hope but saw yet another Voyant user mention uploading zip files
containing multiple documents at once. I decided this would be my last effort, as that user
explained how, although Voyant indeed accepts zip files, each one can only contain 20 pages at
most. Since my PDFs were not in single pages, this would be a multistep process involving the
individual separation of each page from the 180 PDFs I was working with, and then grouping
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them into zip file packs each containing no more than 20 individual pages. Finally, Voyant
accepted nearly all the zip files — except one, which happened to be the smallest I was working
with, containing fewer than 8 pages. It’s for this reason that I say nearly 180 articles are in the
corpus, because [ don’t know exactly how many were lost in that final zip file, but it couldn’t
have been more than a few at most. Affirmingly, Voyant revealed that I was working with nearly
7000 words in my corpus — although, of course, I recognize this is still ‘capta’ and not ‘big’ data.
The high of this minor victory did not last. Up to this juncture, I was under the
impression that 1) I would be able to perform a fairly comprehensive distant reading by running
most of Voyant’s tools on my corpus, and 2) that one of those tools would be able to register
individual words in the corpus as positive and negative. However, every time [ would try a tool
other than Cirrus Cloud, I would get an ‘[object Object] Error’ message. Additionally, when I
opened the word list in the Cirrus tool, a significant percentage were distorted, and only around
100 words were coded as positive/negative. Perhaps all the file conversions I had to perform

earlier in this process affected the way that “computers process texts as strings, or sequences of

encoded characters;” I am not entirely sure.}**

Figure 12: Voyant Text Analysis, Troubleshooting

144 Rockwell, Geoffrey and Sinclair, Stéfan, “The Measured Words: How Computers Analyze Text,” Hermeneutica:
Computer-Assisted Interpretation in the Humanities, 2016, 1-2,
https://doi.org/DOI:10.7551/mitpress/9780262034357.003.0002.

53



In any case, I abandoned the tone coding and decided to focus on the Cirrus tool, for
which some serious editing of the 7000-word list was in order. Cirrus happens to be the only

Voyant tool that offers a White List option in addition to the Stopwords option, which I found

much easier to use.*> I developed a system for selecting and rejecting words, and by the end, I

had around 600 on my White List. While this was far less affirming than the initial 7000, I was
simply happy to have finished the process of parsing through them all. I began shifting the

number of words in the cloud around to see what themes, if any, would emerge.*® Even this

process was a challenge — Voyant kept freezing I received many ‘[object Object] Errors’ with no
explanation as to why. However, the clouds that did generate surprised me. As mentioned, I had
intentionally tried to balance the number of pro-Revolution/pro-PCC publications with the
number of other publications, yet nearly all the Cirrus clouds I came up with prominently featured
terrorismo. Of course, with all the word dismemberment that occurred and the White List editing
I performed, it’s very possible that the articles from the pro-PCC publications ended up
contributing more complete words than the other publications did in the end. Thus, unfortunately,
what [ ended up with is essentially a distant reading of a distant reading.

Regardless, | remain glad that I went through this process for a couple of reasons. First,
although the clouds I ultimately decided on —i.e., 85 and 125 words — are untrustworthy subjects
for any critical analysis, there remains a pretty stark division in language style apparent in both.
One could pull a handful of words from each and would likely be able to place most of them with
relative confidence as either pro-Revolution or otherwise. There are definite exceptions, such as
words that are simply topical, like movimiento; but broadly, there are words in these clouds that
evoke needs, desires, and challenges (i.e., represiva, cambio, alentado, libres, levantamiento), and

then there are words that imply a position of aggressive defense (i.e., sanciones, locos,

145 «Cirrus - Voyant Tools Help,” accessed October 17, 2023, https://voyant-tools.org/docs/#!/guide/cirrus.

146 Madelynn Dickerson, “A Gentle Introduction to Text Analysis with Voyant Tools,” n.d.
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cubanoamericano, terrorismo, bloqueo), one the PCC frequently plays. Second, these trials and
tribulations were a good learning experience — not in the sense that I feel prepared to do it all
again with fewer hiccups (since many of the troubles I faced were inexplicable and never found
resolve), but rather, the experience revealed to me just how much work and troubleshooting goes
into any digital methodology. Despite these reflections, since I cannot approach these Cirrus
cloud outcomes through a lens of critical textual analysis, I cannot speak to how textual analysis
as a practice contributes to understandings of decoloniality, nor to how it does or does not help to

elucidate the artistic interventions of MSI, 27N, or their members as decolonial praxis.
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5.1.3 Mapping Presence, Absence, and Movement: ArcGIS Pro 3.1

Like many other disciplines within the humanities and social sciences, art history has
experienced a “spatial turn;” that is, if it was not already suffuse with spatial patina, given the
field’s longstanding multiscalar kinship with that form of analysis.#” Accordingly, Paul Jaskot
has suggested a highly productive triangular relationship between art historical analysis, spatial
analysis, and digital methodologies, which I understand as simultaneously co-laboring and
interventional.**® Art historical mapping has proven fruitful for many scholars. However, there is
a conspicuous gap in this realm of scholarship-praxis. Few studies have applied critical digital
mapping methodologies towards contemporary art — in fact, [ am yet to find one, although I am
sure it exists. I have come across one study which utilized critical digital mapping methods to
examine ‘the contemporary art fair’ — however, even that was historical in nature, as it focused on

one specific art fair’s first 30 years in existence.'4°

Critical digital mapping requires a spatial problem to address or explore in a potentially
revealing or novel way.'*° Yet, this is unlikely to be the reason for this discontinuity, since

contemporary artistic practice, too, has witnessed a spatial turn, driving some artists to
“foreground relations to the site,” and others to focus on the “’making’ and ‘shaping’ of places

and people.”*>! However, maybe it is the ‘contemporary’ nature of contemporary art that is

problematizing scholarly digital mapping in this arena. If a contemporary artwork exists in some

147 Piotr Piotrowski, “On the Spatial Turn, or Horizontal Art History,” Umeni / Art 56, no. 5 (October 2008): 380.
148 paul B. Jaskot, “Digital Methods and the Historiography of Art,” in The Routledge Companion to Digital Humanities and
Art History (Oxfordshire, UK: Routledge, 2020), 12; Paul B. Jaskot, “Digital Art History as the Social History of Art:
Towards the Disciplinary Relevance of Digital Methods,” Visual Resources 35, no. 1-2 (April 3, 2019): 23,
https://doi.org/10.1080/01973762.2019.1553651.
149 Nadine Oberste-Hetbleck, “Reflecting on the Development of a Digital Platform for the Analysis of Fairs for Modern and
Contemporary Art—Approach, Challenges, and Future Perspectives Using the Project ART|GALLERY GIS|COLOGNE as an
Example,” Arts 8, no. 3 (July 10, 2019): 88, https://doi.org/10.3390/arts8030088.
150 Meaning, the problem should lead to the digital. One’s desire to employ a digital method should not be in the driver’s seat.
151 Harriet Hawkins, “Geography and Art. An Expanding Field: Site, the Body and Practice,” Progress in Human Geography
37, no. 1 (February 2013): 57, https://doi.org/10.1177/0309132512442865.
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localized space, reflecting that in the digital does not do, say, or probe much of anything. Like
Johanna Drucker has urged: “the crucial recognition that digitization is not representation, but

interpretation will serve as a critical springboard for insight [regarding the development of digital

art history].”1>2

Furthermore, scale is a potentially complicating and/or deterring factor. Jaskot claims
“[a]rt history is almost by definition a field that rests on ‘big data;’” perhaps not in terms of large-
scale data sets, but insofar as the field tends to ask and address big questions, as well as mandate

its marshals to think “typologically” and “encyclopedically,” broadly and narrowly.*>3 I

understand his argument is referencing big data outside the humanities, which tends to be massive
and qualitative, thus situating art history’s ‘big data’ within a different perspective. However, in
the context of contemporary art, I contend that historically oriented art history (a necessary
mouthful, since the study of contemporary art remains part of this field) does offer comparatively
‘big data’, simply by way of existing in (and over) time and space. Temporally speaking, studies
of contemporary art are far less likely to contend with this dynamic. As the broader field titularly
vaticinates, this is partially why digital mapping projects in historically oriented art history tend
to focus on historical mapping, or on mapping the historical.

Yet, contemporary art can selectively benefit from these approaches, too. For example,
the pervasive censorship of creative expression in Cuba ruptures the co-incidence of
contemporary art’s customary presence in time and/or space. While change and movement are
endemic to the subjects of both historical mapping projects and projects that map the historical (in
art and architecture), it’s rare to see non-isolated mutability in contemporary art. Thus, in theory,

Cuba’s art scene, particularly in the public sphere, offers abundant ground for critical digital

152 Johanna Drucker, “Is There a ‘Digital’ Art History?” Visual Resources 29, no. 1-2 (June 2013): 12,
https://doi.org/10.1080/01973762.2013.761106.
153 Paul B. Jaskot, “Digital Methods and the Historiography of Art,” in The Routledge Companion to Digital Humanities and
Art History (Oxfordshire, UK: Routledge, 2020), 11.
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mapping methodologies to take root. These logics constitute one of many reasons I had for
focusing on Cuban art in this thesis. But alas, it is not that simple, as the very reason for the
Cuban art scene’s aptness for exploratory digital mapping is its simultaneous unraveling. As |
have demonstrated, the PCC’s authority does not stop at the censorship of creative expression.
Even ‘data’ in nearly every form is difficult to obtain, if available at all; and if it is, it is likely
incomplete and/or outdated.

It could be reasonably argued that the digital outcomes of this thesis toe the line that
Johanna Drucker drew between digital and digitized art history, but this was not for lack of

critical intentions, plans, or expectations.'®* If the data problem was the first undoing, then as a

novitiate in digital mapping with ArcGIS Pro, and even more so in all other digital tools
fashionable in DAH, my limited skill set was the final collapse. I will now describe for each of
the 4 digital mapping outcomes included how they methodologically came to be, the issues I
experienced, and what I was able to derive from them. Then, I will address the questions posed
earlier regarding what digital mapping might suggest or reveal towards decoloniality, and if/how
the outcomes of my mapping endeavors do or do not contribute to their elaboration. It is worth
noting for ease of use that the four maps are demonstrated in this thesis by videos I took while
navigating them. To view any of them, simply click on the image and a web-browser should open.
I started with mapping Yulier P’s work as it is documented in Jana Evans Braziel’s book,
because it provided some concrete information when I otherwise had no spatial data regarding his
artwork — nor that of any of the other artist activists involved with MSI and 27N, for that matter.
The forced removal of hundreds of Yulier P’s murals indeed complicated my mapping process
logistically, but as Jamila Moore Pewu has said, “a lack of digital media or content about a

particular historic site offen says just as much as having a plethora of potential source material to

154 Johanna Drucker, “Is There a ‘Digital’ Art History?” Visual Resources 29, no. 1-2 (June 2013): 7, 12,
https://doi.org/10.1080/01973762.2013.761106.
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sift through.”*> I could not help but think of her article, “Digital Reconnaissance: Re(Locating)

Dark Spots on a Map,” as | was ideating how to visualize the dynamic of absence/presence that is
prevalent for MSI, 27N and their members in so many ways. She refers to the notion of digital
reconnaissance as a “technology of recovery,” a phrase that beautifully articulates the power of
digital tools in massaging place and space — both in instances of abundant source materials, and in
instances of dearth.’>® ‘Massaging’ in scholarship is always necessary as biases are always
present, whether in written scholarly content, or in digital/visual queries and representations.
However, this task, too, is complicated by a lack of intimate knowledge of the digital platform

itself — massages feel best on pressure points, but that requires knowing where they are.

Figure 15: Yulier P Murals, Forced Removal Map, La Habana; Video

I began researching ways to visualize absence in mapping but found very few concrete

examples. Most applicable was Anthony C. Robinson’s 2018 study which hypothesized that

155 Pewu, Jamila Moore, “Digital Reconnaissance: Re(Locating) Dark Spots on a Map,” “10” in “The Digital Black Atlantic”
on Debates in the DH Manifold, Debates in the Digital Humanities, 4, accessed September 10, 2023,
https://dhdebates.gc.cuny.edu/read/30531997-7fc5-40cb-b3c3-de5db1274c59/section/e227¢9d4-2016-4de7-8831-
784a20c1d6f6#ch10.

156 Pewu, Jamila Moore, 6.
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“representing [absent] data with shadows, transparency, blur, or other methods may aid map
reading tasks that require users to identify and characterize missing data on maps. Simply put, we
seek to explore the extent to which representing absence in ways that look more or less missing

may aid map reading.”*>” In Braziel’s book, she often provides generalized spatial information, so

utilizing Google Earth, I identified a set of approximate coordinates which I could then use to
place points in ArcGIS. In an attempt to locate this data in La Habana’s cityscape, I located an
incomplete set of building polygons from Open Street Maps for La Habana, which came in a pack
of other layer data, such as country borders, province borders, municipal boundaries, etc. Then, in
Arc, I plotted the points and then changed the symbology to ‘vandalism’ (discussed in the DWM).
The most useful aspect of this visualization was seeing how far across space Yulier
works. I technically knew this to be true from my research — he has worked in other provinces, as
well — but to see a (somewhat accurate) selection of these murals plotted across La Habana gave
that knowledge new meaning. Additionally, to know that the book was only working with a small
fraction of the murals that existed in space at the time the author was writing it, and to imagine
that in the context of looking at this map, made me recognize just how prolific of a muralist
Yulier P was until he was forced to sign the document which ensured their removal (although he
did continue to paint murals afterwards, just not as many). His visual language is, at times,
sorrowful, but his figures are always, at once, beautiful and eerie. Very few of his murals are
outright political. The fact that his work was so overtly politicized by the Cuban authorities,
despite rarely engaging that aesthetic, also became more foregrounded in my considerations of his

work as I looked at this map alongside the book’s images of his murals.

157 Anthony Robinson, Representing the Presence of Absence in Cartography, Annals of the American Association of
Geographers, vol. 109, 2018, 2, https://doi.org/10.1080/24694452.2018.1473754.
60



Figure 16: 3D Yulier P Murals La Habana, Map Video

This pushed me to attempt to visualize these images ‘on’ buildings. At first, I attempted
to extrude from the building polygon layer directly, in the hopes that I could extrude ‘the whole
city’, but every time I tried, Arc would glitch and restart, so I eventually abandoned that. Instead,
I manually extruded overtop the building polygons that aligned most closely with the
approximate coordinates I had derived from Google Earth in combination with the general spatial
data offered in Braziel’s book. I was successful in extruding nearly all the buildings, except one
which had a curvature attached to it. A handful of the murals are located under a road overpass, so
I extruded cylinders to represent those. However, the roof heights of the buildings I extruded are
inaccurate, as I was not able to find that information.

I anticipated using the multipatch texture tool to apply the mural images to each
‘building’ respectively. However, this did not go as planned. On the cuboid shaped extrusions, the
mural images were tiling. I believe I could have used Autodesk Fusion 360 to accomplish this but
did not have adequate time for such a task. Regarding the cylindrical extrusions, Arc interprets

the curvature of the entire wall of each as being made up of many narrow rectangular slivers, such
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that when I used the multipatch texture tool on these 3D digital models, the leftmost edge of the
image simply repeated aggressively across the whole object.

As I navigated the digital space to look from the ‘ground view’ at the murals on the 3D
models, distorted as they were, I did think that a version of this map with extrusions for the whole
city, a more robust data set of the murals, and fixed distortions could be an interesting way to
interpret the ‘experience’ of Yulier’s murals in the city. Perhaps revealing of the
phenomenological implications of digital 3D representations of space, the first time I zoomed
down to the ‘ground’ with the Online Navigation Tool to see how the multipatch texture tool had
fared, my mind ‘turned’ towards one of his murals in La Habana near el malecon — a memory
from 2016. I still think that being-in-space with the murals in ArcGIS could be an insightful
experience for analysis, as well as a stimulating way to introduce people who are unfamiliar with
artistic censorship in Cuba to these tensions. Fading the murals as displayed on the 3D buildings

would be a similarly intriguing experience in digital space.

Figure 17: Negative and Positive Global Media Coverage of MSI and 27N, Map Video
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Figure 18 is the ‘pared down’ version of the map (mentioned in conjunction with Voyant),
which utilized a very small capta set, due to the removal from the internet of many of the articles
in the archive I was utilizing. As established, this was not a formal sentiment analysis; it was
simply my own reading, so it is not pretending to be a ‘neutral’ expression of data science. That
said, I did not perceive any of the articles from this archive to have a ‘negative’ tone except those
from Cuba. The point that the originally ideated version of this map was meant to investigate was
if the juxtaposition I was noticing (through my own biased lens) was supported by analysis from a
more objective tool. While this map does visually support that perceived juxtaposition, the data is

only useful for identifying future areas of research and broad patterns.

Detained or Formerly
Detained MSI Artists

1

[ | L
-

MSI Artists Never '!
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o
. >
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Figure 18: MSI Artists — Detained, Previously Detained, Never Detained, Map Video

The final map I produced visualized the list of artists for whom I could find confirmation
of particular information: namely, whether they were explicitly identified with MSI, and whether
or not they had faced detainment or censorship. I initially thought about ‘placing’ points
representing those who are currently imprisoned in the water around Cuba on the map display to

demonstrate their societal displacement and thus the absence of their artistry from where they
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live, but then I thought again about Jessica Marie Johnson’s Markup Bodies, in consideration of
finding ways to avoid reducing the capta to emotionless representation and doing so no longer felt

appropriate.t>8 It is important to note that the ‘detained or formerly detained’ symbols located on

Cuba in the map (Figure 19) represent the only individuals from my list who remain imprisoned.
This is visually obvious from this map, but I state it outright to indicate that this was not an
insight the map itself offered, as it is information I knew already. It did not occur to me that
lumping them together in one symbology might imply certain insights that simply did not come
from the process of visualizing this data until after the fact. The ‘formerly’ detained individuals
included in this dataset now all live elsewhere as exiles. A third symbology would have been
useful to make this distinction clear. Both MSI and 27N, as discussed, are large and somewhat
fluid creative-civic coalitions, and neither have explicitly published lists of their full
memberships, so the data I represent here is incomplete.

Ultimately, the ArcGIS strategies I employed did not produce much of critical analytical
use. The effectiveness of utilizing digital mapping methods for elucidating the points of inquiry
pertaining to understanding the artistic interventions of MSI and 27N as decolonial praxis
remains inconclusive, as the visual outcomes seem a bit trite. For example, inspired by Joaquin
Torres-Garcia’s América Invertida (c. 1943), my maps are each upside-down, with the aim of
placing Cuba (and the ‘global south’ more broadly) in the privileged position, thus challenging
cartographic norms — yet, that sense of privilege still feels absent.’® Effectively, the confluence of
what I thought my skillset in ArcGIS would afford me with what I erroneously believed I would

be able to teach myself is what rendered the digital mapping method ineffective in this instance.

158 Johnson, “Markup BodiesBlack [Life] Studies and Slavery [Death] Studies at the Digital Crossroads.”
153 Lily Meyer, “The Artwork That Inverted My Mental Map,” Hyperallergic, November 2, 2023,
http://hyperallergic.com/854309/the-artwork-that-inverted-my-mental-map-america-invertida/.
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That said, with enhanced skills and more data best collected through fieldwork, I still believe this

method has potential to be revealing in this realm.

Figure 19: A linked image of Torres-Garcia’s América Invertida (c. 1943)

So, to revisit some of the questions proposed earlier: Are decolonial maps even possible?
Is mapping useful towards better understanding or addressing decoloniality? I am inclined to,
tentatively, say yes. Mapping, digital or otherwise, when executed critically and ethically both in
theory and in practice, can be very powerful. Countermapping, for example, was described by R.
Guy Emerson in the recent study Counter-maps of body-territory: Gender-based violence in
Mexico, as “drawn by thinking-feeling bodies to break with any fixed domain: plotted are
individual memories and shared pieces of advice that are accumulated across time to give the map
a unique history, and that encompass diverse events to give the map a unique spatiality.” Emerson
explains that this practice typically seeks to engage decolonial strategies, but then notes that
somatic countermapping goes beyond charting experience and enters the territory of

(re)experience — a juxtaposition which, for me, suggests that he does not view countermapping as
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a form of decolonial praxis in and of itself, even in the case of the women performing the
mapping in this study.®°

Emerson describes a profound impact on the women performing the countermapping of
their own experiences of gender-violence. This recalls the notion of a decolonial disruption.
Perhaps not having a world-effect, nonetheless, the practice of countermapping among these
women did seem to have a personal, and even communal, effect. While I can only go off what
Emerson relays of this experience in this essay, my impression of what was described is the
employment of a ‘soft’ decolonial praxis — not on behalf of Emerson himself, but the women
participants. I don’t necessarily draw that distinction to say that Emerson is incapable, due to his
positionality, of decolonial praxis — whether in the form of countermapping or otherwise. Rather,
in this case study, it seems that the specific plotting of points, each one embodying the
(re)manifestation of gender inequality’s impact on these women’s lived space, is what qualifies
this experience as decolonial praxis. Perhaps this suggests more broadly of decolonial praxis that
what constitutes it as such in any given instance is rupturing what has been ‘lived-in’ as the actor,
by the actor.

A compelling potential counter to this postulation, however, is the practice/output of
Forensic Architecture, a research agency that employs advanced digital techniques to

contemporary conflicts, in order to address and bring attention to human rights violations

internationally.'®! However, I still assert that both cases provide examples of decolonial praxis,

evidencing that mapping indeed does have the potential to be useful towards better understanding

and addressing decoloniality — and coloniality, as well. As such, I would also argue that, despite

160 R, Guy Emerson, “Counter-Maps of Body-Territory: Gender-Based Violence in Mexico,” Political Geography 106
(October 1, 2023): 1, 3, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polge0.2023.102956. Notably, this study he conducted in its design, and the
analysis he drew after the fact draws heavily on the feminist spatial theories of Doreen Massey and Gloria Anzaldua, two
scholars I have already noted as particularly influential in this thesis.

161 “Forensic Architecture — Agency,” accessed October 21, 2023, https://forensic-architecture.org/about/agency.
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its historical and contemporary misuse/abuse, mapmaking can play a valuable part in the broader

study of decoloniality.

5.2 Exploratory Analog Mapping

In analog, I produced a mind map, as well as the framework for a public program in the
form of a localizable abstracted mapping activity. The former was an attempt to chart some of the
themes and values that have recurred in the projects and literature I have engaged with throughout
the making of this thesis, such as reflexivity, polyperspectivity, and a discursive and dialectical
approach to navigating differences in service of locating common ground. The public program
was foundationally inspired by the presence/absence duality of contemporary public art in the
censored streets of La Habana, and its activity design derives from a confluence of two artistic

practices: Ernesto Pujol’s Walking Art Practice: Reflections on Socially Engaged Paths, as well as

Dr. Maria Letsiou’s Aesthetic Mapping.1®? The following subsections describe both project
elements in more detail.

5.2.1 From Analog to Digital: Mind Mapping Decoloniality & Legibility Strategies

This thesis initially developed as a small piece of a much broader project. Across my
research, [ have noticed a web of interrelated tactics, qualities and values emerge repeatedly when
reading about and analyzing (typically politically leaning or socially engaged) contemporary art,
especially that which was created within the ‘global south’. Moreover, many of these resurfacing
concepts were echoed in the multidisciplinary literature concerning (de)coloniality that [ have
engaged with, particularly that by critical feminist phenomenologists, and especially

Chicana/Latina scholars in that field.1®3 This cross-over led me to posit that perhaps these terms

162 Ernesto Pujol, Walking Art Practice: Reflections on Socially Engaged Paths, First edition. (Axminster, England: Triarchy

Press, 2018., 2018); Maria Letsiou, “Mapping Experience Through Art-Based Research,” Research in Arts and Education

2017 (July 7, 2017), https://doi.org/10.54916/rae.118852.

163 Maria Lugones, “Playfulness, ‘World’-Travelling, and Loving Perception,” Hypatia 2, no. 2 (1987): 3—19; Gloria

Anzaldia, Borderlands : The New Mestiza = La Frontera, 1st ed. (San Francisco : Spinsters/Aunt Lute, c1987., 1987); Andrea

J. Pitts, Nos/Otras : Gloria E. Anzaldia, Multiplicitous Agency, and Resistance, SUNY Series, Philosophy and Race

(Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 2021); Elena Flores Ruiz, “Linguistic Alterity and the Multiplicitous Self:
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could be a useful resource in developing a replicable (but necessarily flexible) strategy to ‘read’
specific artworks as decolonial praxis.

To begin to make sense of this, I chose to group these characteristics within the following
broad, unfixed, and in-progress strategic categories: world-building/fantasy,

reframing/reclamation, and present intervention.®* This decision was not out of a desire to

further classify studies of decoloniality in a manner that is legible to the structures of western
knowledge. I am aware of the colonial roots of the impulse to organize, label and define
knowledge in its various forms in this particularly rigid western manner, as the brief discussion of
Pratt’s Imperial Eyes alluded to. Rather, I felt doing so might help me think through the various
potential articulations and intersections that an unwieldy and amorphous pursuit like decoloniality

might entail.*6> Ultimately, however, I recognized that to adequately develop these concepts

towards a definable and replicable strategy for ‘reading’ artwork as decolonial praxis, I would
need more time.

Although I pivoted my project, the same types of concepts continued to recur, suggesting
that engaging them might foster new insights relating to understanding public art as decolonial
praxis. It wasn’t until I read 27N’s Manifesto, however, that I decided to find a way — I was

surprised by how much explicit conceptual overlap there was between that text and my list.'6®

Critical Phenomenologies in Latina Feminist Thought,” Hypatia 31, no. 2 (2016): 421-36; Mariana Ortega, “Decolonial Woes
and Practices of Un-Knowing,” The Journal of Speculative Philosophy 31, no. 3 (2017): 504-16,
https://doi.org/10.5325/jspecphil.31.3.0504; Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology : Orientations, Objects, Others (Durham,
NC: Duke University Press, 2008); Sara Ahmed, The Feminist Killjoy Handbook (London, UK: Allen Lane, an imprint of
Penguin Books, 2023); Carolyn Urefia, “Loving from Below: Of (De)Colonial Love and Other Demons,” Hypatia 32, no. 1
(December 2017): 86—102, https://doi.org/10.1111/hypa.12302; Chela Sandoval, Methodology of the Oppressed (Minneapolis,
Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 2000).

164 Here, the term ‘strategic’ does not refer to any specific strategic decolonial intention of the creator/artist/initiator. Rather, it
should be understood as that which emerges from the analytical processes applied to the subject at hand (be it artwork or
otherwise), that render that subject legible as decolonial praxis.

165 Of course, as a scholar born in and working from the US, my thought process is undeniably linked to the structures of
Western knowledge, in addition to how my brain functions as a neurodivergent person, and thus I must acknowledge that my
impulse to categorize as a means of intellectualizing could never fully be severed from its historicity, despite my best
intentions.

166 “Cuba’s 27N Movement Releases Manifesto — ARC,” Artists at Risk Connection (ARC), April 12, 2021,
https://artistsatriskconnection.org/story/cubas-27n-movement-releases-manifesto.
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Mind mapping, as a visual thinking strategy and organizational tool, seemed like an appropriate
approach to take because they are generally useful for sorting through various types of

relationships between things and/or ideas.*®” An excerpt of that manifesto is below; the words and

phrases that either directly mirror or indirectly echo some of what constituted my list are bolded:

... We are an open, diverse community, mostly composed of young artists and
intellectuals. We came together by chance and are united in our desire to create a more
dignified and just country for all Cubans. Our organization is horizontal as we try to
replace the vertical style of traditional leadership through debate and consensus
building that is attuned to the diverse views of our membership rather than insisting
on unanimous opinion. We seek to promote more democratic, pluralist, and inclusive
practices. We are a civic organization or movement rather than a political party. We rely
on artistic creation and intellectual work as our main tools. Through collective
decision making and a dialectical process, we organize ourselves in working groups
composed of activists volunteering their time as they are able and each offering their
talents and skills without this implying hierarchy or privilege within our community,
which grows every day and of which any Cuban citizen can be part, regardless of their
ideology, occupation, place of residence, etc., as long as it is accompanied by honesty,
civility and respect for freedom of expression... We want a country that is inclusive,
democratic, sovereign, prosperous, equitable and transnational. We want a nation where
expressing oneself freely is not an act of bravery and defiance, but a natural consequence
of independent thought. A nation where there is no political hatred, police violence,
repression, censorship, media manipulation, violation of privacy, or acts of
repudiation; in short, we want to bring an end to the abusive practices of power

167 Ting-Ju Chen and Vinayak R. Krishnamurthy, “Investigating a Mixed-Initiative Workflow for Digital Mind-Mapping,”
Journal of Mechanical Design 142, no. 101404 (June 15, 2020), https://doi.org/10.1115/1.4046808; Cathy J. Schlund-Vials,
“Anti-Imperialist Modernism: Race and Transnational Radical Culture from the Great Depression to the Cold War. Benjamin
Balthaser,” MELUS 42, no. 2 (August 1, 2017): 2068, https://doi.org/10.1093/melus/mIx022.
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exercised by a centralized, military, and partisan political leadership, which discriminates
and seeks to invalidate those who dissent, thus violating their human rights... 68

L@ | [ gl | |
lll i< u i :
0474 ) e
EEED]
et |
RG]

1 i |

| | | |
1B ) | |

| } I

‘ l | ‘

LT

Figure 20: A photo of my hand-drawn mind map.

However, since there was no base structure to denote or characterize the relationships I
was investigating, [ returned to my initially conceived of ‘strategic categories’ (world-
building/fantasy, reframing/reclamation, and present intervention). I began filling in the columns
with terms and used color as a typology system to begin conceiving of the categorical overlaps, as
many of the terms fit into more than one. Figure 21 shows the outcome of this initial exercise.

Then, Figure 22 shows the digital version I created from the hand-drawn attempts using
Canva online. I had never seen the animation capabilities on Canva before, so I toyed with those
to get a feel for their capacity to be useful. In the future, I would like to utilize the animation
function to deepen the aesthetic representation of the relational connections between these terms.
Ultimately, I found this process to be rather useful in thinking through both my own notion of
decoloniality and attempting to perceive others’ (given that there is no universal decolonial
praxis, but rather a simultaneously coexisting multitude of approaches, [ am sure many of which

are yet to be uncovered). Yet, despite this plurality towards plurality, this exercise demonstrates

168 «27N Manifesto.”
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some common goals underlying the notion of decoloniality from the macro-perspective, which

lends itself to the notion and power of decolonial love, a concept I will discuss further in section
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Figure 21: A digital rendering of my mind map
5.2.2 Public Program Outline and Discussion
Philosophers have hitherto only interpreted the world in various ways; the point is to transform it.
— Karl Marx?!®°
Although developing a public program may seem tangential to the main project of this
thesis, which argues that the artistic interventions of MSI, 27N, and their members can be read as
decolonial praxis, I would argue otherwise and will attempt to summarize my reasoning here.
The popular aphorism ‘publish or perish’ not only refers to the importance of publishing
towards success in an academic career, but it also suggests the role of academia in society, which,

broadly, is “knowledge generation, management and dissemination” — the last of which is

169 Carlos Bendana-Pedroza, “Karl Marx. Thesen Uber Feuerbach. Theses on Feuerbach. German Text with a Facing Page

English Translation," 31. January 1, 2022.
https://www.academia.edu/41087543/Karl_Marx_Thesen %C3%BCber_Feuerbach_Theses_on_Feuerbach German_Text wi
th_a Facing Page English_Translation By Carlos Benda%C3%B1la_Pedroza.
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generally accomplished through publishing.!’? However, beyond the value of knowledge itself,

why does this matter? Outside of the academy, who is this type of knowledge production for?
Many scholars, no matter the field, claim to be on this career path for the purpose of bettering the
world in some way or another. Yet, as Alvaro Huerta points out regarding traditional academics in
the social sciences and humanities, there’s a tendency to “falsely believe that publishing esoteric
articles in peer-reviewed journals will bring about the necessary structural changes to improve the

lives of racialized and working-class communities.”*”?

Scholar-activism, or scholactivism, is frequently interrogated, admonished, and
discouraged within the academy and even in some activist circles. For example, David Randall
conducted a study on behalf of the National Association of Scholars in 2019 which concluded that
scholar-activism and its impact on higher education is “compulsive, coercive, and bullying —

[and] replaces the academic’s search for truth with the activist’s search for power.”1’? As this

quote alludes to, there is a fear within academia that rigor and clarity will be sacrificed at the
expense of political action/activism within such institutions. Notably, Randall also
problematically insinuated a singular notion of ‘truth’ with this statement. On the same topic,
historian Daniel Gordon recently published a book titled What is Academic Freedom? A Century
of Debate, 1915—Present, in which he argues that although “impartiality is possible,” since
academic institutions have made “an irrevocable decision to include disciplines that are openly

political in their orientation,” activism in the classroom is ultimately an “unresolvable issue.”*”3

170 Jijri Engelbrecht, Momir Djurovic, and Thomas Reuter, “Current Tasks of Academies and Academia,” Cadmus 4, no. 2
(May 2020): 121. Emphasis is my own.

171 Alvaro Huerta, “Viva the Scholar-Activist!,” Inside Higher Ed, March 29, 2018,
https://www.insidehighered.com/advice/2018/03/30/importance-being-scholar-activist-opinion.

172 Randall, David, “Social Justice Education in America by David Randall | Report | NAS,” Non-journal Study (Princeton,
NIJ: National Association of Scholars, December 2019), 254, https://www.nas.org/reports/social-justice-education-in-america.
Notably, this is a conservative US-based non-profit. However, the study has been cited in academic writing.

173 Daniel Gordon, What Is Academic Freedom? A Century of Debate, 1915-Present (New York, NY : Routledge, 2023), 65.
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Remarkably, this implies that, prior to this ‘decision’, academic institutions were limited to
disciplines that were either apolitical or maintained a closeted political orientation.

As decolonial theory reveals, however, the production of knowledge itself, especially in
academia, is inescapably political as it has blossomed from and remains embedded in the
hegemonic structures and systems of coloniality. This acknowledgement is not meant to stand in
as an unconditional endorsement of scholar-activism — it is an admittedly precarious pursuit that
at minimum requires humility, a willingness to “de-center the self and centralize activist aims,”
critical reflexivity (given the privileged position of academics), and the maintenance of relative

objectivity and well-defined academic integrity (i.e., rigorous evidence-based output).}’*

Nonetheless, the ‘active’ state that is obligatory of decoloniality embroils the realm of its study in
these debates, perhaps more than most facets of academia are.

In my research, I came across an article adapted from a workshop that was developed and
presented at the Design History Society’s 2021 Annual Conference. It is titled 7o See in Reverse:
Decoding and Decolonizing Design Language and Thinking and essentially offers a theoretically

undergirded layout for the makings of a public program.'’> I have never come across such a

project in academia before (outside of education/arts education, that is), and was swiftly
transported to an internally brewing concatenation of scholarly works that I have found
particularly impactful. First, in Robert Bullard’s essay, Environmental Justice in the 21st Century:

Race Still Matters, he argued that the work that results in societal change tends to come from

174 Pratichi Chatterjee et al., “Imploding Activism: Challenges and Possibilities of Housing Scholar-Activism,” Radical
Housing Journal 1, no. 1 (April 1, 2019): 189-90, 202, https://doi.org/10.54825/SWAE1331; Angharad Closs Stephens and
Jen Bagelman, “Towards Scholar-Activism: Transversal Relations, Dissent, and Creative Acts,” Citizenship Studies 27, no. 3
(April 3, 2023): 331, https://doi.org/10.1080/13621025.2023.2171251; Huerta, “Viva the Scholar-Activist!”
175 Clara Meliande and Paterman Brasil, “To See in Reverse: Decoding and Decolonizing Design Language and Thinking,”
2021, https://doi.org/10.26254/MED/6335.
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local action, and purely academic theory rarely fruits the same impact. Furthermore, he seems to

suggest that local action is a type of theory in and of itself."®

Extending vestiges of this notion to the individual, Sara Ahmed, in several of her books,
takes up what Amber Jamilla Musser has described as a “labor of transformation” that turns her
“intellectual questions into ethical ones... [making] explicit the way one might begin to align

oneself with a politics that centers interrogation, equity and justice.”*’” This notion of labor fits

within Musser’s own work, as well. Her essay Toward Mythic Feminist Theorizing: Simone Leigh
and the Power of the Vessel is situated within an embodied approach that lends credence to
‘sensation’ in acknowledgement of the various knowledges held by the body, in that this method

helps one access “the properties of the other [that] are determined from the outside and are

therefore deeply constrained and unknowable.”'’® Likewise, Torkild Thanem and David Knights

suggest the importance of an embodied approach, stating that “inequality, injustice and other
social problems [can’t] be understood without appreciating how they are played out in the

everyday lives of real people with real bodies.”'”®

Finally, each of these ideas links with what Donna Haraway has termed “staying with the
trouble.” One might be concerned by this notion’s decided disinterest in “the times called the
future,” given how decoloniality’s purpose is generally staged in that direction; but does the
mandatory activeness of decoloniality as a practice not demand presence in the here-and-now?

So, too, does Haraway explain how “staying with the trouble requires learning to be truly present,

176 Robert D. Bullard, “Environmental Justice in the 21st Century: Race Still Matters,” Phylon (1960-) 49, no. 3/4 (2001):
151-71, https://doi.org/10.2307/3132626.

177 Amber Jamilla Musser, “A Seat at the Table: Sara Ahmed and the Politics of Knowledge Production,” Center for the
Humanities, Washington University in St. Louis, October 9, 2017, https://humanities.wustl.edu/features/Amber-Jamilla-
Musser-A-Seat-at-the-Table-Sara-Ahmed; Sara Ahmed, What'’s the Use?: On the Uses of Use (Durham, NC: Duke University
Press, 2019), https://doi.org/10.1215/9781478007210; Sara Ahmed, The Promise of Happiness (Durham NC: Duke University
Press, 2010); Sara Ahmed, The Feminist Killjoy Handbook (London: Allen Lane, an imprint of Penguin Books, 2023., 2023).
178 Amber Jamilla Musser, “Toward Mythic Feminist Theorizing: Simone Leigh and the Power of the Vessel,” Differences 30,
no. 3 (December 1, 2019): 71, https://doi.org/10.1215/10407391-7974002.

179 David Knights Torkild Thanem, Embodied Research Methods (London: SAGE Publications, Ltd, 2019), 11.
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not as a vanishing pivot between awful or Edenic pasts and apocalyptic or salvific futures, but as
moral critters entwined in myriad unfinished configurations of place, times, matters, and

meanings.”8° The confluence of these ideas and frameworks leads me to the notion of

‘decoloniality of self”, in that embodying such an ongoing practice would provide any academic
pursuits in this general realm some degree of critical and reflexive authenticity. Additionally,
there is an embedded acceptance of messiness and imperfection in decoloniality, and while the
disentangling of that mess will never end, the more options and opportunities to attempt doing so
that are produced, the more pluriversal decoloniality becomes, both epistemically and
ontologically.

Thus, although this thesis does not view itself as decolonial praxis, developing the
framework for a public program in this context offered three primary benefits: deep engagement
with some of the values and conditions often associated with decolonial praxis and the various
strategies via which it could potentially take form (as somewhat of an embodied extension of the
exploratory mind mapping discussed in subsection 5.2.1), a critical examination of ‘localized’
coloniality/decoloniality that expanded my personal ability to consider the work of MSI, 27N and
their members as such (emphasizing the presence/absence duality of public art in censored Cuba),
and a modest rebellion against the notion of universal approaches to knowledge production as
perpetuated by academia, which intends to extend my analysis of the work I argue these creative-
civic coalitions are doing beyond the page and into the world.

Somewhat of a hybrid between both of this project’s overarching methodological
engagements, the public program outline I propose below is, in essence, an (potentially
multiscalar) act of experimental ‘mapping’ in its creation and implementation. It is constructed to

evoke the individual, and perhaps also interpersonal, impacts of space on bodies and beings as

180 Donna J. Haraway, Staying with the Trouble : Making Kin in the Chthulucene, Experimental Futures: Technological Lives,
Scientific Arts, Anthropological Voices (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2016), 1.
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studied in psychogeography, and various threads of critical phenomenology. A guiding question is
proposed in the activity that intimates presence/absence dynamics, and it is inspired by the
palpable yearning and longing that is typical of Yulier P’s painting style (described more in depth
in subsection 5.3). In essence, the activities offered explore walking-in-sensation as a tool of
empowerment and/or as a lens for viewing the world in a manner characterized in part by the
following strategies, qualities, and values: dialectical consensus building, horizontal decision
making, equity, humility, openness, inclusiveness, respect, co-laboring, collective stewardship,
care, plurality, and perpetual reflexivity. This non-exhaustive list was derived from my mind-map
and reflects notions that I argue are often associated with decolonial praxis.

Pujol engages with Walking Art as a practice and a theoretical investigation. The aspects
of his work that drove conceptual elements of the public program outline below are: his argument
that imagination is of fundamental importance to any agent of societal change; the related notion
that reality is a vast network of human-constructed illusions that can also be used to “create
conscious paths;” the concept that “the ephemeral, mythical, public embodiment of people and
place is not an entertaining spectacle but the meditated performativity of consciousness and so

requires ethics;” and the practice of embodiment through intentional walking.28! The goal is not

to somehow force participants to experience the program in a manner necessarily reflective of
these elements, but rather, to create an environment for individual and collective experience that
is characterized by these notions, and simply encourage the participant experience to unfold from
there in whatever direction their ‘drift’ (see program description) takes them.

This meditative practice is meant to be performed with intentional attention to the
embodied experience (and not to physical direction), and ideally executed slowly, allowing one to

lean into the experience, rather than to seek a particular outcome. Arguably, such an approach has

181 Ernesto Pujol, Walking Art Practice: Reflections on Socially Engaged Paths, First edition. (Axminster, England: Triarchy
Press, 2018), 12, 31, 46, 67. Emphasis is my own.
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implications for decoloniality/decolonial praxis — ‘going slow’ changes the meaning of its ‘never-
ending’ and ‘perpetually evolving’ (through reflexivity) properties, rendering it a less intimidating
pursuit. Additionally, Pujol’s emphasis on ethics implies a sense of care and love, both for the self
and for community. As a choice, commitment, and investment, it’s reminiscent of Fanon’s
“decolonial oath for healing.”*82 In Black Skin, White Masks, Fanon states “today I believe in the

possibility of love,” also a deliberate choice —a commitment to “creating alternatives.”*83

Similarly, slow walking could potentially engage what Martina Ferrari calls “deep silence,” which
“unlike silencing...indicates a transformative power that generates meanings that have not yet
been voiced and that, importantly, breaks with colonial norms and expectations.”8*

From Letsiou, I derived the ‘making’ elements of the program’s activity offerings,
specifically aesthetic mapping. As an artist researcher, she describes her main concern as “the
investigation of how different processes during creative practice lead to multiple decisions,”

explaining how conceptual collage offers “peculiar juxtapositions” that reveal the “potential of

multiple and ambiguous meanings.”*®> These insights are related to the notion of multiplicity

(discussed in subsection 5.3), elucidated in both feminist spatial theory and critical feminist and
queer phenomenology. The plurality of potential outcomes and meanings that Letsiou in
enchanted by in this process parallels Massey’s notion of “coexisting heterogeneity” that the
multiplicity of space affords. Both concepts insinuate “the multiplicity of possible becomings and

open the door to alternative politics.”*8® Additionally, ‘juxtapositions’ implies that something is

182 Nelson Maldonado-Torres et al., “Fanon’s Decolonial Transcendence of Psychoanalysis,” Studies in Gender and Sexuality
22, no. 4 (October 2, 2021): 249, https://doi.org/10.1080/15240657.2021.1996727.

183 Fanon, Frantz, Black Skin, White Masks, trans. Philcox, Richard, First edition, New edition., Get Political. (New York :
Grove Press, 2008), 28; Nelson Maldonado-Torres et al., “Fanon’s Decolonial Transcendence of Psychoanalysis,” Studies in
Gender and Sexuality 22, no. 4 (October 2, 2021): 252, https://doi.org/10.1080/15240657.2021.1996727.

184 Martina Ferrari, “Decolonizing Silences: Toward a Critical Phenomenology of Deep Silences with Gloria E. Anzaldia and
Maurice Merleau-Ponty” (Phd Dissertation, Oregon, University of Oregon, November 23, 2021), iv.

185 Letsiou, “Mapping Experience Through Art-Based Research,” 123, 126.

186 Doreen B. Massey, For Space (London; Thousand Oaks, Calif: SAGE, 2005), 9, 183,
https://selforganizedseminar.files.wordpress.com/2011/07/massey-for_space.pdf. Emphasis is my own.
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revealed in the oppositional space that emerges between the subjects facing off, and in the context
of aesthetic mapping, what is revealed is largely in the hands of the creator. The creator can also
obscure things in this process by way of aesthetically ‘pointing’ to what the viewer should pay
attention to (and therefore, what they will likely remain unaware of, too). As demonstrated, this
presence/absence duality is also a theme in (de)coloniality — not only in the context of Cuba’s
censored public spaces, but also more generally, resulting from the core/periphery or self/other
hegemonic dynamic perpetuated by coloniality — insinuating that conceptual collage is potentially
fertile ground for aesthetic investigation of it. The public program framework is outlined below:
Relational Beings: (Re)Constructing Community

WHO: This program outline can be adapted and utilized with a wide variety of audiences, both in
and outside of institutional settings like academia, museums, civic organizations, community
groups, etc. The program as outlined here would be best for ages 13 and up, but the language and
format could be adjusted to skew even younger. Accessibility considerations and suggestions can
be found at the bottom of the document.

WHERE: Although some of the program’s activities are conducted ‘in the field’ —i.e., in the
community in which one is located/situated — the program can be conducted synchronously or
asynchronously, given adequate preparation of the participants.

WHEN: Any time of day, any time of year, given accessibility of the outdoors. Facilitators may
need to take climate/weather into consideration, depending on the environment, the needs of
participants, etc.

WHY: Separate from the reasons this program framework was developed in relation to this
thesis, the broader reason ‘why’ is that decoloniality/decolonial praxis — as an ambitious, un-
ending process with no clear roadmap or set of instructions, nor a singularly applicable universal
mode or solution — is an undeniably daunting process for anyone to undertake. With the vast array
of theoretical approaches, strategies, and definitions in circulation, perhaps the most natural
reaction is to ask: Where to start? This program, in turn, responds: With the self and in the name
of local action. However, because the terminology relating to decolonial theory is full of
academic jargon and often overcomplicated explanations of relatively accessible concepts, this
program is designed to be highly adaptable to different audiences.

WHAT: In essence, the program is an option for a starting point for developing an individual
practice of decoloniality, one that is localized to an individual’s experience of space and place.
The activities offered explore walking-in-sensation (referred to throughout the program
framework as walking/wheeling/wandering) as a tool of empowerment and/or as a lens for
viewing the world in a manner characterized by the following strategies, qualities, and values:
dialectical consensus building, horizontal decision making, equity, humility, openness,
inclusiveness, respect, co-laboring, collective stewardship, care, plurality, and perpetual
reflexivity. There are two primary modes, with many options for adaptation within each, for
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facilitating this program: 1) a strategies/qualities/values focused approach, or 2) a decoloniality
focused approach. The conceptual differences between these two are marginal. The key difference
lies in the manner of presentation and thus the accessibility of the ideas. #1 would utilize the
common strategies/qualities/values list, and the general questions list, and #2 would utilize the
suggested reading list, the general questions list, and the decoloniality questions list. Notably, for
#1, these terms could be couched as common to decolonial praxis, or the notion of decoloniality
can be left out altogether — the cultivation of the practice remains the same regardless of such
labeling.

BACKGROUND INFORMATION:
e Common strategies, qualities, and values often associated with decolonial
praxis/decoloniality include, but are not limited to:
o Dialectical consensus building
Horizontal decision making
Equity
Humility
Openness
Inclusiveness
Respect
Co-laboring
Collective stewardship
Perpetual reflexivity
Care
o Plurality
e General questions:

o What hierarchies do you see in your local community/environment? Who, if
anyone or anything specific, is responsible for that?

o What do you consider ‘legitimate’ knowledge?

o Are you aware of any untold stories in your local community/environment? Why
do you think they go ‘untold’?

o What are 5 words you associate with your local community/environment?

e Decoloniality questions:

o Since modernity is an epistemologically constructed reality that is formed in
dialogue with hegemonic knowledge, thus continuing to suppress other ways of
knowing (i.e., indigenous knowledge, practical knowledge, etc.), in the local
sense of place, what is actively lost in the day-to-day from coloniality?

o Relatedly, what is lost when the voice of a body of people is censored/silenced?

o What do we perceive as permanently absent due to the theft of the colonial
project?

o Due to the breaches in cultural, social, and historical memory resulting from
colonial violence and theft, what can we imagine might be missing, without ever
knowing for sure?

O 0O O O OO OO0 O0oOOo

MATERIALS:
e Paper map of each participant’s locale
e Scissors
e Glue/glue sticks/tape/tack
e Drawing utensils such as markers or colored pencils
e Phone with camera or digital camera
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Access to a printer (alternatively, the aesthetic map creation component of the program
could be executed entirely in digital using the web-based program Canva)

SUGGESTED READING: These could be pre-assigned, or a presented via a conversational
lecture in the first session (to build this learning into the program and not require individuals to
do this intellectual heavy lifting on their own terms and time) — the best approach would
selectively consider the list below on the basis of audience.

Fanon, Frantz. The Wretched of the Earth. Translated by Constancy Farrington
Harmondsworth. London: Penguin, 1967 [1963].

Quijano, Anibal. “Coloniality of Power, Eurocentrism, and Latin America.” Nepantla:
Views from South, vol. 1, no. 3, 2000, pp. 533-580.

Pérez, Emma. “Queering the Borderlands: The Challenges of Excavating the Invisible
and Unheard.” Frontiers: A Journal of Women Studies, vol. 24, no. 2/3, 2003, pp. 122-
131. https://www.jstor.org/stable/3347351

Betasamosake Simpson, Leanne. As We Have Always Done: Indigenous Freedom
through Radical Resistance, Indigenous Americas (Minneapolis : University of
Minnesota Press, 2017).

Pujol, Ernesto. Walking Art Practice: Reflections on Socially Engaged Paths, First
edition. (Axminster, England: Triarchy Press, 2018).

O’Rourke, Karen, Psychogeography, Pocket Essentials (Harpenden, Herts : Pocket
Essentials, 2010., 2010).

THE ACTVITIY:

I.

Depending on the mode of facilitation chosen, this step is optional: begin with a
discussion and/or a conversational lecture relating to the suggested reading list (see
above).

Many public programs — especially involving youth, but often in adult groups, too! — kick
off their gatherings by collectively developing a list of ‘community rules’ for engaging
with one another on the basis of collectively decided terms. Building off this common
design, this program framework asks the group to collectively create a mind map,
instead.

a. If engaging decolonial theory, this mind map should aim to trace the relational
contours between the group’s answers to the decoloniality questions and the
general questions.

i. What connects? How and why?

ii. As the mind map spreads outwardly, examples from the participants’
experiences, communities, etc. should begin to constitute elements of the
diagram (i.e., broad = specific, inward = outward). How do these ideas
manifest, or not, in their lives and the spaces/places they occupy and
inhabit?

b. If engaging the strategies/qualities/values approach, this mind map should aim to
trace the relational contours between the provided terms and the group’s
responses to the general questions.

i. Brainstorm collectively — do any other terms and/or ideas that relate
seem worth including? How and why?

ii. As the mind map spreads outwardly, examples from the participants’
experiences, communities, etc. should begin to constitute elements of the
diagram (i.e., broad - specific, inward = outward). How do these ideas
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manifest, or not, in their lives and the spaces/places they occupy and
inhabit?

3. As the discussion ends, pose the primary guiding question for the creative activity: What
do participants wish was more present or visible in their community?

4. Explain to participants that, with this question top of mind, they will walk/wheel/wander
around their community and take photos whenever something captures them in relation to
the question. It could be an absence — i.e., something they wish was more present; or a
presence — i.e., something that they are grateful for in their community, or even
something that indicates another absence they had not previously considered. A couple of
key ideas to introduce prior to the walking-in-sensation activity are:

a.

The manner of walking/wheeling/wandering is crucial to this piece of the activity.
i. The notion of drifting: Adapted from Guy-Ernest Debord’s definition to
further incorporate the possibility of recollection/memory that may arise
in the process, drifting is here understood as a behavior that emphasizes
one’s subjective, emotional experience of ephemeral encounters with
elements of space and place.*®” The drifting behavior is at once
intentional and adventitious — that is, intentionally attentive towards the
affect of the experience, which should drive the photographic motions,
but adventitious in the approach to actively creating any particular
experience.
Note that depending on where and how the program is being facilitated, this
could be adapted by need. For example, if the program is conducted
asynchronously with people in geographically separate communities, this
explanation could conclude that session and participants could go do their
walk/wheel/wander on their own time before the following session. If the
program is conducted synchronously, thus with everyone located in the same
community, there are a variety of possible approaches: if the area is relatively
small and easy to traverse, then the group could go out together, traveling in quiet
unison; if the area is larger, facilitators could split the area up and have
individuals, pairs or small teams take on different sections, identifying a central
meeting point and time for coming back together.

5. Come back together as a group — whether in the same session or in a new session,
synchronously or asynchronously.

a.

Discuss the concept of aesthetic mapping, defined here as a collage-based artistic
practice that encourages the investigation of one’s connections, at multiple scales,
with a given place.

Then the facilitator(s) should then provide an example of an aesthetic map they
created from performing the same exercise. (An example by Dr. Maria Letsiou
can be seen at the end of this document.) As they demonstrate their example, they
should discuss the affective logics they applied in the process of transformation
from their walk/wheel/wander practice (and the photo decisions they made) to
the abstracted map collage (i.e., aesthetic map) they created on paper.

187 Karen O’Rourke, “Psychogeography: A Purposeful Drift Through the City,” The MIT Press Reader (blog), July 16, 2021,
https://thereader.mitpress.mit.edu/psychogeography-a-purposeful-drift-through-the-city/. O’Rourke, Karen, Psychogeography,
Pocket Essentials (Harpenden, Herts : Pocket Essentials, 2010., 2010). Debord’s definition of drifiing is the “practice of de-
familiarization and the choice of encounters, the sense of incompleteness and ephemerality, the love of speed transposed onto
the plane of the mind, together with inventiveness and forgetting are among the elements of an ethics of drifting we have
already begun to test in the poverty of the cities of our time.”
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c. Before everyone starts creating their own aesthetic map, it could be beneficial to
go around the group and have everyone share one thing that arose during their
walking-in-sensation experience. They may choose to share the accompanying
photo if they have one, or not — the point is to demonstrate the wide variety of
affects experienced throughout the group, each of which the group then affirms
as valid, despite any differences.

d. The participants will then create their own aesthetic maps. Note that, while the
tactile experience of doing this with physical materials is ideal for transforming
the embodiment practice of walking/wheeling/wandering into a newly and
differently embodied experience of aesthetic creation based in the affects each
participant was met with, the accessibility needs of any particular iteration of this
program may necessitate a digital aesthetic mapping practice, and that is okay
too. As briefly mentioned in the materials section, Canva is a web-based design
platform with a free option, which could work well for this kind of activity
adaptation.

ACCESSIBILITY & OTHER NOTES:

The walking-in-sensation portion of this program need not be performed on foot, nor
even by wheelchair — it could be a bus ride, train ride, or even a drive. Although the
physicality of the walking experience may provide certain types of affective insights,
other modes of transport would likely also provide unique affective insights that walking
could not provide. This program should be adapted for whatever accessibility needs the
participant group at hand has, and facilitators should not concern themselves with any
potentially negative impacts such adaptations may have on the experience of the program
— there is no one correct way to create an aesthetic map that engages with decoloniality
(whether directly or indirectly, see the two proposed modes of facilitation). The idea is
still to replicate the experience of drifting described above, such that the “specific
[emotional] effects of the geographical environment” are evoked, in relation to the
primary guiding question proposed.'88 This would, of course, also depend on the
accessibility of the community/city itself, but even that might gesture to certain
presences/absences or evoke certain feelings/experiences that may become a theme of
their aesthetic map.

Again, this program has an intentionally flexible design, such that it could be conducted
remotely. There are benefits to each style of facilitation this program could take.
Conducting the program remotely, across a broad array of geographic locations would
provide a different, but still extremely valuable outcome, with the fruitful opportunity for
a discussion focused on scale.

The pedagogical approach of the facilitators should ideally reflect a horizontal mentality,
in which they do not view themselves as simply imbuing the participants with
information or ways of seeing, but rather, as co-creating and co-learning upon the
foundational elements of the program framework alongside the participants.

188 O’Rourke, “Psychogeography.”
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Figure 22: Aesthetic map example by Dr. Maria Letsiou's
5.3 Multiscalar Reciprocation: Space and Critical Phenomenology
Cubania did not rain from above; it sprouted from below.
— Fernando Ortiz'*°

Poetry is the way we help give name to the nameless so it can be thought. The farthest

horizons of our hopes and fears are cobbled by our poems, carved from the rock

experiences of our daily lives. As they become known to and accepted by us, our feelings
and the honest exploration of them become sanctuaries and spawning grounds for the
most radical and daring of ideas.

— Audre Lorde®®?

Extending Doreen Massey’s spatiotemporal and political logics through an engagement
with critical queer and feminist phenomenologies, this subsection seeks to examine ‘being’ at
multiple scales and in multiple forms to reveal the manners in which the artistic interventions of
MSI, 27N, and their member artists can be understood as practices of decoloniality. ‘Being’, here,
pertains both to the state of ‘being’ an artist in Cuba, as well as artworks ‘being’ in space. I will

first expound upon Massey’s dialectics, then discuss various useful phenomenological threads,

and finally weave these notions together to analyze a case study of murals by Yulier P.

189 Letsiou, “Mapping Experience Through Art-Based Research.”

1% Ortiz, Fernando, “The Human Factors of Cubanidad,” accessed September 26, 2023, https://doi.org/10.14318/hau4.3.031b.
1 by Audre Lorde, Sister Qutsider : Essays and Speeches, The Crossing Press Feminist Series (Trumansburg, NY: Crossing
Press, 1984), 32.
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Feminist geographer Doreen Massey challenged common 20™ century modes of
theorizing space, place, time, and power. Unlike other prominent geographical thinkers of the
period (namely, David Harvey), Massey deviated from pure Marxist tradition, arguing that
capitalism, labor, and economics are insufficient for explaining human differences and the notion
of ‘uneven development’.*®? She advocated for ‘space’ to be thought of as immaterially as ‘time’,
urging theorists to move away from unilinear understandings of space, and rather, towards
multiple and simultaneous understandings of it. Elaborating on this, she argued that “if time is the
dimension in which things happen one after the other, it’s the dimension of succession; then space
is the dimension of things being, existing at the same time: of simultaneity. [Space is] the
dimension of multiplicity.”*%

In other words, space, from Massey’s perspective, is less about physical locality than it is
about being-in-relation, the nature of which implies a perpetual process towards becoming and
should not be understood as a singular ‘space’ in process, but as “a heterogeneity of spaces
associated with a heterogeneity of relations that encompass humans and non-humans.”%* As
discussed previously, such an “imaginative opening up of space” thus also implies an opening of
political possibilities — a world that is “always unfinished and open” to allow for the constant
circulation and iteration of knowledge. Furthermore, she posited that “if space is rather a
simultaneity of stories-so-far, then places are collections of those stories, articulations within the
wider power-geometries of space” which function as “spatio-temporal events” — a quality that, as
Karen O’Rourke argues, allows ‘place’ to supersede “the constraints of terrestrial

referentiality.”%

192 Cox, “Massey, Marx, and Human Geography,” 6, 8-9.

193 Doreen Massey, Doreen Massey on Space, interview by Wharburton, Nigel, February 1, 2013,
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from Life Histories of Informal Economy Workers in Urban India,” in Doreen Massey Critical Dialogues (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2023), 325, https://doi.org/10.1017/9781911116875.024.

19 Doreen B. Massey, For Space (London; Thousand Oaks, Calif: SAGE, 2005), 111, 130,
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The notion of multiplicity has also been explored by several feminist, primarily
Chicana/Latina, phenomenologists. Mariana Ortega explores multiplicitous selfhood in her first
monograph, In-Between: Latina Feminist Phenomenology, Multiplicity, and the Self, and
elsewhere, in detail. Broadly, this concept, which evolved over the course of her career, is defined
as “a self capable of occupying multiple positionalities in terms of gender, race, sex, sexual
orientation, physical ability, class, and so on, and thus capable of occupying a liminal space, or a
space of in-betweenness.”*® The foundation of this concept emerged from Gloria Anzaldtia’s
description of “the new mestiza,” who is not necessarily the result of mixed races, but rather of
mixed cultures and various worlds.'®” Ortega extends “the new mestiza,” however, by pushing its
application beyond the North-South contexts Anzaldua was responding to.

Ortega’s account of multiplicitous selfthood also points to the insufficiencies of
Heidegger’s Dasein in accounting for those whose state of ‘being-in-the-world’ is more aptly
described as ‘being-between-worlds’. Elena Flores Ruiz describes how this tension — the product
of colonial legacies and resulting intersectional oppressions (i.e., coloniality) — is characterized by
“experiences where the pre-reflective sense of being-in-the-world is permeated by constant
epistemic lapses and dislocative experiences that result from inhabiting multiple contexts of
meaning that are also a) replete with historical oppressions, and b) often at odds with one
another.”*® Likewise, Ortega describes multiplicitous selfhood as a life that experiences
“constant ruptures,” thus connecting the ontological sense of ‘being-in-the-world” with the ontic
facts of existing in alterity, pushed to the margins by western hegemony.'*® Additionally useful is

Andrea Pitts’ extension of this concept. They argue that “the multiplicitous self experiences not

divisions of labor theory, which evolved over the course of her career, but initially it suggests that unevenness in the capitalist
economy is to blame for social inequalities. Emphasis my own. O’Rourke, “Psychogeography,” 96.

1% QOretga, Mariana, “Hometactics,” in Living Alterities: Phenomenology, Embodiment, and Race, ed. Lee, Emily S., SUNY
Series, Philosophy and Race (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 2015), 176, https://sunypress.edu/Books/L/Living-Alterities.
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only several synchronically conflicting worlds of sense and meaning, but also several
diachronically conflicting histories of sense and meaning,” illustrating how “the ruptures between
worlds also indicate temporal discontinuities between experiences of futurity and past.”?%
Phenomenological explanations of multiplicitous selfhood may initially appear to stand in
contrast from Massey’s notion of multiplicitous space, despite both concepts’ rejection of
universality, in the sense that the former tends to emphasize the challenges associated with the
experience of alterity, whereas the latter suggests a trove of opportunities. However, in their
book, Nos/Otras: Gloria E. Anzaldua, Multiplicitous Agency, and Resistance, Andrea Pitts again
critically built upon ideas initially cultivated by Anzaldua and Ortega, as well as Maria Lugones
and Emma Pérez, revealing a bridge between the two. In examining Anzaldua's posthumously
published Geographies of Selves—Reimagining Ildentities, they reveal how Anzaldla rejected
“insularity, isolationism, individualism, and imperialism” in exchange for a framework of “shared
interaction, distribution, interdependency, and coalition,” which Pitts terms multiplicitous agency.
Bringing “insurrectionist ethics” — which, by way of Leonard Harris and Kristie Dotson,
they establish is foundationally multiplicitous — into conversation with Latina/Chicana
phenomenology, Pitts argues that agency is constituted by the “enabling conditions of our actions
and judgements,” and that it demands both being “based on the relationship that we have with
others” as well as “taking epistemic risks.”?** Furthermore, they suggest that multiplicitous
agency has potential for theorizing cross-community organizing and activism, since, in the
context of spaces shared by systematically marginalized people, the messiness of one’s needs
resulting from their various overlapping identities is more easily articulated and more gently

received than western ontological and ethical frameworks afford. The relationality and action-

20 Andrea J. Pitts, “In-Between: Latina Feminist Phenomenology, Multiplicity, and the Self by Mariana Ortega (Review),”
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86



oriented risk taking described by this concept mirrors the qualities and potential of multiplicitous
space as defined by Massey and outlines a strategy of resistance that is necessarily constructed
from ‘below’ (considering the oppressed position of those ‘othered’ by coloniality). This
construction of activism is similarly redolent of Manning Marable’s grassroots formulated
“socialism from below,” that emphasizes developing “networks of locally based progressive
formations, organizations engaged in anti-racism, feminist, trade union, peace, environmental,
gay/lesbian rights, and/or other progressive sectors.” He contended that, as such, these politics
would speak “a language which can be readily understood by the oppressed.”2%?

Similarly conceived of ‘from below’, and likewise interested in constructing a reality
which is actively healing from the “wounds of coloniality” and celebrating epistemic plurality is
Chela Sandoval’s notion of decolonial love which was developed in her book, Methodology of the
oppressed.?® Unlike ‘colonial love’ — which maintains a dualist logic and, through the
“fetishization of the beloved,” perpetuates the “subjugation of difference” — this active strategy
“embraces the ambiguity and unknowability of the other,” thus affording a fluid concept of shared
humanity that rejects the rigidity of hegemonic thinking.?* Sandoval suggests this idea has
transformative potential towards guiding “our theoretical and political movidas, or revolutionary
maneuvers toward decolonized being.”?® Like care and hope, decolonial love is a choice, a

commitment, a discipline.?®® Although these practices “may be a bit more hidden and located
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within the interstitial spaces of everyday existence under capitalist heteropatriarchy,” they are
nonetheless options.?’

Concepts from queer phenomenology, too, relate, and can be useful towards deciphering
decoloniality in practice. Sara Ahmed’s influential book, Queer Phenomenology: Orientations,
Objects, and Others, discusses the spatiotemporal arrangements of objects and bodies, contending
that to be orientated is to follow familiar lines. She suggests that by ‘queering’ the repeated
directional ‘towardness’ of the societally-hegemonic heteronormative orientation — thus, deviating
from what coloniality has established as “natural” — we may become aware of what has been
altered, buried, or erased in service of the visibility of other things. Throughout the book,
Ahmed’s use of queer can be understood in one of two ways: as “oblique” or to describe “specific
sexual practices.”?%®

Julia Horncastle builds upon Ahmed’s meditations, borrowing the notion of obliqueness,
or oddity, to explain how “queer being can be understood as transformative being.” She asserts
that “existing in time is complemented or enhanced by the fact of being in time,” presupposing an
understanding of ‘existing’ as a state which lacks agency and movement, versus ‘being’ which
implies ‘doing’. In this sense, ‘being’, as a disruption of temporality (i.e., transformation) is
defined by interstitiality, or rather, the threshold between knowing something ‘then’ and knowing
something ‘now’. In essence, Horncastle “cast[s] queer interstitiality through a poetic
paradigm...[which] turns and returns [her] to the notion of being....[since] the doing of queer
being is inherently about the potential for transformation.”?%®

It is primarily through the concepts of liminality, multiplicities, and

interstices/interstitiality, as outlined by the critical feminist and queer phenomenologists
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https://doi.org/10.1080/14616742.2023.2190341.

208 Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology : Orientations, Objects, Others (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2006), 161.
209 Julia Horncastle, “Queer Orientation: Selthood and Poetics,” Continuum: Journal of Media & Cultural Studies 23, no. 6
(December 2009): 904, 908, https://doi.org/10.1080/10304310903298714.

88



discussed above, and underpinned by Massey’s multiplicity of space, that we can begin to
describe the artistic interventions of MSI, 27N, and their members as decolonial praxis. However,
first, to situate the artists of MSI and 27N, we will briefly return to the notion of Cuba’s ‘limbo’
state as described in subsection 3.1.1. ‘Limbo’s’ implication of fixedness forces Cuban citizens to
navigate within the parameters of what constitutes that immobility — the PCC’s control. In the
past, many artists were fearful of the ramifications of publicly displaying their social positioning,
since deviating from the PCC — not only in terms of ideological opposition, but even insofar as
simply not registering with the party and adhering carefully to its rules — could land one in trouble
with the authorities. This dynamic resulted in the need to create alternative spaces for safer
creative expression, a means of navigating within the parameters of ‘limbo’.

Paloma Duong describes the advent of home-based exhibitions in La Habana as one such
survival strategy. Examples of these practices include Espacio Aglutinador, founded in 1994 in
the home of artist Sandra Ceballos, Tania Bruguera’s Cdtedra Arte de Conducta which ran from
2002-2009, and La Azotea de Reina, informal gatherings on the poet Reina Maria Rodriguez’s
roof. None of these were private galleries, nor were they “gray market circuits of art commerce;”
rather, they were newly constructed unofficial public spaces. As she puts it, these “spaces that
convene a loosely knit social network,” are “unauthorized” domestic landscapes that require their

participants know the “risks” of their involvement.?1? The risks of these activities, however,

depended on being discovered, and generally avoided direct confrontation of the risks associated
with challenging the parameters of the ‘limbo’ state as defined by the PCC.

Unlike these artists, members of MSI and 27N directly confront and deny the fixedness
of the ‘limbo’ state by actively reclaiming real public spaces, even if momentarily, through their

artistic interventions which imagine a reality unconfined by the existing parameters. These artists

210 Dyong, “Homebound, 29, 32, 36.”
89



embody a liminal state, which remains located ‘in-between’ but is nonetheless transformational.

As La Habana-based author, Arsenio Rodriguez Quintana put it on the cover of his recent book
about MSI and 27N: “Adiés al miedo en Cuba jHola Libertad!”?!! In essence, these artists take

advantage “of revolutionary Cuba’s way of trying to solve problems at the local level,” and dare

to say their piece, no matter the risks.?!2

5.3.1 Murales as Movidas

Yulier P is a self-taught muralist. He identifies as un artista urbana and focuses his mural
practice on abandoned and/or deteriorating architecture, stating (in English translation) “ I always
choose places in poor condition, without interest, gray, and I think I contribute to improving the
image of Havana, in addition to stimulating a social attitude of analysis, of trying to look clearly
at the future we want.”?'® Poignant expressionism and fluid, nude but sexless figures characterize
his recognizable style. Yulier draws aesthetic inspiration from the lyrical pain that Oswaldo
Guayasamin was well-known for articulating visually, as well as Banksy, insinuating that, even
though many of his murals do not transparently engage political visual motifs, political intention

is indeed present.?!*

211 Rodriguez Quintana, Arsenio, Adios al miedo en Cuba jHola Libertad!: Cronicas sobre disidencias, 4 (Independently
published, 2021).
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214 Eyisten (Resistencia Del Arte Urbano En Cuba), 2022, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0QigHaOC28E.
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Figure 23: A mural from Yulier P’s ciudad corona (c. 2020); image from Braziel’s book
Street Art and Activism in the Greater Caribbean

Figure 24: A mural from Yulier P’s cidad corona (c. 220); image fr Braziel’s book
Street Art and Activism in the Greater Caribbean

Although Yulier P is banned from painting murals in public spaces, installations like
ciudad corona (c. 2020) indicate that he still does, just perhaps less prolifically than before.
ciudad corona is a collection of figural murals depicting “death, hunger, and suffering” in a
rubbled lot in Luyand, a neighborhood in La Habana. Images of the installation (Figures 24-28)
indicate that this lot does not face the street but is rather a collectively occupied backyard of sorts
— perhaps suggesting that Yulier’s strategy for continuing to paint murals without getting caught

by authorities relies heavily on location selection. In any case, while the subjects of this scene are
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each in some way suffering, the space is notably also characterized by hope. I do not have a
picture to share, but one of the murals in this installation even states in blocky red letters: “tengo
fe en mafiana” (I have faith in tomorrow).?*> As Braziel puts it, “ciudad corona, then is also a
‘city of God’—if one conceives of the divine as human resilience and endurance.”?%®

Like in ciudad corona, the figures Yulier paints are often in neutral colors — gray, white,
black — but he uses shading to provide dimension, adding to the illusion of movement. This gives
way to the sense that the figures occupy space with their viewers, as opposed to simply
decorating it for them. In this way, the fluidity of his figural style extends beyond the corporeal
curvatures that his subjects embody on their walls of habitation and into the spaces that those
walls occupy, whether shared with permanent neighbors or transient passersby. The amorphous
bodies of Yulier’s figures are each simultaneously unique and repetitive — instantly recognizable,
yet free from standard form. Their hybridized bodies drift, lurch, rest, seize, protect, and
contemplate; they’re suspended, grounded, slithering, or propelled by an extra limb. Many have
limbs in odd places, too many limbs, or none at all. They often lack mouths, or simply have an

enormous tongue, but their eyes speak loudly, whether sullenly downcast, oriented sideways as if

urgently on guard, or open wide and staring outwardly with concern, yearning, or even hope.

215 Jana Evans Braziel, “Digital Walls/Virtual Publics: Coronavirus Cities on Instagram,” in Street Art and Activism in the
Greater Caribbean (Oxfordshire, UK: Routledge, 2022), 177.
216 Jana Evans Braziel, “Digital Walls/Virtual Publics: Coronavirus Cities on Instagram,” in Street Art and Activism in the
Greater Caribbean (Oxfordshire, UK: Routledge, 2022), 178.
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Figure 25: A mral from Yulier P’s ciu corona (c. 2020); image from Braziel’s book
Street Art and Activism in the Greater Caribbean
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Figure 26: A mural from Yulier P’s ciudad corona (c. 2020); iage from Braziel’s book
Street Art and Activism in the Greater Caribbean
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These deformations are reminiscent of Medieval hybrid creatures, occupying a state of
in-between, even transformation. Additionally, although the figures are almost always neutrally
toned, they are often backed by a starkly contrasting color, such as red, black, or blue, as if
locating these bodies elsewhere, outside of Cuba, like they cannot exist as themselves on the
island. Alternatively, perhaps, such figures emerge into physical spaces as if to invite their
viewers in, encouraging them to imagine existing under different circumstances, so that they, too,
can express themselves to the fullest. There is an undeniable synergy between the liminality of
Yulier’s distinctive figures and, as established, the liminal state that the artists of MSI and 27N
occupy, as individuals whose intentionally disruptive artistic interventions confront and deny the

limits of Cuba’s ‘limbo’ state, upheld by the PCC.

Figure 27: A mural from Yulier P’s ciudad corona (c. 2020); image from Braziel’s book
Street Art and Activism in the Greater Caribbean

Relatedly, I contend that the murals themselves are simultaneously 1) constituted by (or
rather, ‘of’) interstices, while also 2) forming interstitial spaces. The former, by way of examining
how the work’s physical, elemental, and compositional construction was elected by Yulier to
impress upon or evoke some kind of affect or appeal that intervenes on or disrupts some aspect of
lived experience. The wide variety of potential experiences any artwork could generate asserts an

inherent epistemic plurality — not regarding its creation, but rather its agential nature — that is, as
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an actant.?!” The latter is true by way of acknowledging that the murals, even though physically
fixed, inevitably interact with the environments they are situated within — referring either to the
literal space it occupies, or the ‘place’ it contributes to constituting as a “spatio-temporal
event.”?!® Since murals do not self-select which experiences they offer or who receives them, they
generate interstitial spaces much like a ray of sunlight that does not elect which specific leaves,
branches, trees, or animals through which it filters to create the shadow patterns that it projects
outwardly.

By this and Horncastle’s logic, then, Yulier P’s murals do not ‘exist’ in space, but rather,
they are in an active state of ‘being’ in space — they are, themselves, transformative beings, at
work in forming the world around them. The questions the figures in these murals silently ask and
the alternative realities these murals seem to suggest inevitably cast outwardly, brushing with
anyone they encounter and whispering possibilities in peoples’ ears, whether those people pay
attention or not. Thus, we can also conceive of Yulier’s murals as “spatio-temporal events,” or in
other words, as forming ‘place’, not simply ‘being’ in space. The murals are constituted by
“stories-so-far” — regarding both Yulier P’s individual artistic choices, as well as the experiences
any given onlooker carries to their interpretation of them, each bringing something new. This
gives way to the infinite stories-of-possibility that these murals cast into the “wider power-
geometries of space,” sending ripples through the stasis of Cuba’s ‘limbo’ state. And
(de)coloniality resurfaces yet again. Yulier P’s murals are interventions on and disruptions to the
Cuban norm (or rather, the PCC’s norm), both imagining and asserting a more equitable
alternative. ciudad corona, in its honesty and hopefulness, is a place of and for healing, and it

lends that possibility to anyone who engages, like an act of decolonial love.

217 Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social : An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory, Clarendon Lectures in Management
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However, this all raises another question I don’t have an answer to: is the ‘praxis’ of
decoloniality in the rupture-causing action, or in the rupture’s action onto its interpreting subject?
Furthermore, although this discussion has centered on Yulier P’s murals, it’s worth noting that it
might also be fruitful to think phenomenologically about the work that MSI and 27N do by way

of ‘coalitioning’, essentially, as collective actors of multiplicitous agency.
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6.0 Future Inquiries and Conclusions

In the future, I hope to expand the studies of this thesis to encompass some of the other
creative civic movements that have emerged both on and off the island in the fight for human
rights for Cuban citizens, such as Grupo Archipiélago, Libertad Cuba Lab, and INSTAR.
Comprehensive data scraping of both content and spatial information across Twitter, Instagram,
and Facebook would be required to visualize the breadth and distance of these movements’ digital
mobility. Perhaps such analysis would reveal the creative and resourceful ways people are
organizing on the island, as well as organizing support for their cause off the island. The internet
censorship in Cuba, and the state-imposed internet blackouts that often occur just before specific
events — especially authority crack-downs — would also pose an interesting set of points for

analysis.??® Focusing on the immediate aftermath of events of this kind might, for example,

reveal an upsurge in engagement for these creative-civic organizations. After all, digital space is
lived space, and in the context of circumstances that make physical lived spaces dangerous and
otherizing, the importance that digital spaces take on is of much more significance.

What might such an investigation suggest about the notion of Cuba as a ‘limbo’ state?
What could visualizations of this data indicate about digital organizing when considered
alongside the transition that I have argued is actively occurring, from what Duong described as
artists’ creation of unauthorized public spaces in domestic settings, to artists presently feeling so
undone by what Luis Manuel Otero Alcantara has described as Cuban culture’s “worst possible
moment” that some have begun shedding their fear and reclaiming public spaces despite the harsh

consequences??%? Perhaps this would indicate Cuban citizens are indeed ‘post-local’ despite the

regime’s best efforts to deny external power structures. Such analysis would indeed provide a

213 «Cuba’s Internet Cutoff: A Go-to Tactic to Suppress Dissent,” AP News, July 12, 2021,
https://apnews.com/article/business-technology-cuba-calae7975e¢04481e8cbd56d62a7{b30e.
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new dimension of understanding for the current reality that MSI, 27N, and their members are
forcibly up against.

Additionally, while reckoning with the significant limitations of my own digital skill sets
throughout the execution of this thesis was challenging, I maintain that an ideally expanded
iteration of this project would include a more robust and interactive digital “deep map,” which
would “afford open-ended exploration” for the user. As Ridge et al. assert, the “deep-map-as-
archive is devoid of narrative lineaments, the precise ordering and authorial voice that create a

narrative.”??! This would be ideal, as my hope is to center the voices of the artists involved with

MSI and 27N over my own voice, to the best of my ability. Unfortunately, given the complexities
of GIS, outside of working with Cuban citizens who have been trained to some degree in relevant
skills, it is difficult to envision a viable co-laboring situation for the creation and maintenance of
a deep map, at least if characterized by a cross-national remote co-laboring dynamic, especially
because of the unreliable internet access.

The fact that the struggle of MSI, 27N, and their members is ongoing — although it ebbs
and flows due to the frequent detainments and exiles of their leaders and participants — means that
any deep map of their artistic interventions and the subsequent erasure of those interventions
would need to remain ‘unfinished’, unlike a spatial narrative, which requires a “known end

point.”?22 Moreover, venturing into the realm of experimentation with ‘decolonial” mapping

methods, this deep map might also include layers that could be useful to artist-activists located on
the island. For example, a suggestive map of locations in La Habana that have high public

visibility, such that an artist wishing to stage a performance could opt for a location using that

221 Bodenhamer, David J., John Corrigan, and Harris, Trevor M., eds., Deep Maps and Spatial Narratives, The Spatial
Humanities (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2015); David J. Bodenhamer, Corrigan, John, and Harris, Trevor M.,
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map to ensure their performance is seen by many people, in anticipation of getting shut down by
authorities before completing the piece. Alternatively, a suggestive map could reveal potential
mural locations that do not have high visibility, so that authorities won’t know about them right
away, and thus won’t remove them immediately — meaning that the mural could occupy a
community space for longer than it would have in another location, therefore having a deeper
impact on those who cohabitate with and/or encounter it. In any case, such a map would likely be
best accomplished through collaboration, given my limitations and the resources it would require
developing my skillset to the point of an adequately elaborate and rich deep map. This does not
seem out of the realm of possibility, considering that collaboration is a common practice in the
digital humanities, as N. Katherine Hayles established when she identified it as one of seven key

themes that emerged through her study on the field.??3

Outside of mapping, other extensions of the digital engagements of this thesis that would
be beneficial include the performance of DWM on Voyant. In my experience, Voyant was not
very friendly to working in other languages, despite technically offering the ability to do so. For
example, the processor frequently removed accents, cut words off midway, could not detect the
start of certain words, etc. These issues lead me to wonder how the website would fare when put
to this test. The fact that it’s open access, web-based, and attempts to encompass several
languages are all well-intentioned attempts, but an analysis of the embedded structures of Voyant
might suggest some creator biases.

Finally, as discussed in the beginning of subsection 5.2.1, the initial concept for this
thesis was a much bigger and more complex endeavor than could be feasibly accomplished within
the confines of this project. That idea was to develop a strategy for recognizing and analyzing

artwork as decolonial praxis, and more specifically, to further develop the interwoven (as the

223 Hayles, N. Katherine, “How We Think: Transforming Power and Digital Technologies,” in Understanding Digital
Humanities, ed. David M. Berry (Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire; New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 43.
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mind map demonstrates) three-part approach I had initially ideated through research: world-
building/fantasy, reframing/reclamation, and present intervention. I return to this notion now
because it seems like an inquiry worthy of future pursuit. This thesis seems to evidence the claim
that contemporary art, as understood expansively to include creative expressions of activism, has
great potential towards decoloniality/decolonial praxis. Given the mutability of coloniality, and
the innumerable positionalities that someone coping with or resisting those expressions may be
situated within, decoloniality necessitates versatility in praxis and pliability in comprehension.
The activity of ‘reading’ artwork as decolonial praxis inherently fosters those necessitated
qualities because it requires interrogative, multidisciplinary thinking, which not only aids the
literal processes of praxis, but also potentially uncovers new iterations. Thus, embracing the
power of ‘not-understanding’ elaborated by Marisol de la Cadena in Earth Beings, | maintain that

any future developed strategy should similarly require fluidity.?2*

While this detail would inevitably complicate any specific delineation towards the
development of such recognition tactics, I contend that there is indisputable value in being able to
identify decoloniality in practice (i.e., decolonial praxis), despite it looking different in nearly
every incidence. The more wholistically any concept is understood, the easier it is to implement.
Furthermore, given the epistemically pluralistic nature of decoloniality’s pursuits, the wider the

variety of positionalities that decolonial praxis can be recognized within, the wider the variety of

224 \arisol de la Cadena, Earth Beings: Ecologies of Practice across Andean Worlds, The Lewis Henry Morgan Lectures
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2015). Marisol de la Cadena tells the story of Mariano and Nazario Turpo’s lives and
their work towards the agrarian land reform movement. Hers is a narrative that is reflexively aware of the limitations of its
telling because of the differences between her (and our, for those of us who see with ‘Western’ lenses) practice of and concept
of being in the world and that of runakuna, Quechua people. Runakuna worldmaking is one in which human persons relate
and live with non-/other-than-human beings. For the Turpos’, these earth-beings (which we might call mountains) participated
in the struggle for agrarian reform, even if (our) history would not recognize them. Working with the partial connections of her
world and that of the runakuna, de la Cadena invites us to practice a kind of not-understanding — a way of relating, doing
research and writing about it that does not need to explain away difference but rather, sits with the disjunctures and gaps. Her
narration is also a translation that refuses to reduce or equate either world to the other; rather, it generates its theory across
epistemic and hegemonic divides. It also seemed optimistic about translation: there is a sense of awe at the gaps in the worlds
presented in the book, one that embraces its limits in theory and understanding: it is okay that we don’t ‘get it’ completely. She
also thinks about the idea of equivocation, when people use the same words to talk about different things, like calling earth-
beings ‘sacred mountains’.
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positionalities decolonial praxis could thus emerge from. As such, developing a replicable
strategy for recognizing and analyzing something, artwork or otherwise, as decolonial praxis
would be very useful towards the dissemination of decolonial theory, especially outside of the
academy.

Undoubtedly, such a strategy (or set of linked strategies) would constitute merely one
option, and certainly not the definitive manner of identifying decoloniality in practice; yet that
seems to be of little importance given its indeterminate and protean composition. Additionally, in
the time I did spend fleshing out the budding three-part strategic approach mentioned, I became
inclined to argue that explicitly stated decolonial intentions are largely irrelevant to what qualifies
something as decolonial praxis. This, too, seems worth distinguishing because establishing such
might unearth additional prospective tactics for identifying and analyzing decoloniality in
practice. Of course, all these claims, as well as the suggested three-part approach itself, require
significantly more substantial research to be corroborated.

The wholistic exploration of mapping (digital and analog) applied in this thesis, though
not always ‘successful” in the ways initially envisioned, nonetheless evinced a productive and
convincing manner for understanding the artistic interventions of MSI, 27N and their members —
especially Yulier P’s murals — as decolonial praxis, primarily by way of massaging out the various
essences and intricacies that operate in service of differing expressions of decoloniality, and then
demonstrating how these artistic interventions embody them, multiply them, and disseminate
them. I attempted to align the self-reflexive praxis that Alexandra Juhasz has located at “the heart
of the digital humanities,” and which parallels a crucial aspect of decolonial praxis itself, in the

manners by which I applied my methodologies and analytical tools.?%>

225 Jyhasz, Alexandra, “The Self-Reflexive Praxis at the Heart of DH,” n.d., 24546,
https://academicworks.cuny.edu/bc_pubs/314/.
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Self-reflexive praxis acknowledges the messiness of reality, and much like how this
practice helped me make the most of unexpected messes (especially during my exploratory digital
mapping efforts), there is a beauty in that. It seems that the more self-reflexivity is practiced, the
more comforting its confrontation becomes, slowly breaking down hegemonic rigidity and
rebirthing its materials as supple grounds in which one can replant themself and simply try again.
It is a commitment once again redolent of Fanon’s radical declaration, “today I believe in the
possibility of love” — one that MSI, 27N, and their participating members embody whole-
heartedly, as they keep pushing for their human rights in the face of the PCC’s often brutal
obduracy rooted in a singular commitment to the Revolution at the expense of all else.??® When
they are denied their voice, they find new ways to communicate; when they are denied their tools
of choice, they invent and build new ones; and when they’re faced with a singularly acceptable

way of being, they stand up and say no in collective plurality.

226 Fanon, Frantz, Black Skin, White Masks, trans. Philcox, Richard, First edition, New edition., Get Political. (New York:
Grove Press, 2008), 28.
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