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Anthropologist Noelle M. Stout’s new book of‐
fers readers an important new perspective on sex‐
uality in post-Soviet Cuba. Stout distinguishes her
work from other studies of post-Communist tran‐
sitions  by  shifting  her  focus  away  from  the
macroeconomic questions that characterize most
studies in the field. Her work draws key connec‐
tions between economics and interpersonal rela‐
tions in order to understand how Cubans “make
sense of their lives, their relationships, and their
place  in  ...  [a]  shifting  economic  terrain”  (p.  3).
Stout further distinguishes her study by eschew‐
ing the typical focus on heterosexual encounters
in favor of an examination of homoeroticism and
globalization.  Stout  chose  to  focus  on  changing
notions of intimacy and love, specifically, because
they  are  “diagnostic  of  broader  social  trends
brought  about  by  post-Soviet  economic  restruc‐
turing” (p. 186). 

Framing her study as an analysis of “intimate
economies,” Stout avoids the pitfall of conflating
intimacy with sexuality. Instead, she scrutinizes a
range of interpersonal relationships from the fa‐

milial to the sexual in order to understand how
intimacy (as both a concept and a set of behav‐
iors) changed with the introduction of capitalism
to Cuba. During the decade she spent in the field,
Stout conducted approximately one hundred for‐
mal  and  informal  interviews  with  individuals
from a variety of different ethnic backgrounds—
including  twenty-two  foreign  tourists—who  pri‐
marily  identified  as  gay.  All  of  her  Cuban-born
subjects  were raised under socialism, and all  of
them have experienced profound changes in their
intimate lives as a result of the economic and po‐
litical shifts taking place on the island. 

Cuba’s entry into global capitalist markets in
the years since the cessation of Soviet aid has re‐
quired  changes—namely,  the  reintroduction  of
tourism—that stand at odds with orthodox social‐
ism. Critics of the new economic program point to
the restratification of Cuban society, the rise of the
commercial  sex  trade,  and  a  waning  culture  of
racial equality as proof of capitalism’s corrupting
effect on the island. Caught at the “crossroads of
political  struggles  over  sexual  equality  and  the



widespread  introduction  of  transactional  sex,”
many  of  Stout’s  subjects  have  cultivated  a  pro‐
found nostalgia for socialism as a system based on
equality, reciprocity, and social solidarity that en‐
couraged the growth of authentic love and desire
(p.  30).  This  authentic  love  was  undermined by
the  new  emphasis  on  possessive  individualism
and commodified intimacy that accompanied the
introduction of private enterprise. In other words,
for  them  the  post-Soviet  economic  crisis  had
prompted a crisis in values wherein Cubans en‐
gaged in intimate relations largely por interés (for
economic reasons) rather than true affection. 

Ironically,  in  reminiscing  about  the  days  of
orthodox socialism, her subjects often resuscitat‐
ed  the  very  same  normative  tropes  of  decency,
honor, and civilization that had long marginalized
homosexuals  in  Cuba.  Similarly,  they  lamented
the  proliferation  of  prostitution  on  the  island
even as they themselves engaged in commercial‐
ized sex or  supported hustlers  with whom they
had personal relationships. Stout also notes that
many Cubans she interviewed conceded that self-
interest  in  the  realm  of  interpersonal  relations
(what Stout refers to as “tactical sexual relation‐
ships” [p. 78]) predated the demise of the Soviet
regime.  Stout  resolves  these  inconsistencies  for
herself  by  concluding  that  “multiple  moral
economies  can  coexist  and  compete”—a  state‐
ment that seems true of all historical eras rather
than a unique feature of post-Communist-era soci‐
eties—and  that  socialist  norms  gave  Cubans  a
“common language to interpret desires and expe‐
riences and to criticize the new inequalities that
troubled daily life” (pp. 135, 180). 

Stout  clearly  established  deep  connections
and trust with her subjects, which allowed them
to share personal truths that are at once powerful
and painful.  While  a  few of  Stout’s  physical  de‐
scriptions of her subjects seem oddly exoticizing,
this book is deeply researched, well written, and
informed by an impressive body of interdiscipli‐
nary scholarship.  The second chapter  on sexual

regulation in post-Soviet-era Cuba should be re‐
quired  reading  for  anyone  interested  in  sexual
practice  and  state  policy  on  the  island.  Stout
hopes her work will be a springboard for studies
of intimate economies in the Cuban provinces, as
her study is admittedly Havana-centric. She also
calls for new research to account for the impact
that increasing migration levels and rising rates
of HIV transmission on the island are having on
intimacy and sexuality. 
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If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at
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