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In this article, I explore the kinship imaginaries that emerged between gay 
male tourists from North America and Europe and Cuban male sex workers 
and their families within the context of Havana’s queer-erotic economies. 
Whereas male sex workers throughout Latin America and the Caribbean 
tend to conceal their male clients from their families, Cuban sexual la-
borers in this study incorporated queer foreigners into kinship imaginar-
ies. Such bonds often conferred the rights and obligations of kin, while 
“blood” kinship was increasingly described in and subject to financial 
terms. Motivated by money rather than “blood” or “choice,” kinship ties 
fostered between foreign gay men and younger male sex workers prompt 
a rethinking of non-normative kin ties as an alternative to dominant sys-
tems of kinship and suggest the political and economic roots of familial 
bonds more broadly. [Keywords: Kinship, tourism, gender and sexuality, 
sex work, Latin America and the Caribbean, Cuba] 
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In the widely circulated documentary Habana Muda (Brach 2012), viewers 
witness the creation of a transnational queer family through the relation-

ship between Chino, a deaf Cuban farmer who is married with children, 
and José, a gay Mexican tourist who has fallen in love with him. During 
their year-long affair, José provides Chino with cash, toys for his young 
children, clothing and toiletries, household items, and manicure equipment 
for Chino’s wife to establish a home business. As time passes, José finds 
a boyfriend in Mexico. Not wanting to abandon his obligation to Chino and 
his family, José continues to send money and arranges for Chino’s emi-
gration. The night before Chino is scheduled to leave the island, he and his 
family gather with José and José’s new boyfriend around a candlelit table. 
“We are all family now,” Chino’s wife says, pointing at each of the Mexican 
visitors. Emotional at the thought of losing her husband, she continues, 
“We are family, so you cannot abandon us; do not forget about us.” 

The film meditates on the ambiguity at the heart of the men’s inti-
macy: is Chino sincere in his affection for José or merely using him to 
gain access to cash and the possibility of emigration? Perhaps trying to 
prevent spectators from drawing reductive conclusions, French direc-
tor Eric Brach excludes the fact that the men’s relationship would be 
typical within Havana’s thriving homoerotic sex trade, which parallels 
that of other contexts such as the Dominican Republic, Mexico, and 
Brazil (Cabezas 2009; Padilla 2007a, 2007b; Parker 1999; Prieur 1998). 
What is unique to the Cuban story is how, as the film’s denouement sug-
gests, kinship terms and practices that were familiar both to tourists and 
to Cubans offered a common frame through which gay foreigners and 
Cuban sexual laborers could solicit ongoing types of affection, obliga-
tion, and care. For some Cuban men facing a bleak post-communist 
economic landscape beginning in the 1990s, sexual labor, economic 
survival, and familial ties had become isomorphic. By offering Cubans 
excluded from global economies a lifeline to various forms of mobility 
and capital, kinship imaginaries allowed them to inspire long-term finan-
cial patronage that kept their families financially afloat. 

In this article, I analyze social situations such as those found in Habana 
Muda that I encountered during seven years of research trips to Havana to 
study queer sex tourism.1 The Cuban case presents a distinctive contri-
bution that builds on known scholarship on the homoerotic transnational 
sex trade in the Caribbean and Latin America (e.g., Cabezas 2009; de 
Moya and Garcia 1998; Kulick 1998; Padilla 2007a, 2007b; Parker 1999; 
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Prieur 1998). In the Dominican Republic, for instance, Mark Padilla (2007a, 
2007b) has shown how queer tourists similarly establish long-term rela-
tionships with male sex workers, many of whom perform heterosexual 
identities in their everyday lives, and send remittances for extended pe-
riods of time (see also Cabezas 2009). Whereas Dominican sex workers 
go to great lengths to conceal their work from their families, particularly 
from older generations such as parents and grandparents (Padilla 2007b), 
in Cuba it is typical for male sex workers to introduce foreign clients to 
their families, who in turn incorporate tourists into kin imaginaries. In other 
tourist settings in the Caribbean and Latin America, kinship provides a 
boundary marker between foreigners and locals (see Frohlick 2013), but 
the transnational homoerotic bonds that I documented in Havana encom-
passed myriad intimacies among tourists and sex workers and their par-
ents, wives, and children. These transnational kin systems appealed to 
gay tourists who came to accommodate sentiments of love and affection 
alongside the knowledge that financial incentives had motivated kin ties.

By analyzing tourists’ capacity to embrace both intimacy and instru-
mentality within affective kin economies in a post-communist milieu, I 
join with anthropologists and feminist scholars who have sought to illumi-
nate the ersatz cultural distinctions between the economic realm and the 
arena of familial bonds (e.g., Collier 1997, Collier and Yanagisako 1987, 
Constable 2003, Freeman 2007, Friedman 2005, Hirsch and Wardlow 
2006, Lipset 2004, Rebhun 1999). Through an analysis of the experiences 
I documented in qualitative interviews and participant observation with 
30 gay male visitors from Europe, the US, and Canada who developed 
relationships with Cuban sex workers and their families, I show how forms 
of obligation and reciprocity were embedded within transnational declara-
tions of queer familia. I argue that personhood and capital were generated 
through the creation of these bonds and lost through their dissolution. 
In our conversations, gay tourists often upheld traditional cultural dis-
tinctions between market and intimate domains, maintaining that money 
could not buy love, for instance. Yet tourists’ experiences and narrative 
accounts of those domains suggest that the boundaries between affec-
tion and instrumentality were difficult to discern in ways that resonate with 
the longstanding ambiguity of the ties among kinship, commoditization, 
and political life more generally. 

While heterosexual sex tourism continues to gain attention as an 
example of the role of affect and kinship in reproducing contemporary 
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global capitalism, only a handful of scholars have explored the links 
between gay pleasure tourism and late-capitalist affective economies 
(e.g., Binnie 2004; Cantú 2002; Padilla 2007a, 2007b; Parker 1999; Puar 
2002). Scholars have largely emphasized how heterosexual sex tourism, 
at times described as “romance” tourism, in the Caribbean and else-
where can evolve into “non-commodified” forms of marriage, partner-
ship, and parenting (e.g., Bernstein 2007; Brennan 2004, 2007; Cabezas 
2004; Cheng 2007; Constable 2009; Frohlick 2013). Because some for-
eign tourists never pay directly for sexual services and spend extended 
lengths of time with sex workers, sex tourist encounters tend to blur the 
lines between transactional sex and less overtly commodified forms of 
intimacy (Cohen 1986, 1993; odzer 1994; Pruitt and LaFont 1995).2 The 
absence of queer transnational kin practices from this scholarship can 
partially be attributed to the fact that marriage has served as a primary 
mode through which sex tourist encounters transform into kinship. Until 
recently, matrimony has not been a widely available means of solidify-
ing ongoing ties between gay tourists and local sex workers. Yet, given 
the increasing prevalence of federally recognized same-sex marriage in 
Europe, Canada, and the US, extending these analyses to the transna-
tional queer kin imaginaries fostered by homoerotic encounters in Cuba 
becomes all the more important.3 

Attending to the bonds between gay tourists and the families of sexual 
laborers, I therefore seek to revise longstanding anthropological notions 
that gay kinship offers an alternative to dominant systems of inequality 
(Carrington 1999, Weston 1991). In particular, Kath Weston’s iconic stud-
ies of gay kinship in the 1990s in San Francisco indicated that the forma-
tion of gay families empowered those marginalized by society and their 
“blood” kin to create lasting support networks. Since then, anthropolo-
gists have explored gay domestic reproduction by focusing on gay and 
lesbian childrearing (Carrington 1999, Lewin 1993, Sullivan 2004) and the 
rise of same-sex marriage (Hull 2006) in the US.4 A driving question of 
such scholarship has been whether gay family-making could potentially 
unravel the power hierarchies of gender and sex embedded in norma-
tive hetero-kin relations. My analysis of kinship discourse and practices 
within Havana’s homoerotic post-communist economies reaches outside 
of the US to add another layer to this discussion: I show how queer kin-
ship practices, while subverting dominant notions of biological kin, can be 
inextricably tied to forms of market capitalism.
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Studies of Cuban sex tourism have typically focused on heterosexual, 
middle-aged, single white men who travel to take advantage of bargain 
prices for sexual services—relationships that serve as an embodiment 
of the neocolonial and heterosexist underpinnings of the tourist trade 
(Alcázar Campos 2009, Cabezas 1998, Fusco 1998, Marrero 2003, 
Roland 2011). When queer tourists are studied, as Puar (2002) observes, 
they are often conceptualized either as activists invested in political 
travel or as pleasure tourists seeking sun, sand, and sex. This analytical 
binary makes it easier for depictions of gay foreigners to border on ste-
reotype and obscures how queer transnational encounters complexly af-
fect everyday local life. Whereas Cuban male sexual laborers have been 
widely studied (e.g., Allen 2007, 2011; Fosado 2005; Hodge 2001, 2005; 
Sierra Madero 2012), their gay foreign clients remain largely absent from 
these accounts. This article uses such accounts to provide a more ac-
curate view of how tourists blend notions of love and financial support 
to forge ongoing ties with Cubans and their families. In doing so, I show 
how performances of kinship are as central to the functioning of homo-
erotic sexual labor as are performances of masculinity and sexuality. 
Understanding this significance helps to uncover what these relation-
ships might mean in the broader framework of contemporary political 
economies of love in the Caribbean (cf. Padilla et al. 2007). 

Hence, I frame these relationships, and the discourses and practices 
that they inspired, as kinship imaginaries in order to analyze how Cubans 
and foreigners used familial terms to generate a variety of new financial 
and affective outcomes. The model of a kinship imaginary emphasizes 
the forms of creativity at play in shaping kinship, as new forms of sociality 
generate novel family formations (cf. Rapp and Ginsburg 2011:383).5 In 
doing so, I aim to stress the heterogeneity and provisional nature of kin-
ship arrangements rather than to imply that a unified social imaginary or 
singular “Cuban” or “tourist” kinship systems exist. Instead, Cubans and 
tourists co-created and participated in multiple kin imaginaries that often 
operated at cross-purposes and dissolved over time. 

My analysis draws on nearly two years of research in Havana between 
2001 and 2007, during which I spent time with gay male tourists in their 
hotels, at restaurants, city tours, and nightclubs, on dates with their Cuban 
partners, and during visits to the families of these Cuban sex workers. 
I also conducted follow-up interviews with gay tourists from the US in 
Miami and New York City in 2011 and 2013.6 I met the majority of my 
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respondents in Havana’s informal queer nightlife, on the Malecón seawall 
or in nearby parks, or through the Cuban sex workers whom I had be-
friended. They were predominately white, with a smaller number of black, 
Latino, and Jewish respondents, and were between 35 and 66 years old. 
The Cuban sexual laborers they hired spanned the color spectrum, as 
white foreigners tended to pursue light-skinned Cubans, and black and 
Latino tourists tended to prefer Cubans who were darker skinned. The 
majority of the tourists considered themselves middle to upper-middle 
class in their home countries, with a few “starving artists” in the group, 
although all were wealthy by Cuban standards. Most were repeat visitors 
and had been traveling to Cuba for more than two years in a row. While 
the tourists were all interpellated through kinship ties, they interpreted the 
rights and responsibilities of kin in distinct ways that reflected their class, 
ethnic, national, and generational differences. 

Although my tourist interlocutors understood that I was a researcher, 
they often treated me as a fellow traveler, relying on my language skills 
and personal connections to enhance their vacation experiences and in-
cluding me in their activities and personal networks while in Cuba. As an 
anthropologist, I was a type of long-term queer tourist myself, and I was 
able to understand the complexities of these bonds through my participa-
tion in transnational queer families, including through forms of financial 
obligation that I maintain today. I first became aware of the prevalence of 
kinship discourse within tourist–Cuban relationships when a male Cuban 
sex worker began telling his friends and acquaintances that I was his half-
sister por parte de padre. My first instinct was to dismiss this as his playful 
effort to explain why we were together so much but not sexually involved, 
but I soon realized that these somewhat ambiguous yet generative kinship 
terms were directed at a foreign as well as a Cuban audience. Although my 
relationships with sex workers were platonic and based on my research, 
I began to understand the potency of these kinship sentiments to foster 
intimacy and incorporate tourists into ongoing systems of reciprocity. 

Love and Money in Post-Communist Kinship
Since homoerotic sex, prostitution, and, to a lesser degree, relationships 
with foreign tourists were stigmatized in post-Soviet Cuba, it seems re-
markable that rather than conceal their clientele, young hustlers would 
introduce gay foreigners to their parents, their siblings, and even their 
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wives and girlfriends. After the dissolution of the Socialist Bloc in the early 
1990s, Cubans lost massive Soviet subsidies and suffered extreme short-
ages of food, electricity, and fuel. The severity of the post-Soviet crisis re-
oriented both the national economy and household budgets around hard 
currency gleaned from the nascent international tourist trade and family 
remittances. This growing dependence on foreigners and family abroad 
set the stage for the emergence of commodified kin relations within the 
homoerotic sex trade. 

From the perspective of communist Cuban government officials, the 
reintroduction of international tourism was a necessary evil after the com-
plete collapse of the Cuban economy in the 1990s (Espino 2000:362). 
Unlike other Caribbean leaders, the Cuban National Assembly resisted 
whole-hearted neoliberal economic restructuring by refusing to privatize 
national resources and rejecting loans from multinational governing agen-
cies such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF). Instead, leaders ac-
quiesced to certain limited forms of capitalist investment in the tourist 
industry, which would remain largely state owned. Within the first decade 
of Cuba’s opening to tourism, 1990 to 2000, the annual number of foreign 
visitors to the island increased from 370,000 to 1.8 million (Brundenius 
2002:383) and continued to rise to 2.53 million by 2010, a number greater 
than the entire population of Havana that year.7

The remarkable growth of prostitution after the reintroduction of tour-
ism in the 1990s stands out all the more because, for decades, the so-
cialist government had claimed its eradication as the crowning jewel of 
revolutionary socialism. But as the tourist industry grew, other forms of 
employment in the public sector continued to diminish. With jobs in the 
tourist industry limited and Cubans becoming increasingly dependent on 
foreigners’ hard currency to purchase the necessities of daily life, some 
young Cubans created their own ad hoc transnational networks through 
black market connections in the capital.8 Sex work with foreigners proved 
to be among the most lucrative forms of work in the black market and, 
consequently, an illicit homoerotic sex tourist trade grew and thrived in 
Havana. Young men looking to earn black market salaries through sexual 
labor were often referred to as pingueros (literally “dick workers”), a new 
type of worker who made use of the traditional notion that a man could 
have same-sex liaisons without adopting a homosexual identity, as long 
as he maintained the “masculine” or penetrative role in sex (Allen 2007, 
2011; Fosado 2005; Hodge 2001, 2005; Sierra Madero 2012).9 In 2002, an 
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income study of residents in Havana demonstrated the economic advan-
tages of performing sexual labor: a woman working as a sexual partner to 
foreigners typically earned between $240 and $1400 a month, whereas a 
university professor made no more than $22 monthly, a physician grossed 
between $12 and $25, and a cabinet minister received no more than $23 
(Mesa-Lago and Pérez-López 2005:75).10 Homoerotic economies offered 
comparable earnings and became a risky yet profitable way to acquire the 
currency needed to purchase the kinds of daily necessities that had previ-
ously been provided by state rations. 

The appearance of kinship sentiments within these queer erotic econo-
mies reflected specific forms of post-Soviet liberalization in which Cuban 
familial relationships were becoming tied to the marketplace through a 
growing dependence on family remittances. Although Cuban revolution-
ary leaders intended the paternalism of the communist state to supersede 
kinship as a fundamental source of sustenance, the evacuation of state ra-
tions and services in the post-communist era encouraged a resurgence of 
familial networks as a primary means of support. During the crisis, Cubans 
migrated in high numbers and often supported those still living on the 
island (Eckstein 2004, Eckstein and Barberia 2002). According to Cuban 
reports, in 2002, at the start of my research, remittances from abroad 
were around $820 million, and 60 percent of the population was receiving 
money from abroad (Eckstein 2004). on average, Cubans received more 
from foreigners and Cubans living abroad than the average annual earn-
ings of state workers (Mesa-Lago and Perez-Lopez 2005:78).11 Hence, 
as Cubans’ relationships with Cubans abroad and foreigners became in-
creasingly important, they also became fraught, as Cubans came to rely 
for survival on the loyalties and hard currency of those living overseas. 

In all of the cases presented here, male sexual laborers maintained a 
yuma (foreigner) and a wife or girlfriend in Cuba—a relationship that a 
gay client might read as evidence of social homophobia in Cuba, while 
the Cuban wife explained the homoerotic relationship as motivated by 
economic hardship. Unlike the heterosexual sex trade in which female sex 
workers fostered illusions of fidelity by calling their clients their “boyfriends” 
(Alcázar Campos 2009, Fernandez 1999, Fusco 2001), queer transnation-
al families incorporated male sex workers’ foreign clients alongside their 
female partners. It was when gay foreigners found themselves in cramped 
kitchens and overgrown backyards with the female partners, parents, 
and siblings of Cuban sexual laborers that kinship imaginaries emerged 
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and became salient. Male sex workers did not introduce the foreigners as 
maridos (husbands) or novios (boyfriends), but family members often ad-
dressed the tourists as “son,” “brother,” or “uncle” to make sense of these 
unprecedented encounters. Kin terms allowed Cuban relatives of sex 
workers to domesticate what Douglas (1966) calls matter out of place—
here, a queer outsider whose relationship to the sex worker remained im-
plicit but never acknowledged.12 Cuban families recognized these kinship 
gestures as instrumental, but also described them as attempts to connect 
with outsiders and to creatively adapt to novel, post-communist forms of 
transnational sociality. 

Queer kinship imaginaries formed through homoerotic tourist econo-
mies were a decidedly contemporary phenomenon, but the building of 
familial alliances has long blurred affective sentiment with economic and 
social aspirations. For example, the use of kinship as a strategy of ad-
vancement has been well-documented during the Cuban colonial era. In a 
post-slavery context, as Martínez-Alier (1989) shows, marriage and fertil-
ity were a primary means through which white creole families consolidated 
their position in the social hierarchy. During a moment of rapid social and 
economic transformation, endogamous marriage offered a vehicle for as-
suring socioeconomic stability as creole families mobilized discourses 
of racial and sexual purity to confine white daughters to marital unions 
that would benefit the families’ social and economic standing. Meanwhile, 
mulata women would likewise seek relationships with white men to gain 
class mobility. These colonial kinship practices focused on the production 
of offspring in the form of inheritance for white creole daughters and the 
“whitening” (blanqueamiento) of children for darker-skinned women. In 
the post-Soviet era, partner choice and family relations became linked to 
financial incentives in ways that resonated with this historical legacy and 
chafed against longstanding socialist ideals of “true love” fostered outside 
of the grips of economic necessity (Andaya 2013).13 

The tactical use of kinship in the post-communist era, therefore, should 
not be heralded as the incursion of market values or political life into a 
distinct domestic domain of familial love. Instead, transnational queer 
networks of financial support and emotional care represent the latest in-
carnation of kinship’s reproduction through contemporary forms of capi-
tal that travel via transnational circuits generated by sexual and familial 
intimacies. Declarations of familial and romantic love have always been 
imbricated in the production of capitalism because it was only when a 
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market sphere of labor came into existence that one could lay claim to its 
opposite—a domestic sphere of love and care (Collier 1997, Collier and 
Yanagisako 1987, Constable 2003, Freeman 2007, Friedman 2005, Hirsch 
and Wardlow 2006, Lipset 2004, Rebhun 1999). Cultural understandings 
of kinship thus both inform and reflect the economic movement of la-
bor and wealth, inspiring and naturalizing identities and social hierarchies 
(Franklin and McKinnon 2001:9). As Yanagisako (2002:13) has argued in 
her study of Italian family firms, familial relationships and kinship process-
es that are often assumed to exist in opposition to the market actually re-
main instrumental in the production and reproduction of forms of industrial 
capitalism. The Cuban case illustrates a form of queer kinship in which the 
fundamental ties between exchange and obligation merely become more 
transparent than most.14 

While the tourists I worked with did not consciously deconstruct en-
during notions of “familial love” as linked to the economy, their willingness 
to accept kin terms and obligations bound to Cubans’ needs and desires 
for financial support suggests a significant expansion of the ideology of 
queer domestic familial bonds. Just as Cubans were increasingly dis-
cussing familial obligations and romantic relationships in financial terms 
at the same time as remittances from émigrés became central to daily 
survival, tourists were finding discourses of marriage and family more 
central to their gay communities at home. Large-scale post-communist 
transformations—including the rise of a gay tourist trade, increased mi-
gration, and the importance of remittances—were not merely a backdrop 
to the rise of queer transnational kin ties, but were aspects of contempo-
rary capitalism that were shaped by and informed the transnational queer 
kin networks that emerged.

Ironically, the incorporation of queer foreigners into Cuban kinship net-
works presents less of a challenge to official Cuban approaches to gay 
tolerance, which center on the family as a site for advocating sexual equal-
ity, than do some non-Cuban gay rights organizations. Whereas such or-
ganizations risk projecting a Western model of individual rights and activ-
ism onto a historically socialist Cuban context, gay foreigners operating 
through familial ties could appear less threatening to Cuban models of 
sexual equality. The most public gay advocates in Cuba tend to support 
a depoliticized movement that works within preexisting state structures 
to promote sexual equality, in lieu of a separate political bloc that would 
oppose the government bringing about social and political change (Stout 
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2011). For example, according to Mariela Castro Espin, Director of the 
National Center for Sexual Education, gay tolerance should not occur in 
the ballot box but rather be fostered within the psychology of the Cuban 
family, where parents must learn to accept their gay children (as quoted 
in Jimanez 2004). The fact that the familial bonds of gay tourists and 
Cubans, however, originate with transnational sexual labor grates against 
socialist ideals of economic equality and defies the Cuban government’s 
strict prohibition of prostitution. 

Tourists Seeking Acceptance, Access, and Esteem
When I asked Anthony, a 39-year-old gay African American photographer 
from Brooklyn who had been visiting Cuba for over ten years, whether he 
had ever been invited to meet the family of a Cuban hustler, he said, “of 
course—that’s the first thing they do. That’s hustler 101.” Handsome, flu-
ent in Spanish, and able to pass as Cuban, Anthony established numerous 
novios (boyfriends) during his trips to Cuba. Rather than pay for discrete 
sexual acts, Anthony would provide a place to stay, gifts such as clothing, 
jewelry, and sneakers, and food for his boyfriends and their families. He 
continued to send money on an ongoing basis to one of his former lovers. 
“The first thing [hustlers] want to do is take you home, especially if they’re 
from the countryside,” Anthony explained. “[They have] a natural curios-
ity about foreigners, but they’re also trying to make you feel like part of 
the family. Your novio’s mother starts calling you ‘son,’ his sister calls you 
hermano, and before you know it you’re sending money for the next year.” 

What power did these terms of endearment hold for tourists who felt 
compelled to make financial contributions over time? Many tourists, like 
Anthony, described the satisfaction they gained from feeling “seen for 
who they really were” and simply loved by Cuban families. While tourists 
might label male sexual laborers as opportunistic, they often described 
hustlers’ families as generous, accepting, and empathetic. Many of my 
interlocutors were astonished to have older generations of Cubans, such 
as sex workers’ mothers or grandmothers, wholeheartedly embrace them, 
constantly offer food when supplies were limited, and protectively watch 
over them. Many black and Latino tourists whom I interviewed described 
how these gestures powerfully combined with racial dynamics to make 
the tourists feel even “more at home” in Cuba than in their hometowns. 
For example, Anthony often told me that he felt more comfortable with his 
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Cuban “family” than in the small Midwestern US town where he grew up 
because he so easily blended in with black and mulato Cubans. 

This juxtaposition of sexual labor and familial affection, however, often 
created mixed feelings for tourists. For example, in describing his first trip 
to meet a Cuban family in their home, Anthony seemed ambivalent. “By 
the seventh day [we knew each other] osvaldo had convinced me to go 
to meet his family in the countryside—ten hours driving. I did it because I 
wanted to see the country and to get into their lives, get pedestrian, travel, 
and live like they do.”15 He had been enthusiastic about the journey, but 
later realized that the trip was a common ploy to solicit money. In our 
conversations, he wanted to set himself apart from other tourists whom 
he imagined might be duped into thinking that they were going home as a 
gesture of “pure” love or commitment. Yet, when describing that first trip, 
he also said that osvaldo’s mother called Anthony her son and referred 
to her younger son as Anthony’s little brother. “The little brother was 13, 
beautiful, wide-eyed, and friendly,” Anthony said. “He was not faking it. I 
called him my little brother and he really seemed to love me.” 

Anthony’s story illustrates how sex workers’ families used kin terminol-
ogy to incorporate yumas into the household, and how gay tourists—fa-
miliar with building gay kinship networks at home (Weston 1991)—enjoyed 
this interpellation as “brother” or “son,” often conforming to the obligations 
it entailed.16 Sharing material and financial resources among American 
gay kinship networks, as Weston (1991) points out, was especially com-
mon among working-class gay men and lesbians. Indeed, throughout the 
ten years that I corresponded with Anthony, he adopted a number of what 
he described as “gay sons,” black teens who lived in surrounding neigh-
borhoods in New York City and who were struggling, often financially, at 
the same time they were trying to “figure out who they were.” Just as the 
Cuban matriarchs would care for Anthony in Cuba, he would watch out 
for these young protégées. Anthony periodically offered them a place to 
stay, provided food when they were hungry, and taught them practical 
survival lessons from how to stay safe while cruising to where to go for 
AIDS/HIV testing. As Anthony’s story suggests, tourists brought different 
understandings to kinship relationships based on their own class, racial, 
ethnic, and national backgrounds, which inspired various interpretations 
of meeting the family.17 

Like Anthony, many of the black, Latino, and white working-class 
tourists I interviewed were more likely than their wealthier counterparts 
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to identify kinship gestures as part of the performance of sexual labor, 
but still developed feelings of intimacy and reciprocity alongside a belief 
that they were desired for their financial contributions. For these tourists, 
kinship work was inextricable from sex work. These tourists felt that the 
familial bonds were part of la mecánica (the hustle) and yet gained plea-
sure and validation from their interpellation into Cuban kin imaginaries. 
To them, incorporation into Cuban families carried the expectation that to 
be part of a family meant to provide for those who were struggling. In the 
context of Cuban tourism, this ability to accommodate market motives in 
the construction of queer family suggests a critical challenge to ideas that 
familial love must be distinguished from sexual labor, with any suggestion 
of financial motivation obscured. 

In contrast, many wealthier white North American and European tourists 
whom I interviewed tended to describe going home with Cuban men as a 
critical turning point in a relationship at which it became clear that they were, 
as one tourist explained, “more than just a client.” For wealthier European 
and American tourists, incorporation into Cuban familial life offered many 
of my respondents what I describe as “patronage esteem”—the sense that 
they were generous and that this big-heartedness reflected their character 
and worth. Patronage esteem seemed to qualify them in their social circles 
as charitable. For instance, John and his partner of 20 years, Michael, had 
been traveling from Los Angeles, CA to Havana twice a year for five years. 
John was a handsome entertainment lawyer in his late 40s and Michael, 
also in his 40s, was a successful real estate entrepreneur. The couple sent 
money every month to the Cuban sexual laborers whom they had been 
visiting for years, even after they ceased having sexual relations with the 
younger men. John and Michael had become active in Afro-Cuban religion 
and had gone through an intensive initiation ceremony during one of their 
trips. They had paid for the emigration of two young Cuban sex workers 
to California, who stayed with them briefly before moving to Miami. When 
John and Michael vacationed in Havana, they always visited the families 
of the men who had migrated. I accompanied them on these visits and 
watched as one young man’s mother cried and thanked them for their help. 
These visits, where John and Michael were referred to as “brother” and 
“son” by the Cuban families, left the tourists feeling appreciated and as if 
they had “done something that mattered” with their wealth. 

Forms of patronage esteem among gay tourists resonate with a growing 
humanitarian tourist industry, in which tourists from the global North often 
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pay to provide medical assistance, infrastructural support, or material relief 
in host countries. often based on notions of benevolence and rooted in 
histories of transnational development projects in Latin America and the 
Caribbean, the volunteer efforts of humanitarian tourism in Cuba are largely 
organized around notions of leftist political solidarity and opposition to the 
US embargo. A small sector of this movement is composed of queer activ-
ists who are interested in developing collaborations with Cuban state-run 
organizations and learning about gay life in Cuba (cf. Feinberg 2009). 

While my interlocutors, similar to humanitarian travelers or queer activ-
ists, saw their contributions as a symbol of their altruism, the gay tourists 
I interviewed remained indifferent to solidarity politics. Patronage esteem 
was distinct from humanitarian efforts and transnational queer activism 
in that sexual pleasure and desire were unapologetically motivating the 
original bonds these tourists made with Cubans. Whereas sex was often 
present in the “reality tourism” or humanitarian efforts of various organiza-
tions, its presence was either disavowed or reluctantly recognized as a 
byproduct of cultural immersion (Stout 2014:166).

Although the gay tourists I interviewed were not motivated to establish 
connections with Cubans for explicitly political purposes, leftist political 
leanings, an interest in Cuban culture, and a somewhat idealized attach-
ment to the Cuban revolution often informed their interest in Cuban life 
beyond the island’s sandy beaches. Across their class, ethnic, and nation-
al differences the majority of my respondents were interested in becom-
ing intimately acquainted with the Cuban landscape. They were united 
in their desire to “get pedestrian,” to access the “real” Cuba—a desire 
which often spawned their initial meetings with hustlers’ families. For ex-
ample, Theo was an attractive 36-year-old white Canadian novelist from a 
working-class background who didn’t feel as if he were in the “authentic” 
Havana unless he was living alongside his boyfriends in the poorest con-
ditions, even by Cuban standards. Becoming “part of the family” helped 
many of the gay tourists whom I interviewed to position themselves as 
partial insiders in a landscape that the Cuban government hoped to make 
impenetrable to foreigners. Cuban officials maintained strict forms of 
segregation that demanded foreigners use designated tourist hotels and 
separate taxis, restaurants, hospitals, nightclubs, and shops that dealt in 
hard currency (Babb 2011).18 By insulating tourists from Cubans, the gov-
ernment contributed to the idea that tourists must stray from the beaten 
path to access the “real” Havana. In the absence of official gay clubs or 
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neighborhoods, for instance, tourists were forced to cross these unau-
thorized borders to meet Cuban men in Havana’s informal, public queer 
nightlife, what Sierra Madero (2001) has described as an ambiente homo-
erótico (homoerotic scene). This nightlife centered around informal, nightly 
gatherings along the Malecón seawall, at private gay parties with an ad-
mission fee of a few dollars, or at the gay beach just outside of Havana. 
For tourists coming from cultural contexts in which sex represents the 
ultimate access, sex offered a bridge for tourists to get beyond state-
sanctioned tours. By incorporating themselves into the families of young 
sexual laborers, the men could gain even greater entrée into Cuban life. 
For many queer tourists whom I interviewed, transgressing state-imposed 
boundaries added an air of adventure and discovery to their experiences 
and provided a sense of superiority over other tourists who never made 
it past the air-conditioned buses, overpriced cocktails, and buffet-style 
hotel food.19 Tourists’ desires to become part of an authentic daily experi-
ence of Cuban society often set apart long-term patrons, including me, 
from other gay tourists who visited Cuba once or twice and never estab-
lished kin relationships with hustlers’ families. 

In situations in which tourists sought access or esteem, the knowledge 
that familial bonds were produced in part to inspire foreign patronage did 
not detract from the pleasure or power of the emotional attachments re-
sulting from these ties.20 The kinship imaginaries produced by and through 
erotic economies therefore indicate new forms of intimacy that were no 
longer defined mainly in opposition to market exchange. Tracing a his-
torical shift in the consumption of sexual labor in the US, Bernstein (2007) 
describes a similar trend in the rising prevalence of desires for “bounded 
authenticity,” in which a female sex worker provides the emotional con-
nections of a girlfriend as opposed to industrial-era models of sexual re-
lease devoid of emotion. Bernstein attributes this change to global eco-
nomic restructuring beginning in the 1980s, which blurred the public and 
private spheres in ways that transformed the meaning and possibilities 
of commodified sex. Indeed, in late-capitalist service industries such as 
tourism, performances of “emotion work” are just as important as physical 
labor (cf. Jones 2004), as emotions become increasingly central to these 
workplaces (Berlant 2008, Illouz 2007). The blending of familial intimacies 
with affective and sexual labor in contemporary Cuban erotic economies 
suggests a significant expansion of the forms of emotion work that have 
become crucial to the reproduction of transnational economies. 
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The relationships my respondents forged in Cuba have emerged as 
an unexpected component of a broader movement of “gay globaliza-
tion” through which we see the increasing prevalence of queer identities, 
commodities, media, and activist movements outside of the global North 
(e.g., Altman 1997, 2001; Boellstorff 2003, 2007; Donham 1998; Cruz-
Malavé and Manalansan 2002; Manalansan 2003; Parker 1999; Povinelli 
and Chauncey 1999; Rofel 1999, 2007). Concerned with the impact of 
these gay movements and commodities as they cross national boundar-
ies, anthropologists have shown that non-Western, nonconforming gen-
der and sexual communities will neither be “modernized” nor “contami-
nated” by flows of Western-style gay identities and activism (Boellstorff 
2007:22). The specific role of queer tourism within these movements, 
however, remains slightly more complicated because tourism is founded 
upon neocolonial racial and economic global inequalities. on the one 
hand, scholars have criticized how the North American and European 
gay tourist industries exoticize destinations in the global South. These 
gay tourist trades perpetuate orientalist assumptions about “the West” 
as a place of sexual rights and freedom, and offer a problematic version 
of queer liberation based on consumption (Cantú 2002, Puar 2002). on 
the other hand, other analysts have resisted interpreting relationships be-
tween queer foreigners and locals as exploitative simply because they 
cross uneven racial, national, and sexual boundaries (Binnie 2004:106, 
Parker 1999). As my findings suggest, transnational encounters are com-
plicated by gay tourists’ diverse national, racial, ethnic, and class back-
grounds (cf. La Fountain-Stokes 2002). Indeed, the experiences of my re-
spondents show how marginalized people can reap the unequal rewards 
of neocolonial privilege in a neoliberal era in which tourism has been a 
driving force of economic restructuring in the Caribbean, while tourists 
also provide crucial forms of economic support to hustlers and their ex-
tended families. 

Controlling the Terms of Reciprocity
The kin connections established through Cuban homoerotic economies 
are characterized by specific forms of temporality, which complicate the 
assumption that family is forever. Studies of gay kinship have often iden-
tified the lasting nature of the bonds as crucial factors that distinguish 
friendship from kinship (Weston 1991). Yet the networks of exchange 
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established among tourists, sexual laborers, and “blood” relatives depart-
ed from these dominant models in that tourists would often cut ties after 
years or even months. Given the precarity of lasting support, keeping in 
touch with foreigners proved to be a crucial and difficult aspect of main-
taining transnational networks once a tourist had been incorporated into 
a hustler’s family. Early on in my research, for example, between 2001 and 
2007, Internet access was not widely available to the general population, 
and international phone calls were prohibitively expensive. If a foreign-
er ceased traveling to Cuba, his sense of obligation often lessened over 
time, and the tourist would typically stop sending money. Lest this attri-
tion seem to diminish the importance of these kin imaginaries, however, 
or to qualify these bonds as friendship rather than kinship, it is important 
to note that the fragility and dynamism of these bonds reflected tensions 
that also existed among “blood” relatives who had left the island: the flows 
of assistance between blood relatives in the post-communist era could 
likewise be challenged by time or distance.

Although the obligations for reciprocity within queer kin imaginaries 
often mirrored expectations for contributions from blood relatives, the 
demands of Cubans who would approach gay foreigners with affection 
and material requests, as they would treat wealthy relatives, often risked 
causing friction. While foreigners ultimately defined the nature and pace 
of their contributions to the families of male hustlers, Cubans constant-
ly contested the terms of exchange in ways that could cause problems. 
For example, orlando, a white, 44-year-old lawyer from Spain who made 
month-long visits to Havana every three months, told me that he had sup-
ported Juan, a 23-year-old novio, and his family for three years despite the 
fact that they were no longer sexually involved. Within a month of meeting 
Juan, orlando visited Juan’s house, where he was shocked at the miser-
able living conditions. orlando moved the family into a furnished rental 
and paid the rent for six months. He also “adopted” Juan’s three-year-old 
nephew, who learned to call orlando “papa.” Despite what orlando felt 
was a generous level of financial assistance, Juan’s mother was adamant 
about receiving more money. orlando told me, 

I do everything for the family. I got them a house. I give them money 
for food. I buy the kids clothes…Juan was crying in bed last night 
because he can’t stand his mother. She’s always telling him to ask 
for money and things from me so she can have them.



When a Yuma Meets Mama: Commodified Kin and the 
Affective Economies of Queer Tourism in Cuba 

682

orlando describes his position as the provider for Juan’s family and ex-
presses frustration that Juan’s mother does not understand the limits of his 
patronage. He sees Juan’s mother as ungracious, if not conniving, in her 
attempts to extort more money. Juan’s mother, however, behaves in a way 
that could be considered reasonable, although irksome, between wealthy 
and poor relatives. Her expectations were not uncommon for Caribbean 
cultural contexts in which a relative with immense recourse to financial 
wealth would be expected to generously distribute his wealth to his im-
mediate family. These systems of financial obligation typical of the region 
had been exacerbated by decades of socialist egalitarianism in Cuba in 
which the distribution of wealth was relatively equal. In this changing so-
cial landscape, the redistribution of wealth from new foreign participants 
in everyday life could loosely stand as a form of defiance when faced with 
the new realities of inequality. From orlando’s perspective, however, his 
obligation to Juan was paramount and his aid to Juan’s family members 
was a sign of generosity rather than a concrete familial obligation. 

As orlando’s case indicates, when hustlers forced foreigners to consid-
er economic realities on their terms, tourists might describe Cubans as ma-
terialistic and unrealistic about the spending power of the foreigners with 
whom they had relations. Although gay tourists could recognize that these 
attachments were formed around necessity, foreigners imposed limits on 
the relationships of exchange. on many occasions, I heard tourists com-
plain that their Cuban boyfriends were never satisfied with the gifts they 
brought for them, no matter how extravagant. They often failed to realize 
that sexual laborers needed money, but asking for shoes or gifts instead of 
cash helped to soften the financial motivation of their relationships. When 
dealing with wealthier clients in particular, it was easier to ask for commodi-
ties that one could sell on the black market. Whether or not they continued 
to offer cash and gifts was entirely up to foreigners, often leaving Cubans 
sexual laborers and their family members feeling desperate. 

Rather than attribute the unequal power dynamics in these systems of 
reciprocity to their queered nature, I maintain that these frictions and insta-
bilities mirrored the relationships between Cubans and relatives abroad. 
The fact that orlando and others sent money on a regular basis while they 
were in their home countries paralleled the kinship ties of Cuban émigrés 
who sent remittances to their families in Cuba. Yet, it is not clear whether 
gay remittances were any less reliable than those of “blood” relatives, who 
would often cease support due to personal circumstances and a growing 
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distance from their responsibilities on the island. Many Cubans similarly 
criticized their wealthy relatives living abroad who would insist on purchas-
ing flashy electronics or expensive gifts during their visits, when food, med-
icine, and hard currency were needed. Family members were left bitter and 
resentful as support dwindled over time and visits to the island become 
more infrequent. one 23-year-old sexual laborer from Havana, for example, 
often expressed disdain for his father who had left the island years earlier 
and had slowly decreased support—skipping scheduled phone calls, can-
celing visits to Cuba, and eventually establishing a new family in the US. 
While this is an extreme case, many Cubans faced similar situations in 
which their daily lives became precariously dependent on the generosity of 
family abroad. The pressures that hustlers and their families exerted on gay 
foreigners therefore mimicked the burdens and tensions that had come to 
characterize transnational kin ties more generally. In a post-Soviet urban 
landscape dependent on foreign tourism and remittances for survival, criti-
cal new understandings of reciprocity, debt, and relatedness emerged.

Beyond “Blood” and “Choice”
“Love makes a family” has become a popular rallying cry for international 
gay rights activists in recent campaigns for marriage equality. Drawing on 
the notion that affection and care, as opposed to gender and sexual con-
formity, determine the validity of one’s kinship bonds, the motto invokes a 
powerful cultural ethos that a timeless familial love transcends petty poli-
tics and social prejudice. According to this narrative, kinship forged either 
through “blood” or “choice,” such as partner choice and adoption, should 
be protected from social criticism and legal discrimination. The use of 
familial love to defend same-sex partnerships against inequality has pro-
vided a radical political tool, and yet, as critics have pointed out, it has also 
suggested normative assumptions about proper forms of queer familial 
love. In particular, these recent discourses defending gay marriage tend 
to exclude queer kinship bonds that transgress generational and national 
boundaries or those that appear fleeting and “tainted” by market forces. 

Motivated by money, rather than “blood” or “choice,” the kinship 
ties established between foreign gay men and younger male sex work-
ers within the Cuban homoerotic sex trade suggest how transgressive 
forms of queer kinship might challenge dominant representations of ac-
ceptable gay families and, for anthropologists, encourage a rethinking of 
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the economic undertone of normative and non-normative kinship bonds 
alike. The tourists in this study, who considered themselves savvy about 
hustlers’ motivations, could accommodate an understanding that their re-
lationship was based on material interests alongside a legitimate feeling of 
being loved by the families of young Cuban men. These “intimate events,” 
as Elizabeth Povinelli (2006:191) suggests, reveal the otherwise obscured 
connections between “micro-practices of love” and “macro-practices” of 
capitalist production.

By connecting love and intimacy to broader social systems that foster 
inequalities, we can better comprehend how capitalist and non-capitalist 
practices converge in unexpected ways. Kinship sentiments both chal-
lenged and perpetuated the power dynamics inherent in unequal encoun-
ters between wealthy tourists and Cuban sexual laborers. on the one 
hand, kinship ideologies effectively incorporated foreigners into networks 
that provided Cubans with critical forms of financial assistance in an un-
stable economic landscape in which Cubans experienced a dramatic 
evacuation of state support. on the other hand, kin terms could render 
invisible the domestic, sexual, and affective labor of Cuban sex workers 
and their relatives, enabling foreigners to see themselves as “patrons” or 
adoptive family rather than consumers. The gifts and money that tourists 
“gave” to hustlers and their families offered access to the “real” island and 
served as symbols of their own affluence and generosity, often providing 
forms of profit and cultural capital for the men in their home countries. 
Likewise, foreigners ultimately controlled the terms of exchange in a way 
that often left Cubans disappointed and resentful when gay patrons cut 
ties. I maintain, however, that these “failed” familial commitments were not 
unique to queer transnational bonds. Instead, they mirrored the fraught kin 
responsibilities of Cubans in the diaspora whose financial and social com-
mitments to family often frayed when confronted with distance, economic 
hardship, and time.21 

Cubans’ ability to accommodate social inconsistences, such as the 
commodification of kin or a yuma in the family home, became a hallmark 
of the particular blending of capitalist flows with socialist principles and 
lived realities in Havana. The creative recombination of socialist and neo-
liberal practices and discourses on the sexual margins reflected broader 
trends in which people in a range of sectors embraced seemingly antago-
nistic discourses, for example, developing “socialism with commercials” 
in nascent Cuban state-run marketing industries (Hernández-Reguant 
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2000) and “socialist entrepreneurs” in Cuban health tourism (Brotherton 
2008). The embrace of paradox in Cuba paralleled other post-communist 
nations where new capitalist goods and services were cannibalized by so-
cialist discourse and practice (Burawoy and Verdery 1999, Buyandelgeriyn 
2008).22 The case of commodified homoerotic bonds within the particular 
post-communist landscape of Havana provides a unique perspective on 
this process of recombination because it reveals how notions of intimacy 
and love, frequently positioned as outside the reach of the market, were 
also reframed through a combination of socialist and capitalist terms that 
were brought to bear on lived experience. 

In 1991, Weston cautioned that redefining “family” simply by adding 
same-sex unions to a world of normative marriage and kinship, rather than 
by deconstructing the term, would backfire. Her premonition is increasing-
ly relevant as the fever pitch of gay marriage saturates American popular 
culture, from live gay weddings at the 2014 GRAMMYs to the rapid growth 
of a gay wedding industry. In this cultural moment, it is all the more im-
perative to draw attention to non-normative kinship practices that disrupt 
these images of queer kinship—contexts in which family is not forever and 
money can buy love. In post-Soviet Havana, the collision of socialist and 
capitalist understandings of reciprocity intensified opportunities for cre-
ative bargaining between hustlers and tourists that were often formulated 
as equivalent to familial debts and obligations. Foreign gay tourists were 
inspired by the performances of same-sex hustlers to co-create alternative 
kinship systems, bonds solidified by the remittances that passed between 
them. In this article, I have moved away from distinguishing “real” family 
from instrumental bonds toward understanding the value and meaning 
of kin imaginaries in lived, daily practice, and how kinship forms are im-
plicitly bound up in political economies. The deployment of kinship within 
queer erotic economies produces forms of reciprocity and indebtedness 
specific to the historical context of post-Soviet socialism, but it also rep-
resents the affective economies endemic within global capitalism more 
broadly. By recognizing how declarations of kinship—claims that “we are 
family now”—can shrink the distance among nations, economic lives, and 
sexual identities, we continue to clarify the enduring power of kinship to 
simultaneously reproduce and subvert dominant systems of power. n
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E n d n o t e s :

1My analysis draws on nearly two years of research in Havana, with the longest stretches conducted 
between 2003 and 2004 and in 2007. During my fieldwork, I conducted 30 interviews with gay men 
from Spain, Mexico, Canada, England, and the US, with a few from the Bahamas, Aruba, and Scotland. 
Although I interviewed 12 Cuban Americans who were returning to Havana as tourists, I decided to fo-
cus on non-Cuban tourists as a way to examine how foreigners with little direct contact with the island 
imagined their presence in Havana. In 2011 and 2013, I conducted extensive follow-up interviews in New 
York and Miami with three of the male sex workers and four of the gay tourists who had participated in my 
original study. Throughout the article, I use “queer” kin ties, as opposed to gay, because sex workers did 
not necessarily identify as gay. All names of respondents have been changed.

2As Brennan (2007) and Faier (2007) have pointed out, reducing these relationships to categories such as 
“authentic” or “market-motivated” ignores heterogeneous understandings of love and money. Moreover, 
these distinctions obscure how all forms of kinship and family-making are imbricated in market relations. 

3In a related vein, scholars have also focused on the relationships between sex workers and their “blood” 
kin, such as spouses and parents (Groes-Green 2013, Padilla 2007b). 

4This emergent literature, however, risks becoming myopic in its focus on cosmopolitan gay families in 
the US (Levine 2008). 

5Here I am also drawing on Strauss’s (2006) argument that the notion of an “imaginary” demands “per-
son-centered ethnographic methods” rather than a psychoanalytic “imaginary” that turns culture into an 
abstraction.

6The tourists’ perspectives analyzed here were also influenced by the interview context. When interviewed 
outside of Cuba, for example, American tourists tended to have a more critical perspective of their rela-
tionships with Cubans, often describing Cubans as more instrumental in hindsight.

7The 2010 statistics are taken from the section of the US State Department website featuring Cuba (ac-
cessed from http://www.state.gov/2/pa/ei/bgn/2886.htm on January 15, 2010). These estimates include 
“medical tourists” from other Latin American countries seeking treatment in Cuban facilities. 

8These difficulties were exacerbated for non-white Cubans, as white Cubans were hired preferentially in 
the tourist industry (Roland 2011).

9Pingueros articulated a wide range of sexual identities (Allen 2011, Sierra Madero 2013), often performing 
heterosexual identities with Cubans and queered identities with foreigners.

10In an environment in which a waiter’s tips from a single night could surpass the six-month salary of a 
university professor, highly skilled labor migrated toward low-skilled jobs (Martínez et al. 1996). 

11The distribution of remittances is hard to measure, but Cuban analysts estimate that although 35 percent 
of total households received them in 2001, only five percent went to the lowest income bracket (Iñiguez et 
al. 2001). Afro-Cubans were at a particular disadvantage as they had historically migrated less and there-
fore had fewer relatives abroad than wealthier white Cubans who saw revolutionary socialism as a threat 
to their private earnings and property.

12The transnational networks of support inspired by incorporating a gay foreigner into a Cuban family 
reflected common practices throughout Latin America in which outsiders are positioned in the role of 
comadre or copadre (e.g., Albro 2001, Behar 1993).

13Cuban socialists had rallied against capitalism for the ways that it constrained authentic, romantic, and 
familial love, here drawing on Engels’s (2010) arguments that marriage and kinship solidified the owner-
ship of private property for the bourgeoisie. Early revolutionaries argued that state communism, with its 
equitable distribution of property and labor, would provide for citizens in ways that would lessen their 
dependence on familial networks for sustenance. Cubans, in the context of communism, would be free to 
choose partners based on love rather than material considerations.
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14Building on classic anthropological models of kinship as a system of exchange, scholars have illumi-
nated how marriage and family-building, often considered outside of the marketplace, are subject to types 
of exchange that typically go unnoticed (Hirsch and Wardlow 2006). 

15Interview, New York City, May 2013.

16Rather than displace or deconstruct the links between procreation and kinship, urban gays in Weston’s 
(1991) study challenged the idea that “blood” was the only way a family could be made. Weston suggests 
that gay men and lesbians did not identify kinship as socially construed, as anthropologists did, but ac-
cepted the coexistence of biological and social systems of kin relations.

17For the majority of my respondents, debates over the sexual identities of young Cuban men were largely 
absent. Instead, in our discussions, they worried about the sincerity of the young men and their families 
and wanted to protect themselves from being “fooled” or taken advantage of. For more on tourists’ per-
spectives of post-Soviet Cuba, see Babb (2011).

18These policies were repealed by Raul Castro in 2008, but de facto segregation remained as many 
Cubans lacked the hard currency to purchase tourist amenities and services.

19A handful of my respondents wanted to travel beyond a beach resort vacation for professional or artistic 
reasons. Theo, for example, told me that his incorporation into the families of two of his long-term boy-
friends had given him a view of Cuban daily life that would become the subject of his next novel. 

20This finding suggests an expanded form of “tourist realism” in which the staging adds to the intrigue 
of the site, rather than making it less authentic or exciting (Bruner and Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1989:457).

21Although some foreign gay tourists were able to invite Cuban boyfriends or hustlers out of the country, 
the state-sanctioned option of marriage was not available to most gay foreigners in Cuba at the time of 
my research. 

22Studies of post-Soviet societies have highlighted the gendered dimensions of post-communist trans-
formations (e.g. Bloch 2003, Gal and Kligman 2000, True 2003, Yang 2010), but transformations in non-
normative sexualities have been explored less often (see Rofel 2007). 

R e f e r e n c e s :

Albro, Robert. 2001. “Fictive Feasting: Mixing and Parsing Bolivian Popular Sentiment.” Anthropology of 
Humanism 25(2):142-157.

Alcázar Campos, Ana. 2009. “Turismo Sexual, Jineterismo, Turismo de Romance: Fronteras Difusas en 
la Interacción con el otro en Cuba.” Gazeta de Antropología 25(1). Accessed from http://www.ugr.
es/~pwlac/G25_16Ana_Alcazar_Campos.html on July 15, 2013.

Allen, Jafari Sinclaire. 2007. “Means of Desire’s Production: Male Sex Labor in Cuba.” Identities: Global 
Studies in Culture and Power 14(1):183-202.

____________. 2011. ¡Venceremos? The Erotics of Black Self-Making in Cuba. Durham: Duke University 
Press.

Altman, Dennis. 1997. “Global Gaze/Global Gays.” GLQ 3(4):417-436.

____________. 2001. Global Sex. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Andaya, Elise. 2013. “‘Relationships and Money, Money and Relationships’: Anxieties around Partner 
Choice and Changing Economies in Post-Soviet Cuba.” Feminist Studies 39(3):728-758.

Babb, Florence. 2011. The Tourism Encounter: Fashioning Latin American Nations and Histories. Stanford: 
Stanford University Press.

Behar, Ruth. 1993. Translated Woman: Crossing the Border with Esperanza’s Story. Boston: Beacon Press. 

Berlant, Lauren. 2008. The Female Complaint: The Unfinished Business of Sentimentality in American 
Culture. Durham: Duke University Press.

Bernstein, Elizabeth. 2007. Temporarily Yours: Sexual Commerce in Post-Industrial Culture. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press.

Binnie, Jon. 2004. The Globalization of Sexuality. New York: SAGE Press.

Bloch, Alexia. 2003. “Victims of Trafficking or Entrepreneurial Women? Narratives of Post-Soviet 
Entertainers in Turkey.” Canadian Woman Studies 22(3/4):152-158.



When a Yuma Meets Mama: Commodified Kin and the 
Affective Economies of Queer Tourism in Cuba 

688

Boellstorff, Tom. 2003. “Dubbing Culture: Indonesian Gay and Lesbi Subjectivities and Ethnography in an 
Already Globalized World.” American Ethnologist 30(2):225-242.

____________. 2007. A Coincidence of Desires: Anthropology, Queer Studies, Indonesia. Durham: Duke 
University Press. 

Brach, Eric, dir. 2012. Habana Muda. Film. France: Quad Productions. 

Brennan, Denise. 2004. What’s Love Got to Do with It? Transnational Desires and Sex Tourism in the 
Dominican Republic. Durham: Duke University Press.

____________. 2007. “Love Work in a Tourist Town: Dominican Sex Workers and Resort Workers Perform 
at Love.” In Mark Padilla, Jennifer Hirsch, Robert Sember, Miguel Muñoz-Laboy, and Richard Parker, 
eds. Love and Globalization: Transformations of Intimacy in the Contemporary World, 203-225. 
Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press. 

Brotherton, P. Sean. 2008. “‘We Have to Think Like Capitalists but Continue Being Socialists’: Medicalized 
Subjectivities, Emergent Capital, and Socialist Entrepreneurs in Post-Soviet Cuba.” American 
Ethnologist 35(2):259-274.

Brundenius, Claes. 2002. “Wither the Cuban Economy After Recovery? The Reform Process, Upgrading 
Strategies and the Question of Transition.” Journal of Latin American Studies 34(2):365-397.

Bruner, Edward and Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett. 1994. “Maasai on the Lawn: Tourist Realism in East 
Africa.” Cultural Anthropology 9(4):435-470.

Burawoy, Michael and Katherine Verdery, eds. 1999. Uncertain Transition: Ethnographies of Change in the 
Postsocialist World. Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield.

Buyandelgeriyn, Manduhai. 2008. “Post-Post Transition Theories: Walking Multiple Paths.” Annual Review 
of Anthropology 37:235-250.

Cabezas, Amalia. 1998. “Discourses of Prostitution: The Case of Cuba.” In Kamala Kempadoo and Jo 
Doezema, eds. Global Sex Workers: Rights, Resistance, and Redefinition, 79-86. New York: Routledge.

____________. 2004. “Between Love and Money: Sex Tourism and Citizenship in Cuba and the Dominican 
Republic.” Signs 29(4):987-1015.

____________. 2009. Economies of Desire: Sex and Tourism in Cuba and the Dominican Republic. 
Philadelphia: Temple University Press.

Cantú, Lionel. 2002. “De Ambiente: Queer Tourism and the Shifting Boundaries of Mexican Male 
Sexualities.” GLQ 8(1/2):139-166.

Carrington, Chris. 1999. No Place Like Home: Relationships and Family Life among Lesbians and Gay 
Men. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Cheng, Sealing. 2007. “Romancing the Club: Love Dynamics between Filipina Entertainers and GIs in 
US Military Camp Towns in South Korea.” In Mark Padilla, Jennifer Hirsch, Robert Sember, Miguel 
Muñoz-Laboy, and Richard Parker, eds. Love and Globalization: Transformations of Intimacy in the 
Contemporary World, 226-251. Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press. 

Cohen, Erik. 1986. “Lovelorn Farangs: The Correspondence Between Foreign Men and Thai Girls.” 
Anthropological Quarterly 59(3):115-128.

Collier, Jane. 1997. From Duty to Desire: Remaking Families in a Spanish Village. Princeton: Princeton 
University Press.

Collier, Jane and Sylvia J. Yanagisako, eds. 1987. Gender and Kinship: Essays Toward a Unified Analysis. 
Stanford: Stanford University Press.

Constable, Nicole. 2003. Romance of a Global Stage: Pen Pals, Virtual Ethnography, and “Mail Order” 
Marriages. Berkeley: University of California Press.

____________, ed. 2005. Cross-Border Marriages: Gender and Mobility in Transnational Asia. Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press.

Cruz-Malavé, Arnaldo and Martin F. Manalansan IV. 2002. “Queer Globalizations: Citizenship and the 
Afterlife of Colonialism.” New York: New York University Press.

De Moya, E. Antonio and Rafael García. 1998. “Three Decades of Male Sex Work in Santo Domingo.” In 
Peter Aggleton, ed. Men Who Sell Sex: International Perspectives on Male Prostitution and AIDS, 127-
140. London: Taylor & Francis. 



NoELLE SToUT

689

Donham, Donald. 1998. “Freeing South Africa: The ‘Modernization’ of Male –Male Sexuality in Soweto.” 
Cultural Anthropology 13(1):3-21.

Douglas, Mary. 1966. Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo. London: 
Routledge. 

Eckstein, Susan. 2004. “on Deconstructing Immigrant Generations: Cohorts and the Cuban Émigré 
Experience.” Working Paper #97, Center for Comparative International Studies, University of California 
at San Diego, San Diego. Accessed from http://www.ccis ucsd.org/publications/working_papers.htm 
on Nov 4, 2007. 

Eckstein, Susan and Lorena Barberia. 2002. “Grounding Immigrant Generations in History: Cuban 
Americans and Their Transnational Ties.” International Migration Review 36(3):799-837.

Engels, Friedrich. 2010 [1884]. Origin of the Family, Private Property, and the State. Alick West, trans. New 
York: Penguin Classics.

Espina Prieto, Myra Paula. 2001. “The Effects of the Reform on Cuba’s Social Structure: An overview.” 
Socialism and Democracy 15(1):23-39. 

Espino, Maria Dolores. 2000. “Cuban Tourism During the Special Period.” Cuba in Transition: Volume 10. 
Washington, DC: Association for the Study of the Cuban Economy. Accessed from http://www.asce-
cuba.org/c/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/v10-espino.pdf on Feb 1, 2008.

Faier, Lieba. 2007. “Filipina Migrants in Rural Japan and Their Professions of Love.” American Ethnologist 
34(1):148-162. 

Feinberg, Leslie. 2009. Rainbow Solidarity: In Defense of Cuba. New York: World View Forum.

Fernandez, Nadine. 1999. “Back to the Future? Women, Race, and Tourism in Cuba.” In Kamala 
Kempadoo, ed. Sun, Sex, and Gold: Tourism and Sex Work in the Caribbean, 81-89. New York: 
Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc.

Fosado, Gisela. 2005. “Gay Sex Tourism, Ambiguity, and Transnational Love in Havana.” In Damián 
Fernández, ed. Cuba Transnational, 201-240. Gainesville: University Press of Florida. 

Franklin, Sarah and Susan McKinnon, eds. 2001. Relative Values: Reconfiguring Kinship Studies. Durham: 
Duke University Press.

Freeman, Carla. 2007. “Neoliberalism and the Marriage of Reputation and Respectability: Entrepreneurship 
and the Barbadian Middle Class.” In Mark Padilla, Richard Parker, Jennifer Hirsch, Miguel Munoz-
Laboy, Robert E. Sember, eds. Love and Globalization: Transformation of Intimacy in the Contemporary 
World, 3-37. Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press.

Friedman, Sarah. 2005. “The Intimacy of State Power: Marriage, Liberation, and Socialist Subjects in 
Southeastern China.” American Ethnologist 32(2):312-327.

Frohlick, Susan. 2013. “Intimate Tourism Markets: Money, Gender, and the Complexity of Erotic Exchange 
in a Costa Rican Caribbean Town.” Anthropological Quarterly 86(1):133-158.

Fusco, Coco. 1998. “Hustling for Dollars: Jineterismo in Cuba.” In Kamala Kempadoo and Jo Dozema, 
eds. Global Sex Workers: Rights, Resistance, and Redefinition, 155-166. New York: Routledge.

____________. 2001. The Bodies That Were Not Ours and Other Writings. London: Routledge Press.

Gal, Susan and Gail Kligman. 2000. The Politics of Gender After Socialism: A Comparative-Historical 
Essay. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 

Groes-Green, Christian. 2013. “‘To Put Men in a Bottle’: Eroticism, Kinship, Female Power, and 
Transactional Sex in Maputo, Mozambique.” American Ethnologist 40(1):102-117.

Hernández-Regaunt, Ariana. 2000. “Socialism with Commercials: Consuming Advertising.” ReVista, 
Winter. Accessed from http://revista.drclas.harvard.edu/book/socialism-commercials on Jan 28, 
2015.

Hirsch, Jennifer and Holly Wardlow, eds. 2006. Modern Loves: The Anthropology of Romantic Courtship 
and Companionate Marriage. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.

Hodge, G. Derrick. 2001. “Colonization of the Cuban Body: The Growth of Male Sex Work in Havana.” 
NACLA Report on the Americas 34(5):20-28. 

____________. 2005. “Sex Workers of Havana: The Lure of Things.” NACLA Report on the Americas 
38(4):12-15.



When a Yuma Meets Mama: Commodified Kin and the 
Affective Economies of Queer Tourism in Cuba 

690

Hull, Kathleen. 2006. Same-Sex Marriage: The Cultural Politics of Love and Law. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Illouz, Eva. 2007. Cold Intimacies: The Making of Emotional Capitalism. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Iñiguez, Luisa. 2001. “La exploración de las desigualdades espacio-familias en la Ciudad de La Habana.” 
Informe de investigación. La Habana: Fondos del CESBH.

Jimanez, Eduardo. 2004. “Gay Rights in Cuba: How Much has Changed? Interview with Mariela Castro 
Espin.” Havana Journal, February 29. Accessed from http://www.havanajournal.com/culture/entry/
gay_rights_in_cuba_how_much_has_changed/ on Mar 15, 2006.

Jones, Carla. 2004. “Whose Stress? Emotion Work in Middle-Class Javanese Homes.” Ethnos 
69(4):509-528

Kulick, Don. 1998. Travesti: Sex, Gender, and Culture among Brazilian Transgendered Prostitutes. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press. 

La Fountain-Stokes, Lawrence. 2002. “De un Pájaro las Dos Alas: Travel Notes of a Queer Puerto Rican 
in Havana.” GLQ 8(1/2):7-33.

Levine, Nancy E. 2008. “Alternative Kinship, Marriage, and Reproduction.” Annual Review of Anthropology 
37:375-389.

Lewin, Ellen. 1993. Lesbian Mothers: Accounts of Gender in American Culture. Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press. 

Lipset, David. 2004. “Modernity Without Romance? Masculinity and Desire in Courtship Stories Told by 
Young Papua New Guinean Men.” American Ethnologist 31(2):205-224.

Manalansan, Martin F. IV. 2003. Global Divas: Filipino Gay Men in the Diaspora. Durham: Duke University 
Press.

Marrero, Teresa. 2003. “Scripting Sexual Tourism: Fusco and Bustamante’s STUFF, Prostitution, and 
Cuba’s Special Period.” Theatre Journal 55(2):235-250.

Martínez, Milagros, Magaly Martín, Blanca Morejón, Guillermo Milán, and Lourdes Invalis Rodríguez. 
1996. Los balseros cubanos. Havana: Piños Nuevos.

Martínez-Alier, Verena. 1989. Marriage, Class and Colour in 19th-century Cuba: A Study of Racial Attitudes 
and Sexual Values in a Slave Society. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press. 

Mesa-Lago, Carmelo and Jorge Perez-Lopez. 2005. Cuba’s Aborted Reform: Socioeconomic Effects, 
International Comparisons, and Transition Policies. Gainesville: University of Florida Press.

odzer, Cleo. 1994. Patpong Sisters: An American Woman’s View of the Bangkok Sex World. New York: 
Arcade Publishing.

Padilla, Mark. 2007a. Caribbean Pleasure Industry: Tourism, Sexuality, and AIDS in the Dominican 
Republic. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

____________. 2007b “Tourism and Tigueraje: The Structures of Love and Silence among Dominican 
Male Sex Workers.” In Mark Padilla, Richard Parker, Jennifer Hirsch, Miguel Munoz-Laboy, Robert E. 
Sember, eds. Love and Globalization: Transformation of Intimacy in the Contemporary World, 38-69. 
Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press.

Padilla, Mark, Richard Parker, Jennifer Hirsch, Miguel Munoz-Laboy, Robert E. Sember, eds. 2007. 
Love and Globalization: Transformation of Intimacy in the Contemporary World. Nashville: Vanderbilt 
University Press.

Parker, Richard. 1999. Beneath the Equator: Cultures of Desire, Male Homosexuality, and Emerging Gay 
Communities in Brazil. New York: Routledge.

Povinelli, Elizabeth. 2006. The Empire of Love: Toward a Theory of Intimacy, Genealogy, and Carnality. 
Durham: Duke University Press.

Povinelli, Elizabeth and George Chauncey. 1999. “Thinking Sexually Transnationally: An Introduction.” 
GLQ 5(4):439-450.

Prieur, Annick. 1998. Mema’s House, Mexico City: On Transvestites, Queens, and Machos. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press.

Pruitt, Deborah and Suzanne LaFont. 1995. “For Love and Money: Romance Tourism in Jamaica.” Annals 
of Tourism Research 22(2):422-440.



NoELLE SToUT

691

Puar, Jasbir K. 2002. “Circuits of Queer Mobility.” GLQ 8(1/2):101-137. 

Rapp, Rayna and Faye Ginsburg. 2011. “Reverberations: Disability and the New Kinship Imaginary.” 
Anthropological Quarterly 84(2):379-410.

Rebhun, Linda-Anne. 1999. The Heart Is Unknown Country: Love in the Changing Economy of Northeast 
Brazil. Stanford: Stanford University Press.

Rofel, Lisa. 1999. “Qualities of Desire: Imagining Gay Identities in China.” GLQ 5(4):451-474. 

____________. 2007. Desiring China: Experiments in Neoliberalism, Sexuality, and Public Culture. Durham: 
Duke University Press.

Roland, Kaifa. 2011. Cuban Color in Tourism and La Lucha. oxford: oxford University Press. 

Sierra Madero, Abel. 2001. “La Habana de Carmín.” Revista Temas 47:93-104.

____________. 2006. Del otro lado del espejo: La sexualidad en la construcción de la nación cubana. 
Havana: Casa de las Americas.

____________. 2013. “Cuerpos en venta. Pinguerismo y masculinidad en la Cuba post-socialista.” Diaro 
de Cuba. Accessed from http://www.diariodecuba.com/cultura/1373417121_4154.html on April 10, 
2014. 

Strauss, Claudia. 2006. “The Imaginary.” Anthropological Theory 6(3):322-344.

Stout, Noelle. 2011. “The Rise of Gay Tolerance in Cuba: The Case of the UN Vote.” NACLA Report on 
the Americas 44(4):34-42.

____________. 2014. After Love: Queer Intimacy and Erotic Economies in Post-Soviet Cuba. Durham: 
Duke University Press.

Sullivan, Maureen. 2004. The Family of Woman: Lesbian Mothers, Their Children, and the Undoing of 
Gender. Berkeley: University of California Press.

True, Jacqui. 2003. Gender, Globalization, and Postsocialism: The Czech Republic after Communism. New 
York: Columbia University Press.

Weston, Kath. 1991. Families We Choose: Lesbians, Gays, and Kinship. New York: Columbia University 
Press.

Yanagisako, Sylvia. 2002. Producing Culture and Capital: Family Firms in Italy. Princeton: Princeton 
University Press.

Yang, Jie. 2010. “The Crisis of Masculinity: Class, Gender, and Kindly Power in Post-Mao China.” 
American Ethnologist 37(1):550-562.

F o r e i g n  L a n g u a g e  Tr a n s l a t i o n s :

When a Yuma Meets Mama: Commodified Kin and the Affective Economies of Queer Tourism in Cuba 
[Keywords: Kinship, tourism, gender and sexuality, sex work, Latin America and the Caribbean, Cuba] 

Cuando un yuma conoce a mamá: mercantilizado parientes y las economías afectivas de turismo  
queer en Cuba 
[Palabras clave: El parentesco, turismo, género y sexualidad, trabajo sexual, América Latina y el  
Caribe, Cuba]

当外国男友遇见古巴鸨母：商品化的亲属关系与古巴的酷儿旅游业之情感经济 
[关键词：亲属关系，旅游业，性别与性取向，性工作，拉丁美洲与加勒比海，古巴]

Когда Юма встречает маму: коммодифицированное родство и аффективная экономика 
гомосексуального туризма на Кубе. 
[Ключевые слова: родство, туризм, гендер и сексуальность, секс, работа, Латинская Америка и 
Карибское море, Куба]

Quando Yuma Encontra Mama: Mercantilização do Parentesco e as Economias Afetivas do Turismo 
Queer em Cuba 
[Palavras-chave: Parentesco, turismo, género e sexualidade, trabalho sexual, América Latina e 
Caraíbas, Cuba]

 عندما يلتقي يوما وماما :  سلعية عالقات األهل واقتصادات عالقات املثلية السياحية يف كوبا
كلامت البحث :  األهل، السياحة، الجندر والجنس، العمل يف مجال الجنس، أمريكا الالتينية والكاريبي، كوبا




