Submission to the United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination 
Re: Racial Equality and the Structural Constraints Imposed by the United States Economic War on Cuba
-Submitted by Isaac Saney on behalf of the Canadian Network On Cuba (CNC). Saney is serves on the CNC executive and is a Black Studies and Cuba specialist and coordinator of the Black and African Diaspora Studies program at Dalhousie University, Halifax, Canada-
I. Introduction
This brief submission examines the historical trajectory, contemporary realities, and structural constraints shaping racial equality in Cuba. It argues that while Cuba has made significant and measurable progress in dismantling institutionalized racism since 1959, persistent inequalities remain. Crucially, it contends that the principal external obstacle to Cuba’s stated goal of achieving full racial equality and equity is the long-standing and intensifying economic war waged by the United States against Cuba.
Cuba’s most recent report to the Committee demonstrates that the period 2018–2023 has been marked by a comprehensive expansion of legal, institutional, and policy frameworks aimed at combating racial discrimination, including constitutional reform, new criminal legislation, and the creation of national anti-racism mechanisms. This submission integrates those developments into a broader structural analysis.
II. The Cuban Revolution as a Watershed for Afro-Cubans
The Cuban Revolution constituted a decisive rupture with the deeply entrenched racial hierarchies that defined Cuban society under colonialism and the period of U.S. domination (1898–1958). From its inception, the revolutionary leadership, most notably Fidel Castro, publicly identified racial discrimination as a fundamental social injustice.
The revolutionary state dismantled formal segregation and implemented sweeping redistributive policies—land reform, universal healthcare, mass education, and employment guarantees—that disproportionately benefited Afro-Cubans. These transformations produced measurable gains reflected today in near-universal literacy, universal access to healthcare, and broad educational attainment across racial groups.
Yet, as acknowledged both in Cuban policy discourse and by observers such as Assata Shakur, racism persisted in cultural, interpersonal, and institutional forms. The Revolution abolished legal apartheid-like structures, but not the historical consciousness and social practices produced by centuries of slavery and colonialism.
III. Early Revolutionary Approaches and the Turn to Race-Conscious Policy
The early revolutionary framework was shaped by a Marxist analysis that treated racial inequality as derivative of class exploitation. While materially transformative, this approach underestimated the autonomy and persistence of racial hierarchies.
By the 1980s, Cuban leadership recognized that structural transformation alone was insufficient. Fidel Castro’s acknowledgment that racial inequality persisted marked a turning point toward intentional, race-conscious policy, including targeted inclusion in leadership and institutional reforms.
This shift laid the groundwork for contemporary approaches that integrate legal guarantees, public policy, and cultural transformation.
IV. Contemporary Policies, Institutional Architecture, and Measurable Progress
Cuba’s recent report to CERD documents a dense and multi-layered anti-racism framework, reflecting one of the most comprehensive state-led efforts globally to address racial inequality.
1. Constitutional and Legal Transformation
The 2019 Constitution establishes equality as a supreme legal principle and explicitly prohibits discrimination based on skin colour and ethnic origin. It mandates that the State actively create conditions to ensure equality, moving beyond formal non-discrimination toward substantive equality.
This is reinforced by:
The 2022 Criminal Code, which criminalizes discrimination and includes aggravated penalties for racially motivated acts
The Criminal Procedure Act (2021), which strengthens due process and protections against discriminatory prosecution
The Family Code (2022), which explicitly defines and prohibits discrimination within family and social relations
Together, these laws embed anti-racism across multiple domains of social life.
2. Institutional Mechanisms and Governance
A central development is the establishment of the National Programme against Racism and Racial Discrimination (“Color Cubano”) and its coordinating commission. This program integrates: State institutions; Civil society organizations and Educational and cultural sectors
It represents a whole-of-society approach to combating racism. Additional institutional innovations include:
A National Ombudsman’s Office to address discrimination and protect vulnerable populations;
Specialized commissions addressing race, gender, and disability; and 
Protocols across judicial, prosecutorial, and law enforcement systems to respond to discrimination. 

3. Democratic Participation and Representation
Cuba’s report highlights the participatory structure of its political system, including referenda and local nomination processes. Representation data indicates that 45.11% of parliamentary deputies identify as Black or mixed race, suggesting significant progress in political inclusion.
4. Socioeconomic Rights and Universal Provisioning
Cuba’s approach to racial equality is inseparable from its model of universal social provision:
Healthcare: Free, universal, and non-discriminatory, with strong outcomes in life expectancy and infant mortality
Education: Universal access with relatively balanced racial representation across levels of attainment
Employment and Social Protection: Legal guarantees of non-discrimination, equal pay, and social security
For example, educational attainment data shows relatively comparable distributions across racial groups at multiple levels, reflecting the equalizing impact of universal access.
5. Cultural, Educational, and Ideological Interventions
The Cuban state has implemented extensive programs to address the cultural dimensions of racism, including:
Curriculum reforms emphasizing African and Afro-Cuban history
National education programs to combat racial prejudice
Cultural initiatives promoting Afro-descendant identity
These efforts recognize that racism is not only structural but also ideological and cultural.
6. Civil Society and Social Mobilization
Cuba reports over 2,200 civil society organizations, many actively engaged in anti-racism work. These include cultural institutions, community networks, and grassroots initiatives that collaborate with the state in policy design and implementation.
V. Persistent Challenges
Despite these advances, Cuba acknowledges ongoing disparities:
Socioeconomic inequalities affecting Afro-descendant communities
Unequal access to emerging market-based sectors
Underrepresentation in certain leadership and high-income domains
Persistent racialized social attitudes
Intersectional inequalities, particularly affecting Black women
Importantly, the report notes low levels of formal complaints of racial discrimination, which may reflect underreporting or limitations in institutional accessibility rather than the absence of discrimination.
VI. The Structural Impact of the U.S. Economic War on Cuba
Cuba’s CERD report unequivocally identifies the U.S. blockade as: “the main obstacle to the country’s economic and social development”
This submission extends that analysis by demonstrating its direct and indirect impact on racial equality.
1. Massive Economic Losses and Development Constraints
Between 2018 and 2024, the blockade caused approximately $29.8 billion in damages, with cumulative losses exceeding $164 billion. These losses translate into reduced capacity for Housing development; Infrastructure investment and Social welfare expansion—all of which disproportionately affect Afro-Cuban communities.
2. Restriction of Social Policy Capacity
The blockade limits access to: International credit and financing; Medical and technological resources; Infrastructure development
This directly constrains programs aimed at reducing inequality, including those under Color Cubano and broader social equity initiatives.
3. Reproduction of Racial Inequality via Economic Restructuring
Economic pressures have necessitated limited market reforms, including expansion of: Tourism and Remittance-based income
These sectors reproduce racial inequality due to historical migration patterns favouring white Cubans and Afro-Cubans unequal access to capital and networks
4. Territorial and Urban Inequality
The inability to adequately invest in housing and urban infrastructure perpetuates spatial inequalities in marginalized neighbourhoods where Afro-Cubans are overrepresented.
5. Technological and Informational Inequality
The blockade restricts access to digital infrastructure, increasing costs and limiting connectivity, thereby affecting participation in emerging economic and informational sectors.
6. Intensification Through Additional Coercive Measures
Recent measures—including financial restrictions, fuel supply sanctions, and designation on U.S. lists—have further deepened economic hardship and its unequal social impacts.

VII. Key Analytical Insight
The Cuban case demonstrates that State policy can significantly reduce structural racial inequality. However, external coercive economic measures can undermine redistributive capacity and reproduce inequality. Racial inequality in Cuba must therefore be understood as a historically rooted and globally mediated phenomenon, shaped by both internal dynamics and external constraints.
VIII. Recommendations
This submission urges the Committee to:
Recognize the Impact of Unilateral Coercive Measures
Acknowledge the blockade as a structural barrier to racial equality.
Call for the Lifting of the Blockade
Affirm that its removal is essential for the realization of human rights.
Support Cuba’s Institutional Anti-Racism Framework
Strengthen international cooperation with programs such as Color Cubano.
Encourage Enhanced Data Collection
Support improved mechanisms for tracking racial disparities.
Promote Structural Analyses of Racial Inequality
Situate national disparities within global political-economic contexts.
IX. Conclusion
Cuba’s experience offers a critical and instructive case in the global struggle against racism. The Revolution dismantled institutionalized racial exclusion and established a model of universal social provision that has significantly reduced inequality.
At the same time, the persistence of disparities reflects both historical legacies and contemporary global constraints.
The evidence demonstrates that the U.S. economic war is not merely an external policy issue but a central determinant shaping the limits of racial equality in Cuba. It constrains development, exacerbates inequality, and undermines the transformative potential of anti-racist policies.
A just evaluation of Cuba’s record must therefore integrate both its substantial internal achievements and the external forces that condition their realization.

