






.. The Exile Experience 
by Nelson P. Valdes 

Here at our sea-washed, sunset gates shall stand 
A mighty woman with a torch, whose flame 
ls the imprisoned lightning, and her name 
Mother of Exiles. From her beacon hand 
Glows world-wide welcome; her mild eyes command 
Tlie air-bridged harbor that twin cities frame. 
"Keep, ancient lands, your storied pomp!" cries she 
With silent lips. ''Give me your tired, your poor, 
Your huddled masses yeaming to breathe free, 
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore. 
Send these, the homeless, tempest-lost to me, 
I lift my Lamp beside the golden door!'' 

-Emma Lazarus, "The New Colossus" (1889)

Social revolutions are abrupt, profound, thorough and all-encompassing 
processes of radical social change. They affect every facet of everyday life. As 
such, social revolutions have an impact on everyone, regardless of whether they 
wish to change or not. The Cuban Revolution of 1959 has been a case in point. 
As the Revolution transformed institutions, social relations and practices, people 
had to take a position on those changes. One could not escape. Everything became 
politicized. In such a context, history and biography interacted in numerous ways. 
Personal troubles and difficulties were transformed into political issues. The 
individual became object as well as subject of the very forces shaping that 
revolution-be they economic, political, domestic or foreign. Those unable to cope 
with the changes, or unwilling to accept them, often chose exiie. It was not an 
easy choice. 

The play Once Removed, by Eduardo Machado, presents some aspects of the 
Cuban exile experience in the United States. The play portrays the difficulties of 
a family that arrived in Hialeah, Florida in 1960. It is a story of lives in disarray, 
of confusion with the new culture. The family lives in.a closed world, surrounded 
by apartment walls, interacting mainly with one another, and remembering. For 
exiles have a different sense of time. They cannot help but compare the present 
with the past. They are married to the Angel of History, and like Lot's wife, 
constantly keep looking back. Memories, always memories. Only other exiles share 
this past. Y ct this very break with a historical community allows the exile to re­
create, re-define and even re-write the past, to live as he or she wishes to be 
perceived. Or, as a character in the play states, "Nobody here has any idea." 

Machado shows us an exile family that apparently had some wealth in Cuba 
but lost most of it, with only some jewels remaining of their previous status. These 
jewels have become fetishes. They provide a sense of accomplishment and meaning. 
Possessions, in this case, represent identity. It would be a mistake to think that 
this is just crass materialism. 
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This family also seems to have a formalistic attachment to Catholicism, yet 
fails to demonstrati; even minimal religious values. It is a family immersed in the 
cult of the mother ("Momism "), but its authority relations remain patriarchal. The 
family left behind a nationalist revolution but not its nationalism or national pride: 
"No daughter of mine is going to confess to a foreigner," and "It's not your flag, 
why should you pledge to it everyday." In other words, theirs is a world of 
contradictions. 

These Cubans are not immigrants; they are exiles. The immigrant, like the exile 
leaves his/her country. But the departure is undertaken for totally different reasons. 
Desiring upward social mobility, the immigrant departs in search of better economic 
opportunities. The immigrant does not take a stand on the prevailing politcal system 
left behind; it is of no consequence. The choice is personal. Moreover, the immigrant 
usually can return home. 

The exile faces different conditions. As a rule, the exile takes a position on 
the politics, society, culture or economy of his/her country. The exile disagrees 
with the prevailing national arrangements and, unable to change them, decides to 
leave. There is no room for compromise. The departure could very well mean 
downward social mobility, as was lhe case of the family in Machado's play. Of 
course, after social revolutions, many go into exile after they have experienced 
a Joss of power and influence in their own country. 

This affluent Cuban family lacks any sense of history. There is neither discussion 
nor understanding of what actually happened to them, or why. Here the playwright 
has adopted a fairly common view among intellectuals of the Cuban exile: lhe Cuban 
upper class was not cultured, sophisticated or in any way cosmopolitan enough 
to comprehend the world. Edmundo Dcsnoes once stated that the Revo:ution was 
a "revenge against a stupid Cuban middle class that really did not know how to 
undl!rstand the problems of a modern world." They did not shape history; they 
were shaped by it. This was not surprising. The wealthy in Cuba em::rged and 
flourished as an appendage of American capital, management and know-how. They 
lacked independence and initiative. That dependence created in the ruling class a 
mind-set that merely waited for the U.S. to make decisions on their behalf. Once 
the Revolution took place, the Cuban bourgeoisie or middle class chose exile in 
the hope that the U.S. Government would do the dirty work of fighti�g the 
Revolution and putting them back in their respective positions of power and 
influence. Like Antigone's father, the Cuban middle class was blind and exiled. 

The exile experience is always much more complex than would appear to be 
the case in Machado's play. Exiles do not live in a vacuum. Peter L. Rose has 
noted that the exiles' experience is "part of an intricate sociopolitical web that must 
be seen as the background against which any portrait of their travails must be painted 
and any dissection of their innermost thoughts and feelings must be pinned." There 
are, in fact, different waves of Cuban exiles, each wave representing a different 
period in the history of the Cuban revolutionary process, as well as different social 
characteristics. 

From 1959 to the present, close to 900,000 Cubans have left their country. 
In the U.S., they constitute the second largest foreign-born minority group as well 

7 








