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it became apparent to me [what they thought]. I can’t speak 

about the Ministry of Culture or the Communist party, but in the 

Association’s point of view -- they said “There is no room for hip 

hop here in Cuba. Cuban youth do not have the same problems 

as urban youth in the US.” Period. That was their attitude. I 

kind of took a breath and I said to myself, “Nehanda, you’re a 

revolutionary and you speak your mind – go for it.” 

 Basically, what I said to them is that rap, as far as I 

understood it, is an expression of one’s ideas and one’s thoughts; 

a reflection of where one came from and an expression of one’s 

hopes and aspirations. As revolutionaries -- elder revolutionaries 

-- we had a responsibility to listen to what the Cuban youth had 

to say. If they were saying something we were in disagreement 

with, then as revolutionaries we had a responsibility to point 

to these young people where they may have strayed in their 

thinking. However, if what they said is true, once again as 

revolutionaries, we had a responsibility to listen to them and 

make the changes according to what the contradictions were. 

 I’m sure that my input didn’t have any influence towards 

the eventual change in Cuba’s policy towards hip hop. I think 

that what eventually changed the minds of the powers-that-be 

is the fact that these children are responsible -- they formed a 

community and they were relentless. They said, “We don’t need 

you. We’re gonna do this,” Like in the ‘70s, in the early days of 

hip hop in the US, when there were no record deals – there was 

nothing – you just hooked it up in the street – I mean, literally, 

you hooked up the electricity in the street – and you just did your 

thing. And that’s what these kids did here. [They said] “We don’t 

need you. we’re gonna do this”, and that’s what they did, they just 

took it to the streets. And the more they took it to the streets, the 

more recognition they got here and around the world. 

The stakes seem much higher here considering there is no 

free speech. Where are the lines drawn?

 I don’t know, to be quite honest with you. I have been in 

certain venues where an artist has said something that has made 

me sit back and be like, “Oh my god, we’re gonna get raided” 

– you know? Those occasions, fortunately, have been few. But 

even within that context, I could see a certain truism being 

spoken, and maybe I didn’t agree with the way it was being said. 

I think that young people who are involved with rap probably 

self-censor themselves, and have definitely found a way to 

express themselves using metaphors. I think if we really want to 

Describe the gumbo of Cuban rap.

 Cuban rap is a product of being children of the revolution. 

One thing that I’ve noticed since being here is that young people 

have an ability to make an analysis and come to a conclusion 

based on intelligence, whether you agree with it or not. The 

whole metamorphosis of coming into their own. Cuban hip hop is 

a result of being able to think and pick and choose what is good 

for them and what isn’t, and reflecting their own realities, their 

own histories. 

What makes Cuban rap – Cuban rap…?

They tend to stay conscious in what their lyrics are and also in 

terms of their behavior as one of responsibility to themselves 

and to the hip hop community. And in all the concerts I’ve been 

to, I’ve seen maybe one physical altercation, which is so unlike 

what we know happens back at home. So its responsibility, 

its actions and its lyrics are what makes Cuban hip hop 

essentially Cuban. 

What other American influence is their movement devoid of?

 It wasn’t exactly devoid of American influences. The 

difference here was this sense of community – not a movement 

but a sense of community. “We’re in this together – let’s make 

it work.” At that time they basically did not have any help other 

than themselves. Of course, they had the Hip Hop Festival which 

started in 1995 and the government gave some support for that, 

but outside of that, everything that grew out of the the hip hop 

community in terms of venues, in terms of carving a way into 

Cuban culture, these young people did it themselves. 

Do you think that the community aspect has anything to do 

with being raised under communism?

 I’m sure it does. I think that communism is a big part of what 

made them become a community and not just out for themselves. 

One of the things that has impressed me about Cuba is that even 

though everybody argues and everyone complains, it doesn’t 

mean that they are not nationalists in their outlook and not 

looking out for one other.

Can you explain the elders’ early stance on hip hop and the 

resistance this community had to face to be heard?

 The first time I sat down with Association Hermano 

Saiz [aka AHS, the young Communists Union’s cultural arm 

overseeing young artists] was the first time Black August 

came with a delegation from the United States. In the meeting, 


