
The Untold Story: Chinese Indentured
Laborers and African Slaves in Cuba - A
Chapter in Asian American History
Throughout history, the narrative of Asian American history has often focused on
the experiences of Chinese immigrants in the United States. However, there is a
lesser-known chapter that took place in Cuba, where Chinese indentured laborers
and African slaves formed a significant part of the island's diverse population.
This article will delve into this untold story, shedding light on the struggles and
contributions of these often-forgotten individuals.

The Arrival of Chinese Indentured Laborers

In the mid-19th century, Cuba faced a labor shortage due to the decline in its
agricultural workforce and the abolition of slavery on the island. To address this
issue, the Cuban government turned to China, engaging in a practice known as
indentured labor. Chinese workers entered into contractual agreements, signing
contracts, or "indentures," committing to several years of work in exchange for a
passage to Cuba.

These Chinese indentured laborers arrived in Cuba under harsh conditions,
enduring long and arduous journeys across the Pacific Ocean. They were
subjected to extreme physical and emotional hardships, often resulting in a high
mortality rate during the voyage.
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Upon arrival, the Chinese laborers were dispersed across the island, working
primarily in sugar cane fields, coffee plantations, and tobacco farms. Their work,
often grueling and backbreaking, played a significant role in the growth of Cuba's
economy. Despite their pivotal contributions, they faced discrimination,
exploitation, and lived in deplorable conditions.

The Tragic Life of African Slaves in Cuba

Parallel to the arrival of Chinese laborers, African slaves in Cuba also endured
immense suffering. Slavery was deeply ingrained in Cuban society, relying
heavily on the labor of enslaved Africans brought to the island. Their forced
migration marked the beginning of a dark period in Cuban history.

African slaves were torn from their homelands and subjected to unimaginable
cruelty. They were brought to Cuba through brutal Middle Passage voyages,
tightly packed into ships, enduring sickness, starvation, and death. Upon arrival,
they were auctioned off to plantation owners, who subjected them to hard labor,
with no regard for their humanity.

Slaves in Cuba lived in subhuman conditions, enduring physical abuse, sexual
exploitation, and constant surveillance. They were denied basic human rights and
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subjected to the arbitrary will of their owners. Despite their circumstances, the
resilience and collective resistance of African slaves laid the foundation for an
Afro-Cuban identity that still thrives today.

The Diverse Cultural Legacy

Despite the immense challenges faced by both groups, the Chinese indentured
laborers and African slaves in Cuba left behind a rich cultural legacy that
continues to shape the island's identity today. Their contributions extended
beyond their labor and formed an essential part of Cuban cuisine, music, and
religion.

From the Chinese, Cubans adopted culinary techniques, introducing new flavors
such as the soy sauce-infused dishes of Cuban Chinese cuisine. Chinese
laborers also contributed to the development of Cuban music, infusing traditional
Chinese instruments with Afro-Cuban rhythms.

The African slaves, on the other hand, played a pivotal role in the creation of Afro-
Cuban religions such as Santería, blending their African spiritual practices with
Catholicism forced upon them by their slave masters.

Legacy and Acknowledgment

It is vital to acknowledge and shed light on the forgotten history of Chinese
indentured laborers and African slaves in Cuba. By exploring this chapter of Asian
American history, we gain a more comprehensive understanding of the
contributions and struggles of marginalized communities.

Through their labor, culture, and resilience, these individuals played a crucial role
in shaping Cuban society. Recognizing their legacy can lead to increased



awareness, empathy, and the dismantling of existing stereotypes that perpetuate
discrimination against Asian Americans and African Americans alike.

Inspiring Resilience

As we delve into the untold story of Chinese indentured laborers and African
slaves in Cuba, it becomes evident that their experiences were marked by
immense struggle. But amidst the suffering, their resilience shines through,
reminding us of the strength of the human spirit.

Their stories teach us the importance of acknowledging the contributions of all
communities in our shared history. By recognizing these narratives, we honor the
collective resilience of Asian Americans and African Americans, lending them the
visibility and respect they deserve.

Remembering this untold chapter is not just an exercise in historical truth, but a
moment to reflect on the shared struggles and triumphs of marginalized
communities. Only through understanding and empathy can we pave the way
towards a more inclusive and just future.
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Introducing radical counter-visions of race and slavery, and probing the legal and
philosophical questions raised by indenture, The Coolie Speaks offers the first
critical reading of a massive testimony case from Cuba in 1874. From this case,
Yun traces the emergence of a "coolie narrative" that forms a counterpart to the
"slave narrative." The written and oral testimonies of nearly 3,000 Chinese
laborers in Cuba, who toiled alongside African slaves, offer a rare glimpse into the
nature of bondage and the tortuous transition to freedom. Trapped in one of the
last standing systems of slavery in the Americas, the Chinese described their
hopes and struggles, and their unrelenting quest for freedom.

Yun argues that the testimonies from this case suggest radical critiques of the
"contract" institution, the basis for free modern society. The example of Cuba, she
suggests, constitutes the early experiment and forerunner of new contract
slavery, in which the contract itself, taken to its extreme, was wielded as a most
potent form of enslavement and complicity. Yun further considers the communal
biography of a next-generation Afro-Chinese Cuban author and raises timely
theoretical questions regarding race, diaspora, transnationalism, and
globalization.
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