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Preface

iCon lo que un yanqui ha gastado
no mas que en comprar botellas
se hubiera Juana curado! ...
With what a Yankee spends
Just buying bottles,
Juana could have been cured! ...
Nicolas Guillén (from the poem,
Visita a un solar, 1930)!

This book is about the relationship between provisioning and politics. To be
clear, politics is understood in terms of values, economic or otherwise. In
this sense, politics is ‘less about the struggle to appropriate value (or freedom
to create/accumulate value), but the struggle to establish what value s
(or the freedom to decide what makes life worth living)’ (Graeber 2001:
88). I am concerned with values and their spatio-temporal dimensions, like
nationalism or economic globalization, and with the way associated values
are evidenced in moral ideas and practices that shape everyday life.

In the above verses, for example, there are two values of beer: the first is
the market value paid for by tourists from the United States, the second, the
social value of finding a cure for Juana (a poor woman from rural Cuba). As
the poem suggests, in the 1930s ordinary Cubans saw the two forms of
value as commensurable; ‘Yankees’ did not. Since then, contradictions
between social values and market values have become even more
pronounced, associated with incessant bi-polar discourses of liberalism and
socialism. As I will argue, each discourse is tied to particular temporalities
and spatialities, becoming what I call Leviathans®> that frame the material
and ideational spaces in which ordinary people in Cuba claim their rights
and entitlements.
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Officially if not always empirically, values set by markets such as price
stand in direct contrast to welfare values such as the grand narrative of
Cuban socialism, according to which necessities such as food are considered
human rights, distinct from the world of commodities. In this normative
scheme, basic foodstuffs should be accessible to all needy Cubans in
domestic currency, pesos, though more desirable items may only be available
in hard currency (or in equivalent peso prices). The traditional planned
economy of Cuba is based on a model that treats the nation as one socialist
enterprise, whose ultimate aim is not profit (surplus value) but to ensure
alimentary and other needs (social values) of the national community. The
scalar project of Cuban nationhood, which controls and rationalizes
collective forms of provisioning, and the global political economy that gives
some Cubans more options than others, are practical effects of these
contrasting normative and material systems, the one that privileges the
sovereign nation, the other, the sovereign consumer. This book reveals
how people in rural Cuba rationalize the practicalities of living in this
contradictory moral and political economic world, in which both national
and supranational norms influence rather than determine a more localized
politics of value-making.

It was this interest in the relation between values and experience, and in
the moralities, materialties and spatialities of this relation, that first
motivated me to write this book. My own concern with food politics
developed when I spent time in Cuba observing and often living through
Cubans’ daily ‘fight’ (lucha) to provision food for their families. As an
ethnographic researcher, my analysis had to start with the ‘concrete
conditions which stimulate interest in some abstract problems rather than
others’ (Hart 1986: 637), and so naturally I focused on the main concern of
the people under study: food. As someone from a country with much
influence over the global political economy of food, the topic of food politics
was also personal.

For at least a decade, I have been struck by the historical divergence of
values that have developed over time in my ‘home’ — the United States —
from those that emerged in Cuba, a country located just 90 miles away.
Growing up in the Central Valley of California, I witnessed the large-scale
conversion of prime agricultural lands into residential or commercial
properties, creating what geographers call a ‘spatial fix’ that cannot easily be
undone. As I was to discover, an opposite pattern was happening in 1990s
Cuba, where prior neglected and/or damaged land was being converted to
agroecological production to provide food for Cubans. This shift in land use
patterns is a reflection of two different ways that powerful interests in each
country have come to value land and its products: the first that sees land as a
means to acquire high rents and profit, the second that sees land as a means
to ensure collective entitlements. In the case of the United States and most
other countries where private agro-food interests have come to overpower
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(or accord with) public regulation, food is treated primarily as a commodity.
In the case of Cuba, food for domestic consumption is officially a public
good, though it may also become a commodity in export, tourist and local
farmers’ markets. While even organic food production in California must
yield enough profits to outcompete residential or commercial land
developers (see Guthman 2004), Cuban food production is guided more by
alimentary necessity than market determinants.

The aims of agroecological food production in Cuba may seem ideal to
the radical, ecologically minded westerner. But in the event that they could
personally choose between social and market values (and he or she is more
likely to have this choice than Cubans), they may not like to leave their
preference for a salad of organic basil — ready washed and served with fresh
mozzarella, organic heirloom tomatoes and Californian olive oil — for a
collective value system that serves a simple salad of peeled cucumbers and
soya oil. Indeed, it is all too easy to idealize the Cuban experience as an
admirable alternative to our own, forgetting all the privileges of the market
that we as ‘responsible’ consumers take for granted (forgetting too that
ordinary Cubans would likely want access to such privileges if given the
opportunity). Actually, it is this very dichotomy between ‘us’ and ‘them’ —
and between market and collective (or state) forms of value — that is
problematized in this book.

On a more theoretical level, the book reveals what Neil Smith (1992: 78)
calls the ‘double-edged nature of scale’ as both enabling and disabling
different forms of value: ‘By setting boundaries, scale can be constructed as
a means of constraint and exclusion, a means of imposing identity, but a
politics of scale can also become a weapon of expansion and inclusion, a
means of enlarging identities’ (Smith 1992: 78). While on the one hand
Cuba’s food politics often limit the value of food to an instrumental substance
to satisfy collective needs, neglecting consumer demand and choice, on the
other, Cuba’s scalar politics of food reinforce long-term values for national
sovereignty and social (and now, environmental) justice, which ordinary
people elicit in their own definitions of what it means to be Cuban. At the
level of everyday experience, where serendipitous events and encounters
enable certain forms of value and disable others, people sometimes main-
tain, sometimes contest what I call Cuba’s national moral economy.

In a sense, then, this book is about possibilities. It is about the
transformative capacities of ordinary people in rural Cuba who must work
within and between internal and external materialities and moralities. It is
also about analytical possibilities that emerge when one shifts from western
dichotomies — between fixed representations and unfixed flows or networks,
for example — to the creative formation of such abstract representations as
Cuban nationhood, which are, ironically, often the result of unfixed,
cross-border interactions.> As Marilyn Strathern (1995: 29) argues:
‘Abstract knowledge is an end-result, the effect of creative work ... In short,



