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Eleven Cornell students took a trip to Cuba over winter break that they say forever
changed their views of the island nation.

Now many of them are setting out to change the views of fellow students or
members of their own families.

“I was able to right all of the misconceptions that Americans have about Cuba,”
said Andrea Coleman '21. “My friends were saying, ‘Is it a dictatorship down
there? Does everyone have to wear uniforms?’ It's not like that at all.”

The students learned about the Cuban revolution from people living there, many
of whom see Fidel Castro as the leader who wiped out illiteracy and racism and
improved health care and education.

Coleman’s family is from Cuba, but they usually relayed negative information
about the country as she was growing up because her grandmother left before the
revolution. “I wanted to see for myself what the country was like now,” she said.

“This trip showed me that there are two sides to every story,” said Christine
Estimé '19. “For many Cubans, Fidel Castro was a revolutionary guy who was
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tapped during hard times and had to do what was needed.”
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Kiana Jackson/Provided

The sculpture “El Titan de Bronce” in Santiago’s Revolution Square.
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Students said they felt welcome. “People would stop us on the street and say,
‘Americans. Cubans. We are one,” said Wunmi Duyile '18.

The trip was organized by Marcus Scales, residence hall director of Ujamaa
Residential College, and Theoria Cason, assistant director in the Office of
Residential and New Student Programs. Scales and Cason reached out to the
Office of Academic Diversity Initiatives (OADI), the Office of Engagement
Initiatives, Residential and New Student Programs, and Faculty Living-Learning
Programs, who all helped students pay for the trip.

Before their trip, students read through material put together by Carole Boyce-
Davies, professor of English and Africana studies, who also went on the trip. They
included poetry as well as cultural and historical information. Several of the
students also took Boyce-Davies’ fall class Caribbean Worlds.

“l enjoyed deconstructing what we know about Cuba from firsthand experience
and seeing how large countries like America have huge effects on smaller
countries like Cuba because of actions like the embargo,” said Kada Hyde '18.
“There are so many residual effects of post-colonialism that we still see. There
are a lot of false narratives about countries [whose citizens] don’t often get to
speak for themselves.”

Along with discussions about politics, religion and history, the trip included many
cultural interactions with local people, including children at a dance school.

“The kids just told us to come up and dance with them, and it was beautiful,” said
Gabriela Mino '21. “We were learning from them and they were learning from us.
Many of us don’t speak Spanish and many of them didn’t speak English, but
through dance we were able to communicate.”

They also visited local shops and restaurants and explored Cuban food.
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Adaeze Okorie/Provided

Santuario Del Cobre, near Santiago, Cuba.
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“A lot of figurines in the shops showed the music and artwork and instruments like
maracas because that’'s so ingrained in Cuban life,” said Traciann Celestin '19.
“People were so happy when they were dancing or singing. In the U.S., dancers
always have these serious faces, but in Cuba, you have to have a smiling face
when you’re dancing.”

The students also delivered four bags of books written by African-American
authors that will help to build a library at a cultural center in Santiago.

Back at Cornell, several students said the trip inspired them to take different
classes or added to their research interests.

Laurence Minter '21, an OADI research scholar, said, “I think | will be more
mindful of thinking about my work on a global scale.”

Adaeze Okorie '20 said she will always have a special connection to the students
from the trip. And she has a new perspective on her everyday “dramas.”

“There’s so much more [to life] than where you come from, than the struggles at
school or my own petty problems,” she said. "People around the world
experience things so differently. | think that a trip like this helps you to be more
open and receptive to people who come from different backgrounds.”
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