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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 
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THROUGH AN ETHNOGRAPHIC EXPLORATION OF CUBAN INTEGRATION  

by  

Ana Mary Rusch 

Florida International University, 2018 

 Miami, Florida  

Professor Guillermo Grenier, Major Professor 

This ethnographic study on Cuban immigrants in Germany explored the 

dynamics of integration through an understudied population. Most of the research 

conducted on integration in Germany has been on Turkish immigrants, Germany’s 

majority immigrant group. To contribute to Integration Studies, this research focused 

on a minority and lesser studied immigrant group, Cuban immigrants. Cuban 

immigrants in Germany not only have a different historical and geopolitical 

relationship with Germany than its majority group but they also subscribe to different 

cultural and ethnoreligious categories. Because of these varying circumstances, 

Cubans act as a counterexample to the majority immigrant group, creating an 

alternative narrative to integration in Germany.  

This dissertation addressed the methodology used in this study, explored the 

complexity of identity, examined German immigration and integration policies, 

reviewed the Cuban diaspora in the United States and globally, and presented an 

ethnography of Cuban integration in Germany. Effectively contributing to not only 

Integration Studies but also to Cuban Diaspora Studies, and Identity Studies.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Background 

 

Immigrant integration has been a popular subject in academia and the media 

for decades, especially since the mass migration after World War II1 (Faist, 1993, p. 

306) increased the movement of people across geopolitical borders. This wave of 

migration has transformed countries of emigration, such as Germany, into countries 

of immigration (Kurthen, 1995), catapulting integration into the focal point of many 

academic, political, and societal discussions. Despite the subject’s popularity, it has 

been highly debated across media platforms and political discourse (Boswell & 

Hough, 2008; Williams, 2014; see also Kurthen, 1995; Bauder, 2008; Pătrașcu, 

2015). 

Alongside the miscommunication about immigration that can be found in 

news and politics, the academic integration literature in Western Europe and the 

United States has shown significant gaps. While most research focuses on the 

majority immigrant groups, often missing is the alternative narratives minority 

immigrant groups present. The goal of this research is to fill in some of the academic 

gaps while reworking how integration is discussed overall. To contribute to the 

integration discussion, this research will examine an understudied group that carries 

unconventional characteristics in one of Europe’s most ethnically exclusive states. 

This study will describe and analyze Cuban immigrant integration in Germany.  

                                                      
1 Will be abbreviated as WWII. 
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Due to Cuba’s relationship with the former Soviet Union, Cuba sent an 

estimated 56,000 Cuban students to the Soviet bloc between 1961 and 1982, some of 

whom defected and stayed abroad (Berg, 2011, p. 103). To date, most of the work on 

the Cuban diaspora has been conducted on the migration and integration patterns of 

Cubans emigrating to the United States and, to a lesser degree, Spain. The Integration 

literature on Germany has focused dominantly on the experience of Turkish 

immigrants, Germany’s majority immigrant group. This makes studying Cuban 

immigrants in Germany a productive task aimed at diversifying both areas of study. 

In addition, the experience of Cuban immigrants in Germany can say something 

intellectually different about integration. The metanarrative of integration views 

Turkish immigrants as fundamentally different from mainstream society and thus 

incapable of integrating (Boswell & Hough, 2008, p. 337; see also Verdugo & Müller 

2009; Korteweg & Yurdakul, 2009; Miller, 2012, p. 55; Çelik 2015; see also Müller, 

2001, p. 622; Alba, 2005; Oner 2014). Cubans have an entirely different historical 

relationship with Germany than does the majority Turkish immigrant group. They are 

also culturally and ethnoreligious different from the majority immigrant group. 

Considering Germany’s exclusionary history towards foreigners and their identity, 

studying a group that conflicts with standard views on integration will prove to be 

intellectually productive. This disruption of thought will contribute to integration 

studies and will fill in gaps within the immigration literature of not only Germany, 

but also of the European Union.2 Furthermore, while this research contributes mostly 

to Integration Studies, it will also move forward literature on Identity Studies and 

                                                      
2 Will be abbreviated as EU. 
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Cuban Diaspora by widening the geographic scope of inquiry as well as the changing 

context of reception in a historically ethnonationalist state. 

Research Questions 

 

This thesis will contribute to the understanding of the theory and practice of 

integration of a minority group in an exclusionary state. It is an ethnographic study 

that explores the lives of Cuban immigrants and their experiences in Germany. Using 

an ethnographic lens will allow this research to connect the everyday practices of 

integration of a small immigrant group to wider theories, thus providing a better 

understanding of integration processes more broadly. The term integration is utilized 

in this research instead of assimilation because the term assimilation has carried a 

negative connotation (Glazer, 1993; Brubaker, 2001). Specifically, the term 

assimilation in Germany, Brubaker (2001) argues,3 has been “disqualified by its 

association with forcible Germanization” (p. 533). Additionally, integration rather 

than assimilation, is more common within the European academic and public 

discourse (Brubaker, 2001; Alencar & Deuze, 2017, p. 152; see also Alba & Foner, 

2016).   

Since this project closely investigated the lived experiences of immigrants, it 

explores how immigrants negotiate and carry out their identities within Germany. In 

so doing, it builds on similar studies undertaken by Berg (2011), Sperling (2013), and 

Çelik (2015) who explored immigrant identity and belonging in Spain and Germany, 

respectively. This project will also contribute to identity studies and build new ground 

by analyzing the identity politics of Cubans in Germany and evaluating if and how 

                                                      
3 In his article, Brubaker (2001) tries to redefine and reconceptualize the term assimilation and its 

implication. 
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the German ethnonational paradigm transforms Cuban identity. Lastly, because of the 

centrality of Cubans within this project, it also contributes to Cuban Diaspora Studies 

because it explores the lives of Cubans outside of Cuba who are integrating into a 

foreign society.  

The following research questions guided this research: 

1) Are Cuban immigrants integrating into Germany? If so, are they 

undergoing a similar process of integration in Germany as they have in the 

United States, in a framework of integration established by the Cold War, and 

in Spain, where historical and cultural roots run deep? I will measure this via 

the following criteria: 

a) Are Cubans gaining German citizenship? 

b) Are Cubans learning the German language? 

c) Are they integrating into the labor market?  

d) Are they culturally integrating via intermarriage, and/or religion? 

2) How are Cubans negotiating their identities in Germany? Are Cubans 

seeing themselves as “German,” or do they still feel like outsiders?  

3) Do Cubans present an alternative narrative different from the largest and 

best-studied group of immigrants in Germany, such as Turkish immigrants, 

whom are thought to be integrating unsuccessfully? 

 

Overview of the Dissertation 

  

This dissertation is structured in the following ways. Chapter 1 has presented 

a brief background and laid out the focus of this study. Chapter 2 will explain the 
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research methods utilized in this dissertation and will include my positionality within 

this study. Chapter 3 reviews the relevant literature focusing on German identity, 

integration and immigration policies, and will also give an overview of American 

Assimilation Theories. Chapter 4 examines the Cuban diaspora in the United States, 

Spain, and globally. Chapter 5 explores Cuban migration to Germany and presents the 

differing experiences of Cuban students, highly-skilled guest workers, and low-

skilled guest workers in the German Democratic Republic.4 Chapter 6 will examine 

the integration measures used in this study. Chapter 7 will then present the 

ethnographic findings of the research and compare the two main waves of Cuban 

migration to Germany. The dissertation will conclude with Chapter 8, presenting the 

main ethnographic findings, the implications of the study, and future research 

suggestions. 

                                                      
4 This will be abbreviated as GDR. 
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II. METHODOLOGY  

 

After reviewing my site selection, I will catalog the qualitative methods used 

in this study, and the reasoning behind their utilization. These include ethnography, 

open-ended and semi-structured interviews, focus groups, and participant 

observation. I will then proceed to deconstruct the field experience and identify the 

main challenges and complications that presented themselves in the field, as well as 

address how I managed these obstacles. The chapter will conclude by addressing my 

own bias, positionality, and identity matrix through a self-ethnography. Together, all 

of this information will explicate the context of the study, providing insight into my 

research questions and the data presented in later chapters.  

 

Selection of Berlin, Germany as Field Site 

 

Berlin is a cosmopolitan city with a diversified immigrant population and rich 

with ethnographic possibilities. Countless future opportunities presented themselves 

through the presence of Cuban culture in Berlin through music, food, and people. My 

mother also served as primary inspiration as I realized that she, a Cuban professional 

who had lived in Berlin and worked in the former Cuban embassy in East Germany as 

a translator, could bring a wealth of knowledge and connections. A unique 

opportunity of a rich field, a trusted insider within the community, and my own 

unique positionality presented themselves. The field itself was limited to a single city 

for two main reasons. First, logic based on historical analysis and personal interaction 

dictated that Berlin would present greater chances of recruiting participants. 

Secondly, the Cuban community has no ethnic enclave in Germany or Berlin (Pérez 
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Naranjo, 2014). By ethnic enclave, I utilize Portes and Bach’s conceptualization 

where it is defined as “a distinctive economic formation, characterized by the spatial 

concentration of immigrants who organize a variety of enterprises to serve their own 

ethnic market and general population” (Portes & Bach, 1985, p. 203; see also Grenier 

& Pérez, 2003, p. 49). Using this definition of ethnic enclave, Cubans have neither a 

geographic concentration of co-ethnics nor do they have an ethnic sub-economy in 

Berlin. Therefore, Cubans are scattered across the city in an unpredictable pattern, 

from Charlottenburg to Pankow to even outside the city center in Potsdam. Thus, it 

would have proven extremely time-consuming and unproductive to expand the 

research to the rest of Germany because of the difficulty of locating and recruiting 

participants for this study.  

 

Qualitative Research 

 

This research is a qualitative study, centered on the lived experiences and 

perceptions of an immigrant group, that combines ethnography, twenty-five one-on-

one interviews, and three focus groups. I wanted to explore both the exceptional 

dimensions and the nuances of immigrant integration. This is why qualitative 

methods were chosen to explore Cuban integration in Germany; they allowed me to 

engage more intimately with the subject. It is also why I chose to conduct an 

ethnography. Reeves’ (2010) describes the methodology as: 

characterized by a naturalistic research approach which seeks to describe a 

human community or culture, built up of the subjective meanings and 

perspectives of those people participating in the culture (“introduction”, para. 

1).  
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This is accomplished by spending long periods in the field; observing, 

recording, and in this case also participating. I took inspiration from several scholars 

who engaged in qualitative and ethnographic research to explore immigrant 

populations. Firstly, Berg (2011) used ethnography to tease out the complexities 

within the Cuban diaspora, specifically in Spain. Berg also engaged in fieldwork 

across Spain, Cuba, and Miami. Though this research is centered on a single city, 

Berg’s ethnography inspired me to connect different narratives across spaces. 

Through this inspiration, three participants outside Berlin were recruited. One 

participant resides in Havana, Cuba,1 and the two others in Miami, Florida. They 

were key to reconstructing the conditions of arrival for Cubans in Germany pre-

unification.  

Secondly, García-Moreno (2015), used ethnographic methodology to 

investigate the paths through which Cuban women enter the labor market in Spain. 

Her usage of in-depth interviews encouraged the expansion of my semi-structured 

interviews. Beyond the use of ethnography and interviews, participant observation 

was also utilized in this research. Thirdly, Lohmeier and Pentzold (2014) used both 

participant observation and media ethnography. Through these methods, they 

explored how memories and the media interact and reproduce the collective within 

the Cuban community in Miami. Although media ethnography was not utilized in this 

research, it exemplified how to invoke and analyze memory through qualitative 

methods. Memories and the very action of remembering are essential to this study 

because they produce an ethno-historical account of Cuban immigration to Germany. 

                                                      
1 This interview was conducted via phone conversation because I was unable to travel to Havana, 

Cuba. 
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Additionally, memories and the meaning participants bestow upon them help create a 

more detailed picture of their paths toward integration. Kuhn (2010, p. 303, as quoted 

in Lohmeier & Pentzold 2014, p. 778) argues that “memory work is an active practice 

of remembering that takes an inquiring attitude towards the past and the activity of its 

(re)construction through memory.” This study thus allowed the theorization of ways 

to reveal and analyze participants’ memories through qualitative methods.  

Furthermore, I was also motivated by Sperling (2013), who studied the 

children of Latin American immigrants in Spain and their identity. I noted Sperling’s 

advice when she urged: 

These findings thus support the importance of examining identification at 

multiple geopolitical levels in migration and integration research, and indicate 

the need to consider supranational identity as a possible means of belonging 

(p.79). 

 

It deeply inspired me to explore questions of national and supranational 

identities as they relate to integration. It also inspired me to analyze the importance of 

a hyphenated identity (Cheng, 2004). The most productive way to deconstruct the 

fluidity of transnational identity and integration is through an open conversation. An 

open conversation allows for “mind wandering” (Smallwood & Schooler, 2006; 

2015), encouraging participants to explore their complex thoughts and feelings 

regarding their own experiences. 

Thus, to uncover the intimate feelings and perceptions of the participants, 

qualitative methodology was employed. The multifaceted answers the participants 

gave could only be encouraged and facilitated through qualitative methods such as 

interviews with open-ended questions. Quantitative methods, although not lacking 

their own merits and usefulness, would only constrict the flow of information within 
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this ethnographic study. The only time quantitative methods were utilized in this 

research was when creating a visual representation of the participants’ demographics 

to illustrate the sampling pool. Thus, quantitative methods were used to illustrate the 

data gathered rather than gathering the data through it. As Smallwood and Schooler 

(2015) argued, “mind wandering provides a clear paradigm in which to understand 

their psychological features” (p. 489); thus, methods such as closed-ended questions 

would only hinder the ethnographic process. From the language and terminology the 

participants used, to how they interacted with me, to even where they placed an 

emphasis in their stories, is a narrative in and of itself. A narrative that, without 

qualitative methods, I would not have been able to discover. The way a German-born 

and raised participant referred to Germans as “they/them” rather than “we/us” spoke 

louder than any quantitative data could. 

  

Recruitment 

 

For this research, I used snowball sampling, convenience sampling, and 

purposive sampling. The sampling criteria included being Cuban and Cuban-German 

of first, 1.5, and second-generation immigrants, and of adult age. First generation 

means the participant was not born in Germany and immigrated after adolescence. 

Generation 1.5 (Rumbaut, 2004) signifies that the participant was not born in 

Germany but immigrated before adolescence. Finally, second generation denotes 

children born in Germany of immigrant parents. Cubans began immigrating to 

Germany around the 1960s, with the second wave occurring during the 1990s (Pérez 

Naranjo, 2014), making third-generation Cuban immigrants minors. Minors are not 

only less easily accessible as research subjects but are also not the focus of this 
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research. Instead, this research sought to explore the migratory trajectories and 

integration experiences of adults. I also selected individuals that resided in Berlin 

except for three participants. These three individuals, two living in Miami and one in 

Havana, were significant in gathering data on the process of migration during the 

Cuba-Soviet Union bilateral agreement. One participant lived in the former GDR 

while the other two lived in Poland but traveled often to the GDR and were closely 

involved with the guest worker selection process for the Soviet bloc and behind the 

scene politics. In total, 25 people were interviewed in this study, with 21 participants 

residing in Berlin. The next section will explore the sampling methods.  

 

Sampling 

 

The primary mode of sampling was in the form of snowball sampling that 

began with people I knew. As an insider in the community—a position I explain in 

more detail below—I had already established connections through friends and family. 

Regardless of whether they were viable participants themselves, I asked them to 

recommend and introduce me to other potential participants. Having a connection to 

the community facilitated my entrance and introduction into the field, as some 

scholars have suggested (Wilkes, 1999; Duke, 2002; Reeves, 2010). I relied on two 

primary gatekeepers who in turn started two nodes of snowball sampling. The first 

gatekeeper is a Cuban-German male college student who was born in Cuba but raised 

in Germany with a Cuban mother and a German father. He immigrated to Germany 

when he was less than a year old during the late 1980s and was raised within the 

German educational and cultural system. This made him a gatekeeper with access to 
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the German, Cuban, and German-Cuban domains. Also, as a college student, he had 

access to students, the young, and low-skilled worker2 population. The second 

gatekeeper is a Cuban female in her mid-50s who arrived in the former East Germany 

in the 1980s. She was born and raised in Cuba but studied the German language at the 

university and was a highly-skilled worker during the guest worker era. She has a 

strong connection to Cuba, but after years of living in Germany and having its culture 

at the center of her extensive studies, she acted as a unique contact. She provided 

access to older professional Cubans, most of whom immigrated during the Soviet 

control of East Germany and was a vital historical point of reference. Through these 

two gatekeepers, connections were expanded and began several other nodes of 

sampling. 

  Convenience sampling and purposive sampling were also utilized. Through 

convenience sampling, I met potential participants through participant observation 

and daily interactions in Berlin. As I walked the city, potential productive spaces for 

this study were surveyed. At some serendipitous moments, I came across Cubans in 

my everyday life. There were moments when I was shopping in Kaiser’s market3 or 

dining in KaDeWe4 and I overheard someone speaking Spanish and decided to strike 

up a conversation. To my surprise, some of these individuals were Cuban, and I was 

able to introduce myself and have an informal conversation. A formal interview with 

the participant I met in KaDeWe was conducted and in turn she introduced me to 

                                                      
2 For example, some of the low-skilled workers that he personally knows include bartender and fast-

food employees. 

 
3 Grocery store chain. 

 
4 Multi-floor mall that has specialty stores and is often on the affluent side of indulgence.  
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another Cuban who worked at the mall. Through convenience sampling, the sampling 

pool was diversified with completely unrelated third-party members. In terms of 

diversity, purposive sampling (Grossoehme, 2014) was additionally utilized to vary 

the sample pool of participants. At one point in the research, a considerable number 

of formally-educated, white individuals, aged 50 and older dominated the 

demographics of this sample. Logically, this was because the people the second 

gatekeeper associated with on a regular basis are of similar demographics as her. 

Also, at this point in the research, the second gatekeeper was most active in 

introducing me to potential participants. This created a skewed sample early in the 

research. To remedy this, I became selective to ensure I was representing the 

spectrum of Cubans in Berlin. I attempted to recruit participants via the Facebook 

group “Cubanos en Berlín.”5 Although recruitment in the Facebook group did not 

generate participants, it made me aware of activities happening in Berlin by Cubans. 

Although this study was unable to equally represent all of the demographic variables 

(such as age, sex, or race), it still achieved a diverse sample.6  

 

Interviews  

 

Through participant observation, I noticed patterns of interaction that 

prompted me to add questions to the interviews about meaningful relationships in 

                                                      
5 This group is made up of Cubans in Germany who want to stay connected and stay aware of different 

Cuban activities that are happening in Berlin. 

 
6 It is important to note that although I was mindful of demographics, I did not make them the center of 

this study. This is because this research is on immigrant integration primarily based on national origin 

which renders an in-depth look at gender, sex, race, and sexuality in terms of integration in Germany 

beyond the scope of this research. 
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Berlin and the demographics of their peer groups. Then through the interview 

process, I allowed a natural progression of topics even if they veered from my 

questions. Additionally, inspired by grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; see 

also Grossoehme, 2014), I had the opportunity to seek out more interviews, but 

decided to stop at twenty-five one-on-one interviews and three focus groups 

(discussed below). This decision was partially because of time and financial 

constraints. Having limited funding and a timeline that I had already extended, more 

time in the field was unattainable. More importantly, as grounded theory suggested, 

the results became saturated as the information acquired reflected similar viewpoints, 

and nothing overtly new or innovative was recorded (Morse, 1995; 2015; see also 

Grossoehme, 2014). 

I also conducted semi-structured interviews. This format gave participants the 

freedom to explore the questions and topics I presented them while providing a 

structure to rely on. I was able to build on my previous knowledge and acquire a new 

perspective on the situation by letting the participants explore their thoughts and 

introduce new topics of conversation. However, I introduced parameters within the 

conversations when I deemed they were veering into tangled and unproductive 

directions. As the interviewer, I aimed to tease out information but also to direct the 

conversation within the borders of the research. Using a semi-structured interview 

gave the participants both freedom and direction (Grossoehme, 2014). I began the 

semi-structured interviews by introducing myself and establishing rapport 

(Springwood & King, 2001) with the participants. I supplied each participant with an 
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IRB 7-approved confidentiality agreement and an outline of the research and 

interview to be conducted. The forms were available for the participants in whichever 

language they chose. All interviews except one were conducted in Spanish, and thus 

each confidentiality agreement was distributed in the preferred language. Most 

preferred to speak in Spanish because it was their native tongue and/or they felt at 

ease speaking with me in Spanish. Some words or phrases were spoken directly in 

German. One of the participants preferred to conduct the interview mostly in English, 

with some words/phrase spoken in Spanish and German. Language is intimately 

connected to memory and emotions; thus, it was interesting to witness the change in 

language during certain points of the interview. None chose to conduct the interview 

in German. 

After the formalities, I began asking the participants demographic questions to 

set up the interview process (see Appendix A). These questions were important 

because they gauged a wider picture of the sampling pool within this research.8 They 

also established a base of reference for the different paths of integration. I decided to 

design the questions on ethnicity and nationality as open-ended questions rather than 

as closed questions because I was more interested in how and why rather than the 

what. I then began asking semi-structured and open-ended questions (Kracl, 2012). 

They were intended to begin the conversation and establish a parameter to ensure 

exploration of the research questions. The participants were encouraged to explore 

these conversations in depth or move on to other topics of memory or sentiment that 

                                                      
7 Institutional Review Board. 

 
8 See Appendix B for the demographic characteristics of the participants. 
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were inspired. Nevertheless, I also used these questions as guidelines and script to 

steer the conversation within the bounds of the research and avoid unproductive 

tangents (see Appendix C). 

 

Focus Groups 

 

I developed the interview questions as mainly open-ended to tease out the 

complexities of integration, but I was now charged with the task of narrowing some 

of the wider broached topics and their meaning. Besides one-on-one interviews, I 

used three focus groups as inspired by Valdez, Padilla, and Valentine’s study (2013). 

Within their investigation, they explored the collective perceptions of undocumented 

Mexican immigrant mothers concerning immigration policies. Within the focus 

groups, the participants were able to build on the synergy of others and add new 

elements to the discussion. I decided to engage in focus groups ultimately for that 

very reason. The duration of each focus group varied, but they lasted from two hours 

and 33 minutes to four hours and 15 minutes. The questions were similar to those 

asked in the one-on-one interviews except they were broader in context and were 

meant to clarify and expand on the answers given. Hence, instead of asking, “Are 

there areas or neighborhoods in Berlin where you feel unwelcome?" I now knew 

about the situation in Marzahn from answers given by earlier interviewees. I now 

questioned, “Tell me more about Marzahn. Have you ever had any discriminatory 

experiences there? Do you feel more or less comfortable talking in Spanish, for 

example, in Marzahn than in this neighborhood?”9 Additionally, having different 

                                                      
9 The place where this sample question was conducted was a restaurant in Kurfürstendamm, most 

commonly known as Ku'damm in Charlottenburg-Wilmersdorf. 
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perspectives on a subject allowed for greater expression of thought. I had a participant 

say, “Cubans here in Berlin don’t like to get together,” with a follow-up answer of 

“I’m not sure why” when asked to clarify. In the focus group, through group 

collaboration, explanation for the lack of camaraderie between Cubans in Berlin 

emerged. The two most prevalent causes were intragroup distrust and lack of 

community. Moreover, I initially intended to select participants at random for my 

focus groups. During my participant observation and interviews, I realized, however, 

that topics emerged among certain individuals that I felt could only be expanded if I 

placed them together in a focus group. 

 

Navigating the Interviews 

 

During the interviews, I also asked to clarify certain points and to expand on 

others. Originally, the interviews were scheduled to last an hour and a half to two 

hours. Practically, the time spent on the interviews was completely up to the 

participants, and they had exclusive rights as to when to start and end their interviews. 

When the interviews ran over the two-hour period, I asked the participants if they 

wanted to continue and reminded them the interview could end whenever they 

wished. I believe the success of these interviews was due to availability, atmosphere, 

and rapport. I will explore these three variables in greater detail later in this chapter. 

 

Participant Observations 

 

To supplement my interviews and focus groups, I utilized participant 

observation, motivated by Malinowski (2004) and Geertz (1973), as one of the 
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qualitative methods used to investigate Cuban immigrant integration in Germany. 

Timseena (2009) defined participant observation as “a process and method of looking 

at other’s cultures with native eyes. It is a process of long-term immersion in the daily 

lives of native peoples, which creates real and new information” (p. 75). I absorbed 

myself into the field as both an observer and a participant in the everyday lives of 

Cuban immigrants in Berlin. This helped not only create the groundwork for analysis 

and rapport for the interviews, but it also facilitated my navigation of the field. 

During participant observation, I recorded observations in written field notes that 

were both descriptive and reflective. The primary sites of participant observation 

involved bars, restaurants, and other public spaces frequented by Cubans, and public 

festivals.  

Additional sites of participant observation involved everyday activities. I first 

became acquainted with Berlin’s cultural landscape by walking around the city and 

taking note of any places of cultural significance. In Berlin, walking is a favored 

method of transportation, and it is a cultural marker for the residents of the city since 

“walking around is fundamental to the everyday practice of social life” (Lee & 

Ingold, 2006, p. 67; Pink, 2008). I set out to establish a personal bond with the city 

and its residents. I trekked the city with both purposeful direction and without a due 

course in mind. Figure 1 shows an initial Google search of Cuban bars and restaurants 

in Berlin. Some of the establishments were within walking distance of my place of 

residence, but others were further away, requiring the use of the metro/taxi. I noted 

that some establishments were not particularly Cuban nor did they have any 

observable Spanish-speaking population; thus I moved on to the next place.  
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Figure 1: General Google Search Generated on Cuban Restaurants in Berlin 

 

   

The bars and restaurants in which I chose to conduct participant observation 

were either owned by Cubans or employed Cubans. For example, Varadero is a 

Cuban restaurant that is both operated by and employs Cuban immigrants in 

Germany, while one of the QBA restaurants is operated by a non-Cuban individual10 

but employs a mix of Cuban and Turkish workers. I visited and observed five Cuban 

restaurants in Berlin and two bars that were German/international11 but employed 

Cuban immigrants. I spent around two to three hours during each visit in each place, 

with one visit lasting over four hours.  

                                                      
10 I was not clear on who owned this establishment. However, one participant did vaguely state that an 

Indian-German man owned it.  

 
11 Not shown on map. 
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Besides places of business, I conducted participant observation in public 

spaces. Guided by insiders in the community and through my exploration of the city, I 

found a specific location of Cuban communal interaction. In Alexanderplatz near the 

World Clock,12 Cuban immigrants, predominantly male, are prone to gather and share 

stories and drink alcohol with one another. Pérez Naranjo (2014) explains that this 

space was popular among workers during the GDR and that Cubans now “meet there 

to exchange information concerning procedures to follow in Germany or to discuss 

about current Cuban affairs” (p. 142). Further participant observation also took place 

in festivals and outside markets, where I found stalls run by or employing Cubans. 

For instance, I attended an antique car festival where a Bacardi stall employed a 

Cuban bartender who had recently immigrated to Germany. The stall employees wore 

Hawaiian shirts and straw hats that tried to mimic “traditional” Cuban outfits, 

suggesting the German caricaturizing of Cuban culture. The stall also played Spanish 

salsa music playing and was popularly frequented. I was not able to formally 

interview the worker because he was working at the time and never called or emailed 

to meet with me after I introduced myself and gave him my business card. 

Regardless, it gave me a preliminary sense on the German perceptions of Cubans and 

how Cubans negotiated their identity within the German labor market.  

I did avoid the Cuban Embassy in Berlin and any associations that might have 

had a political leaning because I wanted to distance myself from the Cuban 

government and Cuban politics. Otherwise, it would have created misguided feelings 

                                                      
12 An aesthetic and cultural landmark in Berlin that shows the time across different countries in the 

world. 
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and distrust among some of the participants. I actively navigated away from Cuban 

politics to avoid the response that Berg (2011) received when a participant thought 

she was “an agent of the Cuban government” (p. 35). In the end, I found that my 

efforts were successful partly because of my strategic avoidance of political 

associations and because Cubans in Germany tend to distance themselves from the 

politics of Cuba.13 

 

Field Notes 

 

I kept track of the observations by taking copious field notes.14 I diligently 

wrote down a synthesis of the interactions and mental notes that I wished to further 

investigate. I registered any observations that seemed significant in my analysis, from 

actions, to language, even to restaurant decoration. Besides noting evident and 

significant details, I also noted obscure interactions and situations. Most of the 

ambiguous annotations did not produce any significant analysis for this investigation. 

On the other hand, some observations that did not seem significant at the time 

emerged as important after I coded the interviews. In one Cuban restaurant where a 

variety of immigrants from different national origins had gathered, I noticed the 

Cuban workers were speaking a mix of both German and Spanish. I highlighted this 

situation in my notes and labeled it simply as code-switching.15 As an insider in the 

                                                      
13 Exceptions to this trend included a participant mentioning several Cuban political clubs and groups 

present in Germany, but they are not significant for most of my interviewees.  

 
14 I avoided the extensive use of a recorder as I found early on that it tainted the open conversations 

and participants started guarding their words. 

 
15 In which bilingual or multilingual speakers engage in the act of switching between languages in a 

conversation. 
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community and because I was raised in a household in which multiple languages 

were regularly spoken, I was satisfied about its normalcy. At the time, I did not notice 

anything besides the fact that the Cuban immigrants in this restaurant were fluent in 

both German and Spanish. As Reershemius (2011), a sociolinguist, notes, “oral 

bilingual practices occur on a semi-conscious, intuitive level in interaction” (p. 386). 

The proclivity to fluctuate through the semi-conscious between both languages was 

noted as a positive marker of successful integration.  

Nevertheless, after coding and reviewing all the interviews, I discovered that 

the switching between both languages in this situation was not usually semi-

conscious on the part of informants, but intentional. I noticed a correlation between 

the language being spoken and the social interaction between Cubans and other 

immigrants in Berlin. It appears that there is a sense of distrust and competition 

between Cubans and other immigrants, especially in the labor market. The Cuban 

waiters in the restaurant would speak German to both the patrons and fellow 

immigrant employees but would only speak in Spanish with each other. The 

conversations in Spanish, I noticed, were usually more private than the conversations 

in German, which were more professional. I also noted that when I was speaking with 

a Cuban waiter in Spanish she quickly switched to German or stopped talking when a 

non-Cuban worker approached us. I later correlated this to an earlier conversation 

where she acknowledged the tension with the non-Cuban employees and explained 

that “the cook es acomplejado.”16 The decision to speak in either language was rooted 

in strategy and cultural paradigm rather than simply bilingual tendencies.  

                                                      
16 Translates to “complexed”. 
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Safety within the Field 

 

I conducted the fieldwork, including participant observations and interviews, 

in public and semi-public spaces. These spaces included either a café or a restaurant 

for two main reasons. The first was my personal safety as the ethnographer (Sluka, 

1990; Williams, Dunlap, Johnson, & Hamid, 1992) within the field. As a young 

female ethnographer conducting these interviews in a foreign city, I took certain 

precautions to ensure a degree of safety (Easterday, Papademas, Schorr, & Valentine, 

1977). The ability to meet in a semi-public place that also had quiet atmosphere was 

conducive to feelings of safety, not only for myself but also for participants. As 

uneasy as I felt about meeting people I did not know, the feelings were likely mutual 

for the participants. Taking advice from Williams et al. (1992, p. 347), although I was 

not in a violent location, I created a “safety zone”. I established these zones through 

several techniques. I first made sure to meet in neighborhoods I was familiar with and 

in cafés or restaurants near my residence. If they were too out of the way for the 

participants and they preferred another restaurant or café, I made sure to research the 

place and the area surrounding it beforehand. I also tried to let a family member or 

colleague know where I would be on that specific day if it was an unknown or distant 

location. The interviews conducted in someone’s home were with participants I knew 

or close friends of people I know. Because of this previous contact and assurances 

about their character, I felt safe enough to interview them in their homes.  

I heeded the advice given by Sluka (1990) and Williams et al. (1992) to 

ensure safety in the field. I re-familiarized myself with official emergency numbers, 

the U.S. Embassy, and German emergency procedures. I made sure to travel the city 
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and become acquainted with the field on a personal level through everyday practices. 

As I ate breakfast or dinner, I extended my introduction by starting conversations 

with the waiters and locals whenever welcomed. Through this familiarization, not 

only did the local community became acquainted with me but also with the fact that I 

was a non-threatening graduate student, which allowed them to give me advice and 

help. Becoming familiar with the field and the local population allowed me to not 

only facilitate recruitment of participants but also created safety nets in a foreign city. 

Furthermore, these points of contact with the locals helped me map out the city, 

alerting me to dangerous spaces. Besides avoiding these spaces, I made sure that if I 

did find myself in one, I took precautions. 

 

Being Female in the Field 

 

Besides becoming well familiarized with the field, I also had to engage with 

my own gender identity within the field and how I negotiated my access. Inspired by 

female ethnographers who have critically assessed their own gender and sex within 

the field (Easterday et al., 1977; Warren & Rasmussen, 1977; Bell, 1999; Lee, 1997; 

Perrone, 2010; Purdy & Jones, 2011; Bucerius, 2013; Pante, 2014), I realized I had to 

address the position my gender placed me in. As a female in the field, “the threat of 

sexual assault or rape is a real concern for most female ethnographers” (Williams et 

al., 1992, p. 363; Perrone, 2010, p. 718; see also Lee, 1997). Besides conducting most 

interviews in semi-public spaces such as restaurants, I asserted and reinforced my 

position as an academic as the most prominent marker for my identity through my 

title and clothing as various scholars have brought up (Williams et al., 1992; Lee, 
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1997; Perrone, 2010; Pante, 2014; see also Warren & Rasmussen, 1977). If the 

participants did not know me, I introduced myself as “Professor Ana Rusch” or as 

“Doctoral student Ana Rusch,” only allowing my first name to be used informally 

when rapport had been established. I dressed not only professionally, but I also made 

sure to wear clothing with my university’s insignia or name on it to reinforce my 

status as an academic. As Pante (2014, p. 70) mentioned, “Some men tend to 

foreground one's status as a ‘female’ rather than a ‘researcher’.” Therefore, a sweater, 

zip-up jacket, scarf, pin, or even a pen or notepad engraved with my university’s logo 

was always present in the interviews. I also kept my long blonde hair, a performative 

and socially constructed feature of femininity, up in a bun or under a winter hat. 

 In terms of approachability, Perrone (2010) and Warren and Rasmussen 

(1977) suggest wearing a wedding ring to visibly attest to your unavailability. 

Although this is helpful advice, I did not do so because I was familiar with many of 

the participants and they knew I was not married. I feared that lying about being 

married might negatively impact our rapport if the participant had heard otherwise. I 

did, however, make it known that I was unavailable and, in a relationship, if I was 

asked. I also utilized Perrone’s (2010) sense of space and intuition; she ceased 

interviewing certain participants and visiting certain spaces when she felt unsafe. I 

referred to her study when I encountered the area in Alexanderplatz frequented by 

Cubans. Since it was a social atmosphere fueled by alcohol and a space occupied by 

men primarily, I felt insecure there. Instead of using this site for recruitment, I merely 

engaged in non-participatory observation (Gold, 1958). 
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I want to emphasize that my gender17 did not deter or interfere with my 

fieldwork or my role as ethnographer. Bucerius (2013), who engaged in an 

ethnography involving drugs and criminal activities among male immigrants in 

Germany, reported that being female did not impede her research. On the contrary, 

Bucerius (2013) noted that being female in the field can be beneficial. I was viewed 

as “non-threatening” (Pante, 2014, p. 71; see also Easterday et al., 1977; Warren & 

Rasmussen, 1977, p. 361) partly because I was female. I utilized this to the benefit of 

the study because it provided me with greater access and rapport with participants. 

Moreover, although I am female, older participants at times desexualized me because 

I reminded them of their daughter or a niece. Just as Soyer (2014; see also Pante, 

2014) used her position as a mother to establish rapport and instill a sense of 

trustworthiness and reassurance, I too utilized my participants’ sense of familiarity. 

Being female in the field was something I had to be cautious and reflexive of, but it 

did not negatively affect my research. Instead, it benefited me because it facilitated 

my access into the field and the participants’ lives. 

 

Controlling Interactions and Environment 

 

I developed my schedule entirely around the participants’ schedules and 

allowed them to have control of the time and date they wished to meet with me for 

their interviews. The atmospheres I strategically picked were also highly conductive 

to the success of the interviews. Since they were mostly in cafés and restaurants, with 

some conducted at their residences, it created a sense of contentment. I found that 

                                                      
17 I also did not find that being white made any significant difference conducting my fieldwork in this 

particular project. However, race, just as sex and gender, are important subjects to discuss when 

conducting fieldwork research in terms of self-reflexivity, access, and safety.  
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spaces that revolved around food or comfort such as a home decreased a participant's 

exhaustion and increased comfort and familiarity between us. Germans hold leisure 

time in high regard; thus, social and calming places allowed for extended interviews. 

Spaces such as offices18 resulted in shorter interviews. 

Besides the environment, I was careful to mold my rapport with the 

participants of this study because it would define the success of the interviews. I 

began by stating that I was a student and described my academic background. I was 

then careful to announce that I was in no way affiliated with the Cuban or German 

governments. I sensed early on that participants who had recently immigrated to 

Germany were hesitant toward me. As Purdy and Jones (2011) stated in their study, I 

reassured the participants that “I was not there to judge, just to record and try to 

understand” (p. 298). There is a collective memory or rather collective fear ingrained 

in the Cuban state of mind that creates suspicion of spies, or as one of my participant 

termed, “chivatos.”19 

 The fact that researchers are confronted with these suspicions in the field is 

not new. In fact, Sluka (1990) argues that “perhaps the most common suspicion that 

subjects have about anthropologists is that they are spies of some sort” (p. 115). Pérez 

Naranjo (2014) also experienced it with Cubans in Germany (see also Berg, 2011). 

Besides emphasizing my status of an academic, I mentioned although I am Cuban-

German, I am also an American graduate student. My identity as an American eased 

                                                      
18 Offices that function as spaces in which to conduct work, either a home office or an office in a 

public employment setting.  

 
19 Translates as informer or sneak. 
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the participants’ fear that I had any affiliations with either the Cuban or German 

government. As Bucerius (2013) wrote, certain aspects of a researcher’s identity will 

be more or less noticeable as the research evolves. At certain times, I was an insider 

because I was Cuban-German and at other times, I was also as an outsider as an 

American graduate student. I was either/or and both at the same time during my 

fieldwork, and I negotiated my access depending on which aspect of my identity put 

the participants more at ease. I could modify my status of insider, outsider, and “the 

space between” (Dwyer & Buckle 2009, pp. 60-62) through the complexity of my 

own positionality.  

 

A Note on Positionality 

 

As a Cuban-German, I have a unique insider perspective that grants me a 

special rapport with Cubans in Germany since I am familiar with their linguistic 

markers and cultural symbols. I did not conduct any of the interviews in German (all 

but one in Spanish), often using common Cuban phrases and citing collective 

memories that forged a bond between myself and the participants. The participants 

were immediately put at ease when I introduced myself as a Cuban-German and a 

Ph.D. student from the United States. Being an insider provided me with many 

advantages beyond the initial trust with the participants. Bonner and Tolhurst (2002, 

pp.8-9) recognized that being an insider means “having a greater understanding of the 

culture being studied”, “not altering the flow of social interaction unnaturally”, and 

“having an established intimacy between the researcher and the participants which 

promotes the telling and judging of truth”. Nevertheless, bias and difficulty being 

objective have been cited as disadvantages of being an insider (DeLyser, 2001). Bias 
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and subjectivity are risks that any researcher, either an insider or an outsider, will 

encounter. As Grossoehme (2014) states, “Qualitative investigators are not 

disinterested outsiders who merely observe without interacting with participants, but 

affect and are affected by their data” (p. 110). Coming from both a Cuban and 

German background, I was able to thoroughly understand and differentiate between 

personal and impartial statements. Moreover, as someone raised in the United States, 

my American identity and positionality acted as buffers against bias. This is because, 

as an American, I am not fully engaged in the emotional and intimate politics of being 

a Cuban in Germany. Rather, being an American and an academic provided another 

aspect to my identity that nurtured an outsider perspective. This secondary 

perspective allowed me to take a step back and analyze the situation as impartially as 

possible. 

In the following section, I will present my own self-narrative, not only to 

address any bias but to further explain my positionality. I present my own experiences 

and complex identity to provide transparency for my readers. Moreover, exploring the 

intimate experiences of the ethnographer as an insider and also an outsider will 

illuminate the correlation among integration, societal perception, and self-

identification. 

 

Identity, Integration, and Self-Perception   

 

My first languages were Spanish and German. However, when we moved to 

the United States, my family viewed learning English as a priority. I was only 

allowed to watch English language channels on television in order to facilitate 
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English language acquisition. I jokingly credit The Simpsons and Star Trek Voyager 

as the programs from which I learned English. We always had Spanish-English 

dictionary next to the television and looked up words that we were unfamiliar with. I 

actively remember learning English as I translated what was happening on the 

episodes of Star Trek Voyager for my grandmother. I learned the English language 

primarily through American popular culture, reinforced through the school system 

and my peers.  Before I knew it, English became my dominant language and though I 

integrated into the American mainstream successfully, I still considered myself 

Cuban. 

The problem was that Cubans in Miami did not always see me as Cuban. My 

Spanish was slightly different from the regular Cuban-Spanish. This was not only due 

to my primary use of English, but because my maternal family’s Spanish is 

influenced by my grandmother’s Asturian20 dialect. Also, because I immigrated to the 

U.S. at such an early age, my integration into the American mainstream was almost 

seamless; thus, my mannerism and cultural traits were often different from other 

Cubans. Even when others my age had a quinceañera,21 the idea was foreign to me. 

Instead, I chose to have a Sweet Sixteen22 birthday dinner-party. What was 

fascinating, though, was that instead of seeing me as American, Cubans in Miami saw 

me as German. One of my uncles even lovingly nicknamed me La Alemana;23 it 

                                                      
20 My maternal grandmother’s family is from Luarca, Asturias, while my maternal grandfather’s 

paternal linage is from Spain and his maternal linage is from Cuba.  

 
21 A coming of age celebration held on a girl’s 15th birthday and celebrated across Latin America. 

 
22 A coming of age celebration held on a girl’s 16th birthday celebrated in the United States. 

 
23 Translate to “The German.” 
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immigration policies such as the addition of a naturalization test to the requirements 

for citizenship acquisition. 

 

Overview of Germany’s Integration Policies 

 

While immigration laws allow for the legal inclusion of non-Germans into 

Germany’s population, the laws encouraging integration have always been more 

conflicted. Guest workers in West Germany were never expected to stay and settle in 

Germany and were only seen as a temporary solution to an employment problem 

(Castles, 1986; 2006; Kurthen, 1995, p. 923; Williams, 2014; Çelik, 2015, p. 1647). 

Guest workers were not seen as migrants since “Germany, like other Western 

European states, was trying to import labor but not people” (Castle, 2006, p. 742; see 

also Brubaker, 1992, p. 171). Therefore, integration was never part of the equation 

and immigrant incorporation did not form part of the dominant discourse during the 

guest worker era (Brubaker, 1992; Green, 2007). With increasing number of 

foreigners, West Germany had to face demographic shifts in society. There was talk 

about integration under the Ausländerpolitik9 in 1982 (Avci 2006, p.69). Instead of 

instituting an integration policy, however, it instituted “the 1983 law for the 

‘Promotion of Readiness to Return’” where “every ‘guest worker’ who voluntarily 

left Germany received an incentive of 10,500 deutschmark” (Faas, 2008, p. 110; see 

also Seifert, 1997, p. 453; Avci 2006, p.69; Faas, 2016, p. 34).  Instead of 

incorporating Germany’s foreign population, policies were put in place to return them 

to their home countries (Macias, 1996; Avci, 2006; Boswell & Hough, 2008). Even 

                                                      
9 Translates to “foreign/foreigner policy.” 
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with the new policies instituted in 1991, Avci (2006) argued that there was still the 

“options for the re-immigration of children and assistance for return and reintegration 

to the country of origin” (p. 69). 

Part of this hesitation to create integration policies was that the German 

government refused to see itself as a country of immigrants (Brubaker, 1992; 

Auernheimer, 2005; Avci, 2006; Green, 2007; Boswell & Hough, 2008; Silver, 2010; 

Williams, 2014; Çelik, 2015; Immerfall, 2017; see also Kurthen, 1995). Before the 

1990s, Germany had not engaged with any form of integration strategy (Anil, 2005, 

p. 453; Avci, 2006, p. 69), except for educational policies involving the children of 

foreigners10 (Faas, 2008, p. 109). The growing foreign population coupled with the 

lack of integration strategies was becoming increasingly problematic. It was 

problematic enough that state governments tried to institute local integration policies. 

Some German states attempted to grant residents of foreign descent the right to vote 

in local matters but the policy was ultimately struck down by the Constitutional Court 

(Williams, 2014, p. 58; Anil, 2005, p. 458). Germany’s sizeable ethnic migration 

reopened the discourse for “a re-evaluation of what being German meant” (Williams, 

2014, p. 57). Ethnicity had historically acted as the thread that stitched the Germany 

community together, which now had begun to unravel.  

It was in 2004 when integration policies were fully developed as “integration 

measures were centralized and standardized” (Williams, 2014, p.61) and integration 

courses were promoted (Williams, 2014; Anil, 2007). During the 2000s, Germany 

also instituted policies that recruited highly-skilled migrants; however, it was not 

                                                      
10 See also “Notes” in (Anil 2005) 
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successful (Green, 2007, pp. 104-105; Boswell & Hough, 2008; Williams, 2014, p. 

62; see also Bauder, 2008). Integration policies and discourse have been contentious 

in Germany, which is why some scholars see Germany’s integration policies as a 

failure. Çelik (2015) argues that Turkish guest workers were “ethicized” (p. 1647), 

which is supported by Castles (2006) who claims that “[w]estern European societies 

did not integrate immigrants as equals, but as economically disadvantaged and 

racially discriminated minorities” (p. 743). Other scholars, however, praise the 

progress Germany has undertaken in terms of immigrant incorporation and 

acceptance. Williams (2014) argues that Germany is trying to distance itself from its 

ethnonationalist roots, as some politicians have attempted to define its identity in 

terms of “adherence to political institutions instead of ethnic heritage” (p. 64). 

Immerfall (2017) suggests that, even with issues concerning German identity, 

immigrants in his study felt they belong to German society and “migrants are 

predominantly at ease with their life in Germany” (p. 10).  

Despite these continuing debates, Germany has experienced great progress with 

its integration policies and inclusivity, evident through its promotion of integration 

and attempt to distance itself from an ethnic self-definition. At the same time, 

Germany still has major integration issues, both historically derivative and modernly 

induced, that needs to be addressed.  
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American Assimilation Theories  

 

The United States11  has been at the forefront of assimilation theories utilized 

in Integration Studies. Unlike Germany, the United States has always been a country 

of immigrants. Also, dissimilar to Germany, the United State has traditionally seen 

and described itself as such. Thus, the U.S. has had a much longer history of engaging 

with immigration and integration than Germany, which is reflected in its extensive 

development of assimilation theories. Moreover, the 1960s proved to be a defining 

era for the U.S as it began to receive massive waves of migration (Brubaker, 2001; 

Kurthen & Heisler, 2009). This era also marked the change in mass migration from 

European countries to non-European countries in the U.S (Massey, 1995; see also 

Portes & Zhou 1993; Kurthen & Heisler, 2009). Therefore, after 1965 when the quota 

system ended in the U.S (Massey, 1995), U.S. academia was tasked with reimagining 

its assimilation theories. This reimagining, built on previous theories, has been highly 

productive in understanding contemporary integration issues in Germany and thus 

why this section reviews them. 

To begin with, sociologist Robert Park is “generally considered by critics and 

advocates of the concept alike as the key name associated with the articulation of 

assimilation’s canonical formulation” (Kivisto, 2004, p. 149; see also Alba & Nee, 

1997). He examined race relations in the U.S. and discussed how assimilation 

interacts with race. Park (1914) argued that seamless assimilation can be achieved 

through subsequent processes. However, race acts as an obstacle to this seamless 

assimilation as a racialized and ethnicized person “cannot become a mere individual, 

                                                      
11 Will be abbreviated as the U.S. 
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indistinguishable in the cosmopolitan mass of the population” (Parks, 1914, p. 611; 

see also Kivisto, 2004). This marker of difference also leads to negative receptivity 

and prejudice (Parks, 1914; see also Kivisto, 2004) by the mainstream. Furthermore, 

Parks introduced the “race-relations cycle”, where assimilation is assumed to be a 

uniform process with four steps. This theory has been criticized as monolithic; 

however, both Kivisto (2004) and Alba and Nee (1997) have argued that Parks 

himself rarely used this theory. 

Milton Gordon, however, did argue for three major steps that functioned as a 

straight-path towards assimilation. The first step is acculturation, in which Gordon 

(1964) defines as “cultural or behavioral assimilation” (pp.70-71); the next step is 

structural assimilation, and the third was intermarriage (Gordon, 1964; Haller, Portes, 

& Lynch, 2011, p. 735; see also Zhou 1993; Alba & Nee 1997; 2003). For Gordon, 

similar to Parks, cultural uniformity was the end goal of assimilation. Assimilation 

meant that immigrants became indistinguishable from the mainstream and “prejudice 

and discrimination will decline (if not disappear), intermarriage will be common, and 

the minority's separate identity will wane” (Alba & Nee 1997, p. 830). 

Several scholars have criticized this theory of assimilation. The first major 

problem is that it views assimilation as an apolitical, “uniform” (Haller et al., 2011, p. 

735) process. It theorizes that assimilation follows these three successive steps; 

however, Portes and Zhou (1993, pp. 81-82) reasoned that acculturation is not always 

the first step towards assimilation. Gordon’s theory also speculated that immigrants 

would eventually assimilate into all aspects of the mainstream society. Portes and 

Zhou (1993) argued instead that immigrants could assimilate into selective parts of 
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American society. Furthermore, Portes and Bach (1985) and Portes and Rumbaut 

(2001) maintained that immigrants, without having to assimilate in other aspects of 

the mainstream, can still assimilate into the American economy. Portes and 

colleagues claim that this is achieved through ethnic sub-economies and not 

necessarily through mainstream American society.  

Scholars such as Glazer and Moynihan (1970) have contested this theory by 

arguing that some immigrants actively stay in their ethnic communities as “ethnic 

groups ... are continually recreated by new experiences in America” (p.17; see also 

Haller et al., 2011, p. 735). Furthermore, this theory has been seen as incompatible 

with recent waves of post-1965 immigration (Portes & Zhou, 1993). Portes and Zhou 

(1993) further argue that modern American immigrants face more barriers in 

assimilation than early European migrants, such as racialization12 (see also 

Neckerman, Carter, & Lee, 1999; Portes & Fernández-Kelly, 2008). 

Alba and Nee (2003) and their New Assimilation Theory has rethought the 

classical view of assimilation. The aim of their theory was to step away from 

Gordon’s assimilation theory’s most controversial aspects. However, Alba and Nee 

(2003) have been criticized because “their definition of assimilation so inclusive that 

it is difficult to see what is left out" (Portes & Fernández-Kelly, 2008, p.15; see also 

Haller et al., 2011). Building from, and as a reaction to, Classical Assimilation and 

New Assimilation Theory, Portes and Zhou (1993) developed Segmented 

Assimilation Theory. This theory explores how post-1965 second-generation 

immigrants are incorporated into society. Deviating from Gordon and Alba and Nee, 

                                                      
12 Presently, racialization also involved the securitization of immigrants.  



50 
 

Portes and Zhou argued for different paths towards assimilation and that some 

immigrants might not assimilate into the mainstream at all. According to Portes and 

Zhou (1993), assimilation can take three main paths; mainstream assimilation, 

downward path assimilation, and selective acculturation (see also Zhou 1997, p. 984). 

Mainstream assimilation denotes assimilation into the “white middle-class” (Portes & 

Zhou, 1993, p. 82; see also Neckerman et al., 1999, p. 947). Downward assimilation, 

however, is a path where the children of immigrants go downwards in terms of 

economic and social status (Portes & Zhou, 1993; see also Neckerman et al., 1999). 

Lastly, selective acculturation is when immigrants steadily become acculturated to the 

American mainstream while at the same time keeping ethnic ties (Portes & Zhou, 

1993; see also Neckerman et al., 1999.  

In sum, U.S. academia has had a longer history in the furthering of 

assimilation theories due to the United States’ traditional identity as a nation of 

immigrations. Especially after 1965, with the changing context of immigration in the 

U.S.,American scholars were driven to rethink assimilation theories. Building from 

Parks and Gordon, new prominent theories and scholars such as such New 

Assimilation Theory created by Alba and Nee (2003) and Segmented Assimilation 

Theory created by Portes and Zhou (1993) have emerged. These new theories have 

transformed the way assimilation—or integration in the European context— is 

studied. 
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with an assistance program targeted specifically for Cuban migrants, who were given 

the title of “refugees” (Pedraza-Bailey, 1985; Grenier & Pérez, 2003, p. 23; see also 

Pérez, 1986, p. 129). Nackerud, Springer, Larrison, and Issac (1999, p. 177) argue 

that the “anti-communist political agenda” of the United States gave Cubans 

preferential treatment (see also Pérez, 1986, p. 129). The U.S. government gave 

Cubans in this wave political and economic support as the geopolitics of the Cold 

War aligned advantageously with the Cuban exodus. Furthermore, the socioeconomic 

and racial composition of this wave created a skewed archetype of Cuban immigrants 

in the United States. Many of these Cubans blended into the American mainstream. 

Therefore, scholars argue that the success of this wave shaped the American 

perspective on Cuban immigrants and set the stage for future waves (Grenier & Pérez, 

2003). The economic and entrepreneurial success of this wave molded Miami into the 

multicultural city it is today (Grenier & Pérez, 2003) as it opened the doors for future 

waves of migration.  

 

Second Wave: Freedom Flights 

 

The next wave of immigration was called “Freedom Flights” (Pérez, 1986, p. 

130; Cobas & Duany, 1997, pp. 27-28; Grenier & Pérez, 2003, p.23). This wave 

lasted from 1965-1973 and allowed Cubans from the U.S. to claim and retrieve 

family from Cuba (Grenier & Pérez, 2003, pp. 23-24; see also Pérez, 1986, p. 129; 

Cobas & Duany, 1997, p. 28). There were slight demographic deviations included in 

this wave from that of the Golden Exiles. Those in this wave were primarily older and 

more women than men since the Cuban government restricted military-eligible men 
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from this agreement (Grenier & Pérez, 2003, p. 24). Another change in the 

demographic, is that more of Cuba’s middle class and paraprofessionals were part of 

this emigration (Cobas & Duany, 1997, p. 28; Grenier & Pérez, 2003, p. 24). Most of 

these emigrants were related to the emigrants of the first wave (Cobas & Duany, 

1997, p. 28) and thus still belonged to a relatively privileged class. Hence, they were 

an extension of the first wave and still fit neatly into the American image of what it 

meant to be a Cuban political exile. It was not until the next wave of migration that 

the boundaries of that image were stretched and new archetypes, and consequently 

also new policies, were introduced. 

 

Third Wave: Mariel  

 

After the Freedom Flights ended, it became increasingly difficult to directly 

immigrate to the United States. In 1980, a group of frustrated individuals stormed the 

Peruvian embassy, with 10,000 people later joining them and demanding asylum 

(Grenier & Pérez, 2003, p. 24). The Peruvian embassy refused to let Cuban militia in 

and granted protection to the Cubans already inside. The situation became even more 

complicated because there were not enough supplies to feed the thousands of Cubans 

inside the embassy and many fainted from hunger.2 The Cuban government 

responded by opening the port of Mariel, whence 125,000 Cubans emigrated to the 

United States within a few months (Pedraza-Bailey, 1985, p. 22; Grenier & Pérez, 

2003, p. 24; see also Portes 1984. P. 394; Charon-Cardona, 2004, p. 42).  

                                                      
2 Firsthand accounts reported by Cubans that were in the Embassy at the time. 
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This wave of migration contrasted sharply with the previous two because it 

was primarily made up of the lower class and racial minorities (Pedraza-Bailey, 1985, 

p. 23; Skop, 2001, p. 450; Grenier & Pérez, 2003, p. 24). This thrusted the imagined 

homogeneity of Cuban migrants into chaos. Castro sent individuals in the exodus that 

he believed were a danger to the revolutionary cause, including criminals, mental 

health patients, homosexuals, and prostitutes (Pedraza-Bailey, 1985, p. 22; Cobas & 

Duany, 1997, p. 29; see also Portes, 1984, p. 394; Grenier & Pérez, 2003, p.24). 

However, “there were also writers, artists, professionals, and even government 

officials” (Grenier & Pérez, 2003, p. 24; see also Pedraza-Bailey, 1985). 

Nevertheless, the stigma of this wave of migration as a group of criminals (Portes, 

1984; Pedraza-Bailey, 1985; Martinez, Lee, & Nielsen, 2001; Portes & Puhrmann, 

2015) created dramatic tones around Cuban immigrants. A caricature of Mariel 

immigrants was both created and reinforced by popular culture and the news media as 

it sensationalized the criminal background of some individuals in this wave (Cobas & 

Duany, 1997; Martinez, Lee, & Nielsen, 2001). The Mariel stereotype became so 

widespread that it even gave birth to the world-famous movie, Scarface, about a 

Cuban immigrant from Mariel becoming a violent and corrupt gangster in Miami3 

(Cobas & Duany, 1997; Martinez, Lee, & Nielsen, 2001). As Portes & Puhrmann 

(2015) argued, the term “Marielito” (p. 41) became synonymous with criminals or 

undesirables and was perpetuated in the American mainstream and within the Cuban 

community. 

                                                      
3 See Martinez, Lee, and Nielsen (2001) for in-depth analysis of the Mariel imagery and the Scarface 

phenomenon. 
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Fourth Wave: Rafter/Balsero Crisis and Beyond 

 

This fourth wave was perhaps the most heartbreaking, tragic, and desperate 

wave of migration from Cuba thus far. During the Rafter Crisis, Cubans used small 

boats or homemade rafts to escape Cuba. These extremely dangerous small vessels 

threw them into the mouth of a perpetually ravenous ocean. Many tragically died, 

including children and pregnant women. The majority were detained in the 

Guantánamo U.S naval base as the U.S. refused to let them enter the country (Grenier 

& Pérez, 2003, p. 25). After Mariel, President Clinton’s administration was hesitant 

to allow Cuban migrants to enter the U.S. without restriction (Grenier & Pérez, 2003, 

pp. 25; see also Cobas & Duany 1997; Nackerud et al., 1999). Eventually, Clinton 

came to a bilateral agreement with Castro (Grenier & Pérez, 2003, p. 225; see also 

Nackerud et al., 1999) which allowed the legal entrance of 20,000 Cubans into the 

U.S. through traditional visa channels (Cobas & Duany 1997, p. 30; Grenier & Pérez, 

2003, p. 25). Additionally, it stipulated that any Cuban captured by the U.S. Coast 

Guard at sea would be sent back to Cuba (Grenier & Pérez, 2003, p. 25). Due to the 

“wet-foot/dry-foot policy”,4 any Cuban who reached U.S. territorial land would be 

allowed to stay in the U.S. With this caveat in mind, although not in mass numbers, 

occasional individuals still risked their lives and bravely tried to emigrate using a raft. 

As of January 2017, President Obama revoked the “wet-foot/dry-root policy”.  

 

 
 
 

                                                      
4 Common name for the 1995 revision of the Cuban Adjustment Act of 1966. 

 



59 
 

Beyond the United States 

 

The four main waves of Cuban migration to the U.S., particularly to Miami, 

have encompassed their own unique characteristics. Not only have the characteristics 

of each migration wave been different but so has the subsequent receptivity of the 

U.S. Most notably, the Mariel migration wave was the most diverse in both internal 

characteristics and receptivity by both the U.S government and popular culture. The 

declining favorability, both in terms of policies, towards Cuban migration 

accumulated in the ending of the “wet-foot/dry-foot policy”. This change in policy 

carries repercussions that alter the course of Cuban migration to the U.S. Moreover, 

Cuban Diaspora Studies will also change as they will reflect the potential decrease of 

Cuban migration to the U.S. and the increase migration to other countries. The 

following sections will discuss how Cuban Diaspora Studies have already begun to 

evolve into a more geographically diverse discipline.  

 

The Cuban Diaspora in Spain 

 

In the last decade, more research on the Cuban diaspora outside of the United 

States has begun to emerge, particularly on Cubans in Spain. This is an important 

development for the field considering the intimate relationship between Cuba and 

Spain. Due to Cuba being a colonial territory of Spain, Cuban migration to Spain 

extends back to the 19th century (Eckstein & Berg, 2009, p. 160; Berg, 2011, p. 12; 

see also Cobas & Duany, 1997; Grenier & Pérez, 2003). It is also the second most 

common destination for Cuban migration (Eckstein & Berg, 2009, p. 161). Moreover, 
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the Cuban diaspora in Spain presents an interesting case study as compared to the 

much better documented experiences of Cubans in the U.S. 

Abad and García-Moreno (2016, p.129) argue that the prevalent reason behind 

immigration has been given in terms of economic factors. This is true for both 

Cubans in the U.S. and Cubans in Spain, where “a shift from a political to an 

economically driven migration following the 1990’s crisis”5 has taken place (Simoni, 

2016, p. 459; see also Berg, 2011). Although economic factors are central to Cuban 

migration; diverse motivations, including political and social motivations, are still 

active, as Abad and García-Moreno (2016) found to be true for some Cuban women 

in Spain. Berg (2011) also supported this view because she too found diverse 

motivations for Cuban migration to Spain. Using a historical and generational 

approach, Berg (2011) addressed the nostalgia and complex identity politics among 

Cubans in Spain. She discovered that Cuban identity, collective memories, and 

notions of belonging differed across generations as historical moments defined them 

(see also Eckstein & Berg, 2009).  

The characteristics of the migration waves between those who arrived in the 

U.S. and those who arrived in Spain, show several similarities and differences. The 

exiles who immigrated to Spain were overwhelmingly of the same upper and middle 

class and usually saw themselves as “political exiles as opposed to economic 

migrants” (Berg, 2011, p. 41). The same could be said of the same migration wave to 

the United States (Skop, 2001; Grenier & Pérez, 2003, 23). This group of migrants in 

both countries was largely anti-Castro and anti-Communist (Grenier & Pérez, 2003, 

                                                      
5 The 1990s Crisis referenced in this quote is termed El Periodio Especial translated to The Special 

Period. 
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p. 86; Eckstein & Berg, 2009, p. 164; Berg, 2011, p. 40). One distinguishable 

characteristic of this wave between the U.S. and Spain is that those who migrated to 

Spain were often considered “returnees” (Eckstein & Berg, 2009, p.163; Berg, 2011, 

p. 41). As explained by Eckstein and Berg (2009), while the Golden Exiles in the U.S. 

did not have extensive family or connections, those who migrated to Spain, frequently 

traced their linage and background back there (see also Berg, 2011). Another 

similarity stems from later migration waves such as Mariel and those who immigrated 

during and after the Periodo Especial. Both in the U.S. and in Spain, these later 

Cuban migrants were more racially and socioeconomically diverse than their 

predecessors (Skop 2001, p. 450; Grenier & Pérez, p. 24; Berg 2011, p. 41). This 

group of migrants also identified more as economic migrants than political exiles, as 

they became “disillusioned with politics” (Eckstein & Berg 2009, p. 165). 

The Cuban diaspora experienced greater opportunities in the U.S. than in 

Spain due to Miami’s ethnic enclave and the U.S.' “preferential treatment” (Eckstein 

& Berg, 2009, p.169). Considering that Spain still had economic ties with Cuba, 

whereas the U.S. instituted an embargo, Spain “never dedicated resources on the scale 

of Washington’s generously funded Cuban Refugee Program” (Eckstein & Berg, 

2009, p. 169). Along these same lines, Cubans in Spain lacked the political influence 

that Cubans in the U.S. had concerning policy towards Cuba (Eckstein & Berg, 2009, 

p. 172). Furthermore, in terms of integration, the distance between Cubans and the 

mainstream is further in the U.S. than in Spain, considering shared cultural factors 

(Eckstein & Berg, 2009, pp. 160; 173-175). 
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The Cuban Diaspora in a Global Context  

 

Although Cuban migration is concentrated in the U.S. and in Spain (Eckstein 

& Berg, 2009), the diaspora is spread globally, with noteworthy scholarship now 

reflecting this. For example, Cuban migration to Puerto Rico presents a noteworthy 

case study as “more than thirty-six thousand exiles” fled to Puerto Rico “between 

1959 and 2014” (Duany, 2017, p. 82). The connection between Cuba and Puerto Rico 

stems from their shared colonial history under Spain (Cobas & Duany, 1997, p. 42). 

Because of their shared colonial past, they also share cultural similarities such as a 

common language (Cobas & Duany, 1997). Cobas and Duany (1997) argue that the 

Cuban diaspora in Puerto Rico “retain a strong sense of solidarity and ethnic identity" 

(p. 59) but still shows a proclivity towards intermarriage with the local population. 

Canada also presents an interesting view of the Cuban diaspora. Gutiérrez (2013, p. 

56) states that Canada is a top receiving nation for Cubans. In terms of the 

demographics, a defining characteristic of Cuban immigrants in Canada is that the 

majority has some sort of formal education (Gutiérrez, 2013). As in Spain, Cubans 

have not been given preferential treatment compared to the U.S., and the two 

countries have a normalized relationship (Gutiérrez, 2013). The current prime 

minister of Canada, Justin Trudeau, even gave a heartfelt statement on the passing of 

Fidel Castro, symbolizing the friendly relationship between the two nations.  

On the other side of the world, the Cuban diaspora in Australia had two 

primary migration waves, similar to the U.S. context. The first wave in the 1970s was 

composed of those like the exiles, while the second wave in the 1980s was a more 

diverse group like those of Mariel (Charon-Cardona, 2004, p. 41-42). Charon-
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Cardona (2004) found that the diaspora in Australia works to preserve its ethnic 

identity primarily through food. The Cuban diaspora in Germany is also unique, as 

Pérez Naranjo (2014) has shown. To begin with, Cuba and East Germany commonly 

worked together during the Cold War, even instituting a formal bilateral agreement to 

bring Cuban workers and students to East Germany before reunification (Mac con 

Uladh, 2005, p. 9; Pérez Naranjo 2014, p. 74; see also, Ireland, 1997, p. 546; Holtz 

2014, p. 468). Currently, Germany and Cuba still have a diplomatic relationship. As 

with Australia, due to its smaller size compared to the U.S., the primary methods by 

which the diaspora retains its ethnic identity are through food and music. Also, unlike 

the U.S. context, the diaspora does not seem to encompass the exile ideology as 

fervently as in the U.S. The participants of this study expressed an aversion to the 

politics of the island in general, citing that “Germany is like a vacation from Cuban 

politics.”6 When visiting a Cuban restaurant in Berlin, adorned by pictures of Fidel 

Castro and Che Guevara,7 one participant stated that though some Cubans are 

offended, “most did not care.” These are just a few examples of contemporary 

scholarship conducted on the Cuban diaspora that represent the fields’ evolution 

towards a geographically dispersed network of communities.  

 

Conclusion 

 

The Cuban diaspora is extremely diverse as Cubans have settled into different 

countries at different times and have integrated in different ways to their host 

                                                      
6 Data from my own interviews. This statement was uttered by a participant. 

  
7 It should be noted that this restaurant was not owned by a Cuban migrant. 



64 
 

societies. Cuban migration to the United States has been continuous through four 

main migration waves, each with its own political and socioeconomic characteristics. 

These migration waves have transformed Miami into an epicenter of Cuban culture. 

This contrasts sharply with Cuban migration to Germany, even as Berlin is the 

epicenter of a smaller and more dispersed Cuban population in Germany. The U.S has 

had a restrictive and ambivalent relationship with Cuba, reminiscent of Cold War 

politics, whereas Germany has had a relatively cordial relationship with Cuba. Cuban 

migration to the U.S, however, far exceeds Cuban migration to Germany, and any 

other country. Because of the geographic proximity of the U.S and favorable 

immigration policies such as the Cuban Adjustment Act, the U.S. has been the 

preferred migration center for Cubans. Germany is not geographically close to Cuba 

and lacks the favorable immigration policies towards the island. Miami, because of its 

ethnic enclave, shares cultural similarities to Cuba and provides economic and social 

co-ethnic opportunities for immigrants from Cuba. Contrastingly, Germany lacks a 

Cuban enclave and cultural similarities with the island. These are reference points for 

varying integration paths as they change the dynamics of language attainment, labor 

market entrance, intermarriage, and identity between the Cuban diaspora in the U.S. 

and Germany.  
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V. CUBAN MIGRATION TO GERMANY  

 

In this chapter, I will explore the conditions of the initial Cuban migrant 

arrival in Germany. This chapter will also address the issues faced by those who 

returned to Cuba after reunification. Just as Cuban migration was driven by Cold War 

politics in the United States, so was Cuban migration in Germany. Most of the 

immigration from Cuba to pre-reunified Germany was to the GDR (Pérez Naranjo, 

2014; Holtz, 2014). Throughout this chapter, the analysis will focus on the migration 

pattern to the GDR as opposed to the Federal Republic of German (FRG).1 

Considering the geopolitical tensions of the Cold War,2 there was no significant 

presence of Cuban migrants in the FRG (Pérez Naranjo, 2014, p. 63; Holtz, 2014). 

This contrasts with Germany’s majority immigrant group, as the FRG signed 

agreements with Turkey to recruit guest workers to fill the temporary void in the 

German workforce during the 1960’s (Anil, 2005; 2007; Faas 2007; 2008; Pütz, 2008; 

Ozuekren & Ergoz-Karahan, 2010; Miller, 2012; Oner, 2014; Çelik, 2015; Biedinger, 

Becker, & Klein, 2015). For Cubans, migration was directed to the GDR during the 

Cold War because of Cuba’s geopolitical and ideological relationship with the Soviet 

Union and its Eastern European allies (Ireland, 1997, p. 546).  

While Cuban migration to the U.S and Turkish migration to Germany are 

comprised of several migration waves, Cuban migration to Germany is roughly 

divided into two main waves. I will explore the two main waves of Cuban 

                                                      
1 This will be abbreviated as FRG. 

 
2 See the FRG’s Hallstein Doctrine. 
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immigration, pre- and post- German reunification, and the conditions of arrival using 

information from various sources, including my own interviews and ethnography. 

Moving forward, I also will explore in greater detail the living conditions and 

trajectories of Cuban students and highly-skilled works, 3 and low skilled workers4 

who arrived in the GDR through the bilateral agreement with Cuba. Next, I will 

describe the complications for Cubans who stayed in Germany and for those who 

returned to Cuba after German reunification. I will conclude with a brief summary of 

current methods for migrating to Germany. 

 

The Post-Revolutionary First Migration Wave: Post-Cuban Revolution and Pre-

German Reunification: Early 1960s to Mid-1990s 

 

While many countries refused to recognize the GDR (Berger & Lilleker 2002; 

Low, 2015), “up to 1972, revolutionary Cuba was the only Latin American country to 

give the GDR diplomatic recognition” (Holtz, 2014, p. 472). Once the revolutionary 

government of Cuba took control in 1959, the exchange of goods, services, and 

people increased between the two ideologically akin states. Due to East Germany’s 

postwar labor shortage (Adams, 1989), guest workers from allied nations began 

immigrating to the GDR, with Cuban migration to the GDR starting around the 

1960’s (Pérez Naranjo, 2014, p. 66). An estimated 30,000 Cuban migrants, including 

students, arrived in the GDR before the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and Germany’s 

reunification in 1990 (Holtz, 2014, p. 468; Pérez Naranjo, 2014, p. 64). Cuban 

                                                      
3 I also categorize government, military, and political officials as skilled workers. 

 
4 Low-skilled workers also include semi-skilled workers. 

 



67 
 

students were sent to study in universities across East Germany while highly-skilled 

workers were sent to work in political institutions such as the Cuban Embassy in East 

Berlin, or to act as translators and sociopolitical liaisons. Cuban low-skilled workers 

were usually sent to work in factories.   

 

Students and Highly-Skilled Workers 

 

In the early 1960s, the first Cuban students who had arrived in the GDR were 

part of the initial stages of the developing Cuban-GDR relationship. Most Cuban 

students were not trained in the German language, were unfamiliar with German 

culture, and faced difficulties with the GDR’s educational system (Mac con Uladh, 

2005; Pérez Naranjo, 2014). To remedy this situation, students were sent upon arrival 

to the Leipzig’s Herder Institute where they attended rigorous language lessons and 

were exposed to a Marxist-Lenist educational doctrine (Pérez Naranjo, 2014, p.67). 

Afterwards, students and highly-skilled workers began German languages courses in 

Cuba before immigrating, with the exception of those already fluent in German 

(Pérez Naranjo, 2014). Students identified as candidates to study in the GDR had to 

“have good grades and prove their allegiance to Cuba. Usually the students had to be 

part of the Communist Youth (UJC), but not exclusively, or they had to prove that 

their attitude toward the country was in favor of the socialist model” (Pérez Naranjo, 

2014, p. 68).  

The students and highly-skilled workers who had already attained the fluency 

in the German language were given priority in the selection process. Those who had 

graduated with a degree in the German language and qualified as translators were 
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immediately placed at the top of the list, as noted by a study participant who worked 

as a translator in the Cuban embassy in East Berlin. 

I have always loved learning new languages, but I already knew English, and I 

did not like Russian too much, which at the time everyone was studying. So, 

when I entered La Facultad de Lengua y Literatura Extranjera5 in Havana, I 

decided to study German. It was such a beautiful language, and I enjoyed 

education, so I thought I would study to be a German language professor one 

day or maybe a translator. Never did I think I would end up going to 

Germany. But after graduating from my studies, since I was fluent in German, 

I was presented with the offer to move to the GDR and work at the German 

embassy. All I had to do was fill out an application and provide my 

qualification as a translator. I was called right away, like two weeks later, 

there was so much need for German translators that I was immediately told I 

was leaving to the GDR.6  

 

Some students who were sent to study abroad in specific universities or 

specific educational tracks saw that those options were no longer available upon their 

arrival in East Germany (Pérez Naranjo, 2014). These students had a sudden change 

of study and upon their return to Cuba, were at times faced with inexistent career 

paths (Pérez Naranjo, 2014). As for living arrangements, some students shared their 

dormitories with German roommates, while others shared their rooms with other 

Cuban students (Pérez Naranjo, 2014). Most highly-skilled workers, such as embassy 

officials, had to either share an apartment with a colleague or were given their own 

apartments. As one translator from the Economic and Commercial Department of the 

Cuban Embassy in East Berlin mentioned: 

I was given all different types of apartments. At first, I shared an apartment 

with another translator that also worked in the embassy but then I was given 

my own apartment. Once I was given a beautiful one-bedroom apartment 

whose balcony faced the gardens, that one was my favorite! Another time I 

                                                      
5 Translates to The School of Foreign Language and Literature. 

 
6 My own translation from Spanish. All interview translations are my own. Names are either not 

included or changed to protect participant identity.  
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was even given a three-bedroom apartment, I hated that one, because I lived 

there alone, and it often felt scary and lonely, so I would leave all the lights on 

at night just in case.  

 

The highly-skilled workers7 who lived on their own still had to ask for 

permission to travel as they had their passports taken away upon arrival in Germany. 

For example, one participant had to ask the Cuban embassy for permission to drive to 

Poland to visit her sister. Students living in dormitories also had to request permission 

if they wanted to sleep elsewhere, since intimate relationships were not encouraged, 

and marriages were difficult to get approved (Pérez Naranjo, 2014). Marriage 

between Germans and Cubans was heavily restricted, and even marriages between 

Cuban students were controlled (Pérez Naranjo, 2014). The students’ primary focus 

was supposed to be their studies, so they could actively contribute to the Cuban 

nation once they returned. Marriage and relationships were not only seen as obstacles 

and distractions but also as a dangerous incentive for them not return to Cuba. This 

ultimately proved true of those who married Germans because they were given a legal 

avenue to emigrate after reunification.  

Besides control of their romantic relationships, Cuban students faced other 

restrictions. They were not allowed to have outside work or earn extra income, had 

restrictions on items they were allowed to purchase, and if their grades fell, they were 

sent back to Cuba (Pérez Naranjo, 2014). On the positive side, all Cubans under 

contract in the GDR were given paid vacations to visit Cuba every two years, which 

they could accept or decline (Pérez Naranjo, 2014). Some students and their 

colleagues traveled back to Cuba to visit their families and bring back goods, but 

                                                      
7 Cuban students who had already graduate in Cuba and were hired as highly-skilled workers. 
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others decided to stay and travel in Germany. A highly-skilled worker who traveled 

back to Cuba on her vacations recounted the gifts she brought back: 

I went back to Cuba every two years because I really missed my family and I 

had no particular reason to stay in Germany during my vacations. I would 

bring back many different types of goods, especially for my niece who is like 

a daughter to me. I would bring her a suitcase full of shoes since they were of 

high quality and you couldn’t find those in Cuba. I once even brought her 

back a stuffed tiger toy animal that was bigger than her. You could clearly tell 

they were foreign products…. Of course, not everyone traveled back to Cuba, 

some of my friends preferred to stay. But they either had their spouse or kids 

in Germany already so they had no real reason to go back like I did. My best 

friend in Berlin had her son, husband, and even mother with her so it didn’t 

make sense for her to visit Cuba. 

 

Once students finished their studies or the highly-skilled workers’ contracts 

were up, they had to return to Cuba or apply for an extension of their contracts. Those 

who returned to Cuba were held in high regard and received beneficial employment 

even if they were not placed specifically in their chosen fields (Pérez Naranjo 2014, 

p. 73). As explained by one translator, 

Before I even arrived back in Cuba, I already had a position waiting for me. 

The director of Cubaequipos8 already had a position waiting for me as a 

translator. Later, I was offered different positions of employment, the one I 

picked was as a translator in La Isla de Juventud in the Hotel Colony, for 

which I was paid the same as in the Cubaequipos office but in a much more 

comfortable position where I enjoyed the freedom and intellectual 

independence I had back in Germany and did not have to sit in an office all 

day. Later, I was hired as a translator in the Hotel La Habana Libre and in the 

Hotel Riviera in the reception desk for German tourists. I missed being back 

in Germany and working there, but once back in Cuba, I was given great 

employment opportunities that I enjoyed. 

 

 

 

 
 

                                                      
8 Office of Exterior Commercial: The office that signed and approved the purchases and contracts of 

equipment and their parts.  
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Low-Skilled Guest Workers 

 

Cubans of adult age, typically who did not attend school past secondary 

education, were recruited as guest workers to be sent anywhere in the Soviet bloc 

after Cuba entered The Council for Mutual Economic Assistance in 1972 (Fagen, 

1978, p. 73; Pérez Naranjo 2014, p. 88). A bilateral agreement was signed with the 

GDR in 1978 (Mac con Uladh, 2005, p. 9; Pérez Naranjo 2014, p. 74; see also 

Ireland, 1997, p. 546). Besides the educational divide, Pérez Naranjo (2014) also 

notes a racial divide between students and workers because “workers there were more 

persons with dark skin compared to students” (p. 88). When recruited, they were 

required to attend a training course to prepare them in the language, culture, and 

technical skills of the receiving nation. The Cuban government placed the workers 

where there was the greatest need. The potential guest workers had the right to either 

accept or reject the contract, as one participant explained,  

When I finished 10th grade, since I had to repeat seventh grade and did not 

have the best grades, I couldn’t move on to pre-university. Instead, I applied 

to the Oceanologia Technico9 in the Soviet Union because they needed 

workers in that industry. I had no idea what that was or what I would be 

doing, but it was a chance to leave Cuba. Before going over there, though, I 

first had to attend a one-year long training course that taught me the Russian 

language, math, physics, and chemistry. All my teachers were Soviets and 

none were Cuban. They taught me how to eat and how to conduct myself too. 

When I finished that course, they vaccinated me, and I was ready to go to the 

Soviet Union. But I decided not to go at the last minute and they became 

angry that I wasted revolutionary money and resources, but they couldn’t 

make me go so I renounced my position and gave back the suitcase full of 

clothes they had given me for travel to the Soviet Union. 

  

The Cuban workers who agreed to go abroad and later retracted their 

applications were informed that this decision would affect their future opportunities. 

                                                      
9  Translates to Oceanology Technical. 
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They also had to return any items given to them for travel and were forced to formally 

renounce their position in a government office. They were labeled an embarrassment 

to the nationalist effort in Cuba and were pressured to honor their contracts. The 

participant from the above story continued to explain: 

So, I couldn’t study anywhere else and I was worried that I wouldn’t be able 

to find a job after resigning. During that time lapse, my mom became friends 

with a government official who had connections and encouraged me to apply 

for East Germany as a factory worker, since they needed factory workers. So, 

I did, and they told me that in a couple of weeks I would leave. This time, they 

didn’t make me go through the training I first did when I thought about going 

to the Soviet Union. I don’t know why but I am guessing they either needed 

more workers immediately or I was exempt since I already had attended 

training. But when they came to take me, I hid under my bed because I began 

to realize how hard working in a factory would be and became scared. I asked 

my mother to come with me to renounce the position because I was so 

embarrassed and I knew they would be angry. So again, I was forced to 

officially renounce my application and again they were very angry but they 

couldn’t force me to go. 

 

If the potential guest worker did accept the proposed position and completed 

the training, travel expenses were paid, and the worker was sent to the receiving 

country. The selection processing times varied depending on whether the worker had 

political connections, as seen with my participant’s experience. Because she did not 

have any connections, it took her more than a year to have her travel approved, but 

once her mother became friends with an official, the process took mere weeks. The 

selection process for the GDR could either be extensive or instantaneous, depending 

on whether the worker had previously served in the military or, as mentioned, had 

connections (Pérez Naranjo, 2014). These guest workers were mostly employed in the 

following industries “In the tire production, chemical, textile, and tool industry 

assembly processes of the construction of vehicles … they were also employed in the 
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transportation sector, as well as in the frozen and food industry” (Gruner-Domi, 1997, 

p. 7 as quoted in Pérez Naranjo, 2014, p. 75). 10 

The work in these production industries was arduous, demanding, and 

restrictive. Additionally, just as the professional Cuban migrants were not allowed to 

have relationships, romantic entanglements were also forbidden for the workers. If a 

female worker, or student, became pregnant, it did not matter if the father was East 

German or Cuban, her contract would be revoked, and she would be sent back to 

Cuba (Pérez Naranjo, 2014, p. 230; Ireland 1997, p. 548). Hence, workers had to 

tread carefully regarding romantic and sexual entanglements. According to my own 

participants, factory workers did engage in romantic relationships with not only other 

Cuban workers, but also East Germans. They felt a sense of fear of not only having 

their contracts revoked due to these romances, but also because of racial 

discrimination. For example, I was told of one Afro-Cuban man who had a child with 

an East German woman but he never reported that he was the father and was not 

allowed to marry the mother of his child. Because of these circumstances some 

preferred not to be involved with East Germans. Pérez Naranjo (2014) adds that other 

Cubans also judged harshly workers who became involved in Cuban-German 

relationships. 

Another restriction that workers faced was their inability to travel freely in 

either the GDR or the Soviet Union. Upon arrival, all Cuban migrants had to leave 

their passports with the Cuban embassy “with the exception of some doctoral 

                                                      
10 My own translation: the actual quote is “Sie Wurden vorwiegend als Produktionsabeiter in der 

Reifenproduktion, Chemiefaser, Textil, und werkzeugindustrie sowi bei Montageprozessen des 

fahrzeugbau eingesetzt…Daruber hinaus wurden sie auch im Verkehrswesen sowie in der Frost und 

Nahrungsmittelwirtschaft beschaftigt”. 
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students, who enjoyed a greater level of self-determination and more agreeable living 

conditions in general” (Holtz, 2014, p. 472). Moreover, factory workers were often 

sequestered to their area of work with only nearby attractions11 as their source of 

recreation and occasional cultural trips arranged by factory leaders (Pérez Naranjo, 

2014, p. 87). Additionally, 60% of the workers’ salaries was not paid out to the 

workers but instead was sent to Cuba for them to use upon their return (Pérez 

Naranjo, 2014, p. 80; see also Mac con Uladh, 2005). This was another veiled 

enforcement for them to return to Cuba and deterred them from staying in the GDR.  

Conversely, one main incentive for the workers to go to the GDR in the first 

place was that the Cuban government would allow each worker to purchase 

European-made motorcycles (Pérez Naranjo, 2014). If the worker’s contract was 

revoked, he or she did not finish its entirely or was subject to discipline, his or her 

claim of the motorcycle would be forfeited. The conditions required the contracts had 

to be completed successfully and without incident. Pérez Naranjo (2014) articulated 

that the contracts were usually a four-year contract, while some of my participants 

stated their contracts were for only two years.12 When administrative supervisors saw 

a decline in work ethic of the Cuban factory workers, some factories threatened them 

with the possibility of losing their motorcycle incentive (Mac con Uladh, 2005; Pérez 

Naranjo, 2014). These motorcycles were expensive, luxurious, and inaccessible in 

Cuba. This made the possibility of obtaining one from overseas a desirable incentive 

that helped with not only recruitment to the GDR but with maintaining a certain 

                                                      
11 Such as bars and night clubs. 

 
12 Some were also given the opportunity to extend their contracts. 
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quality of work once in the GDR. One participant described the importance of the 

motorcycle: 

Those motorcycles were famous, everyone dreamed of having one. If you 

completed your contract, then you were able to purchase one and take it back 

to Cuba with you. Back in Cuba, some people used them as their means of 

transportation and people in the neighborhood would look at you in 

amazement. But there were some who sold them for money or traded them for 

better apartments. This was not allowed and was pretty dangerous to do, but 

they were such good bikes that you could get a lot for them if you traded or 

sold them. People would go to the GDR blindly just for the promise of getting 

one of those motorcycles.  

 

Cubatecnica13  is a Cuban governmental agency designed to facilitate the 

exchange of labor between Cuba and other countries, which currently still exists. For 

the GDR, it created the groundwork for importing Cuban labor (Pérez Naranjo, 

2014). This agency was not only in charge of recruitment, but also appointed 

“leadership of Cubans groups in the different factories” (Pérez Naranjo, 2014, p. 77). 

Besides group leaders, factory workers were also given a translator who would act as 

a liaison between them and the German administrators and the wider population. 

Cubatecnica also appointed these translators who were the voices of these workers 

because, regardless of the language training they received in Cuba, speaking the 

language was still difficult for most Cubans (Pérez Naranjo, 2014, p. 78). These 

translators were professionals who had graduated with a degree in the German 

language or from another discipline and happened to be fluent in German. Regardless, 

as my participants explained, they had to provide evidence of their qualifications and 

a translator’s certificate. Factory translators did not enjoy the same luxuries as other 

translators, such as the one employed in the Cuban embassy in Berlin. When 

                                                      
13 Empresa de Contratación de Asistencia Técnica. 
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explaining her trajectory as a translator, a participant confirmed the differences in the 

employment environment: 

I was going to be sent as a translator in a factory that specialized in spare parts 

in the GDR. I was a little nervous because working in a factory was something 

I was not used to. But one of the translators in the Berlin Embassy finished her 

contract and did not opt to extend it so they needed someone to fill her 

position. My brother-in-law was an important official in the Polish embassy 

and had many connections so he was able to place me in the embassy instead. 

I was very comfortable there. Everyone was polite and disciplined and I was 

treated with the upmost respect. I worked until around 5 p.m. and was never 

asked to stay overtime. I had to go once a week to different provinces in the 

GDR to verify contracts, mediate agreements, and attend meetings with 

different officials. It was the best job I have ever had.  

 

 This narration is a contrast to the translators who were sent to the factories. 

As Pérez Naranjo (2014) and Mac con Uladh (2005) argue, working in a factory 

setting was arduous. However, factory translators still had significantly better 

conditions and greater freedom than factory workers. Cuban low-skilled factory 

workers had grueling and at times violent experiences (Ireland, 1997; Mac con Uladh, 

2005; Pérez Naranjo, 2014). Not only did Cuban factory workers at times do the most 

“physically-demanding and dirty jobs” (Mac con Uladh, 2005, p. 95), but their lives 

were riddled with hardship.   

After a strike by Cuban workers in a synthetics factory in Wittenberge, an 

investigation into conditions uncovered the widespread abuse of contract 

workers. Not only had management transgressed a number of labour 

regulations regarding working hours, sick pay and holiday leave, but East 

German workers had made Cubans clean up after them and referred to them as 

‘Neger’ (Mac con Uladh, 2005, p. 82).  

 

Racial discrimination and prejudice were rampant in these factories. Many 

incidences of violence and mistreatment were directed at Cuban workers by East 

Germans. If migrant workers were involved in a conflict, the reports by East German 

officials were at times fabricated to place the blame on the migrant workers (Mac con 



77 
 

Uladh, 2005). Thus, the Cuban workers involved in a conflict would be punished, 

even if they were not at fault. One participant, a former worker in the Cuban embassy 

in Poland, commented on the inequality of treatment in some situations in Poland as 

well as in East Germany.  

There were these two Cuban workers who got in trouble at a bar and we made 

sure to quickly send them back to Cuba right away. I believed them when they 

said they didn’t start the fight and I knew they were not at fault because the 

story did not make any sense. But if I let them stay in Poland, I knew the local 

police would mistreat them and something worse than just being sent back to 

Cuba would happen. Instead of having them be subjected to una entrada de 

palos,14 we just sent them home. This wasn’t a unique situation, this happened 

in the GDR too. 

 

Besides their minority status as factory workers and immigrants, Afro-Cuban 

workers were unfortunately further targeted by racial discrimination in the GDR. Mac 

con Uladh (2005) explained that: 

Of the 774 contract workers deported for disciplinary transgressions in 1989 

for example, 369 were from Mozambique, 303 from Cuba … This must not be 

taken as evidence of greater wrongdoing on the part of the Mozambican and 

Cuban workers, however, but as a consequence of the prevalent racist 

attitudes in the GDR which were primarily directed at black contract workers 

(p. 99). 

 

These acts of discrimination were not only carried out by East German 

administrators but also by local police and people intolerant of foreigners in the GDR. 

The media was forbidden to report any anti-foreigner incidents that occurred in the 

GDR (Ireland 1997, p. 549), which made these incidents invisible to the wider public. 

One instance, as Mac con Uladh (2005, pp. 146-150) recounts through police 

transcripts, highlights the tension between Cuban workers and East Germans. In 

Merseburg, a Cuban worker and an East German were involved in a conflict at a 

                                                      
14 A Cuban colloquialism denoting a beating or a severe beating. 
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nightclub. Testimony by other East Germans in the club that night suggests that the 

Cuban workers did not instigate the incident. Though they did not get into a physical 

altercation that night, it motivated the East German individual to round up a group of 

friends and target Cubans around town and assault them. The assaults sent three 

Cubans to the hospital and provoked a group of 23 Cubans to seek revenge for the 

attack. The conflict escalated, and violence ensued between the two groups. When a 

chase began, two Cubans were forced to jump into the river, where they drowned. 

One of the young Cuban men drowned because he could not swim and the other died 

when he was forcefully hit in the head by an East German. When the police arrived 

on the scene, no one alerted them to the two drowned individuals, and their bodies 

were found days after the incident. No one was charged, and the incident was 

deliberately overlooked (Mac con Uladh, 2005, pp. 146-150).15 

 

Differing Integration Experiences 

As can be appreciated from the above narratives and supported by several 

scholars (Mac con Uladh, 2005; Pérez Naranjo, 2014; Holtz, 2014), the living and 

working conditions of Cuban students, highly-skilled workers, and low-skilled 

workers varied considerably. Their contrasting experiences in the GDR invoke 

diverging paths of integration based on structural obstacles. For example, low-skilled 

workers had more boundaries imposed on them which reinforced their identities as 

workers rather than as members of their host society. One participant who migrated as 

a professional commented on the difference of life situations in the GDR:  

                                                      
15 See Mac con Uladh (p. 147-150) for specific details involving this incident and related incidents.  
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Life was hard for factory workers, they had to learn to use machineries that 

did not exist back in Cuba …. they also had so many restrictions and were not 

allowed to move around the city like we did. They were also under the 

constant threat of being sent back to Cuba if they misbehaved. Berlin treated 

me so well that I often reminisce about those times, but I realize that this was 

not the same for others. 

  

For this participant, a sense of nostalgia was invoked with the memory of 

Germany. Nostalgia comprises memories and feelings strong enough to be longingly 

remembered even as time has passed. This participant created a life in Germany. This 

was harder for the low-skilled workers as structural obstacles hindered this process. 

Their place in Germany was situated as temporary through the threat of forced return 

to Cuba. Temporal situations discourage integration. The harsh working conditions 

and substandard living conditions also hindered their positive affective connection to 

Germany, cutting the threads of belonging and community. The regulation of their 

physical space and movement reinforced their place as contracted workers rather than 

free members of society. The language barriers further limited them through the 

ethnic insulation of their working and living situations and divided them from native 

Germans. The lack of attention to language acquisition coupled with the discouraging 

of inter-ethnic relationships strengthened the division between Cuban workers and the 

German mainstream. 

Low-skilled migrants and professional migrants also occupied different 

statuses in the socioeconomic structure of the GDR. As Holtz (2014) argued, 

academic migration does not only benefit the receiving country, instead, skills and 

knowledge gained in the receiving country can then be brought back to the home 

country. As Holtz (2014) maintains that, “The single academic migrant is considered 

more important than the low-skilled worker who can be more easily replaced. Cuban 
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academics migrants had a political and economic mission, as well as an academic 

one” (p. 469).  

Cuban highly-skilled workers and students arrived in the GDR with an 

institutionalized form of social and symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1987; see also Pérez 

Naranjo, 2014) through their educational qualifications and status as highly-skilled, 

which the low-skilled worker did not possess. This form of capital was enough to 

purchase a better standard of living and easier modes of integration within the GDR. 

The low-skilled workers were seen “as mere producers, contract workers were not 

seen as future propagators of a positive image of the GDR abroad and as such never 

enjoyed the same levels of immunity as international students” (Mac Con Uladh, 

2005, p. 67). 

Their living conditions helped shape and determine Cuban immigrants’ paths 

to integration in the GDR in various ways. The way that Cuban immigrants became 

familiar with the German culture and its people influenced their path for integration. 

For example, Cuban students had opportunities to become intimately acquainted with 

East German culture through formal higher education and daily interaction with 

German peers and professors. In contrast, the low-skilled workers who primarily 

worked in factories were sequestered in migrant living quarters, and their interactions 

with East German peers were seldom amicable (Mac Con Uladh, 2005; Pérez 

Naranjo, 2014). These conditions also affected German language acquisition, which 

further stratified the integration experiences between Cuban students, highly-skilled 

workers, and low skilled workers and (Pérez Naranjo, 2014). The ability to speak the 

receiving country’s language provided greater occasions for positive relationships 
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between Cuban immigrants and the East German native population. Positive social 

interaction facilitated through language attainment is key for integration because, as 

contact theory states, the more contact with diversity in harmonious situations, the 

less prejudice there is (Allport, 1954). The highly-skilled workers in this study 

reported having good relationships with East Germans, which allowed them to feel 

accepted. One participant in my study sentimentally recounted how her Cuban and 

East German coworkers at the Cuban Embassy in Berlin often traveled to the Leipzig 

Fairs, where they would smoke menthols and drink Gluhwein together.16 She finished 

her interview with this sentence: “I must have been born German in another life 

because my time in Germany was the best in my life.”  

 

Cuban Returnees: Maybe More Integrated Than They Thought  

 

 Cubans who returned to Cuba faced several issues. Participant interviews 

frequently found a reverse culture shock for the Cubans re-integrating into Cuban 

society. The difference in the quality of living and customs they had adapted to in the 

GDR presented a barrier to re-adaptation. One participant described her adverse 

reaction when she first arrived in Cuba and noticed the difference in terms of lack of 

resources and infrastructure: 

When I first arrived in Cuba after four years overseas and saw the dilapidated 

buildings, people walking in the streets without shoes, and the poverty … I 

wanted to die. I couldn’t believe that this was my life. The cold water, no 

electricity, barely any food. I would often have nightmares about it. 

 

                                                      
16 A warm spiced wine served during winter in Germany. 
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Another participant said the shock of being back in Cuba did not present itself 

immediately but only when a clash of cultural traits, rather than material necessities, 

occurred:  

At first, I wasn’t so shocked to be back in Cuba because I was happy and 

excited to see my family. I brought a bunch of gifts for my niece and I 

couldn’t wait for her to see them. I traveled back to Cuba on my every 

vacation so coming back here felt like another vacation. Then a couple weeks 

later my mom had guests over in the house and everyone began talking so 

loud and all at the same time. I started sobbing in front of everyone and my 

body began shaking. My mom asked me what was wrong and everyone 

looked worried but I couldn’t get a word out from how much I was crying. 

Back in the GDR I had my own private quiet apartment and my friends, both 

Cuban and German, interacted differently. I was used to the reserved German 

way of life. When I finally found my voice, I told my mom’s friends that I 

was just not used to such loud noises, one of my mom’s friends laughed and 

said I had become muy fina17 in Germany. I suffered so much because not 

only was everything different but my family did not understand why I as so 

bothered by things like loud talking.  

 

Although a small difference such as the loud speaking by an animated group 

of friends, it drove my participant to tears. For her, one marker of German identity in 

her experience was the formality and quiet composure of interaction among peers. 

When presented with the opposite upon her arrival, it brought her identity into 

question. The above participant interestingly added: 

I didn’t feel completely Cuban anymore. After so many years in the 

extranjero18 I became una extranjera19 in my own home. I didn’t want to date 

Cuban men anymore because of the way they interacted with me and the way 

they spoke. German men were so much reserved and calm …. for example, a 

good German friend of mine liked me but he was so reserved he never asked 

me out on a date even after years of knowing me! I only found out he liked me 

after a mutual friend told me years later. 

 

                                                      
17 Directly translates to “too fine” which is a Cuban colloquialism that roughly denotes a person that is 

very elegant or delicate. 

 
18 Translates to a foreign place.  

 
19 Translates to a foreigner. 
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The confusion and frustration my participant felt stem from the different 

cultural environments between Cuba and Germany. My participant felt like a 

foreigner because she felt in-between the society she grew up in and society she had 

become accustomed to. She negotiated her place within both cultural structures 

through a meso-level20 participation. She began working at a hotel, which allowed her 

to socialize with other Cubans who had formerly worked in the GDR and with 

German workers and visitors.21 There she was able to continue speaking German and 

partaking in an environment that resembled her former life in the GDR. Her space of 

employment became a mediating place of identity.  

Besides the reverse culture shock and re-integration, some guest workers 

faced professional difficulties as well. Workers sent to the GDR to train in new 

technology found themselves unable to apply those skills in Cuba because the 

technology from the GDR was not always available in Cuba (Pérez Naranjo, 2014). 

These workers found themselves in the unique position of having skills and 

qualifications that Cuba could not accommodate.  

 

Fall of the Berlin Wall and the Second Migration Wave: Post-German 

Reunification: Mid-1990s until the Present  

 

After German reunification in 1989, Castro ordered Cubans to return to Cuba, 

and guest worker agreements ended (Ireland, 1997; Mac Con Uhladh, 2005; Pérez 

Naranjo, 2014). Some Cubans ignored the decree and stayed in Germany (Holtz, 

                                                      
20 Meso-level is in-between micro and macro levels of society such as communities or social groups. 

 
21 Cubans were mostly not allowed to stay in the hotel with the only exception of Cubans married to 

foreigners and were subjected to verification.  
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2014, p. 471; Pérez Naranjo, 2014). Those who decided to challenge Castro’s order 

and stay, encountered several issues in the new Germany. After Germany’s 

reunification, factories under the GDR regime were closed and universities changed 

their operations (Pérez Naranjo, 2014). Additionally, those who decided to stay in 

Germany were branded exiles. This was a precarious situation because it meant that 

they would sacrifice relationships with their families that were still in Cuba. As 

defectors, they had to sever ties with Cuba. They also faced great uncertainty and fear 

due to the changing political and social climate in reunified Germany. No longer 

residing under a socialist regime, Cuban immigrants did not know exactly where they 

stood in the newly reunified host country.  

Unfortunately, German reunification increased racial discrimination and 

tension (Coester, 2010; Mushaben, 2010, p. 79; Boswell & Hough, 2008; Faas, 2012). 

As one participant recalled, racial and ethnic tensions in the GDR were not just 

secluded to preindustrial areas. A group of Cubans who worked in the accounting 

office of the Cuban embassy in Poland and who were traveling in the GDR wanted to 

buy shoes in a popular store. The German cashier threw the shoes to the ground and 

refused to wait on them because they did not speak German and were foreigners. This 

ethnic, racial, and nationalist tension was only intensified after reunification,22 as data 

from the Federal Criminal Police Office23 in Coester’s study (2010, p. 57) suggest. 

This rise in discrimination brought new challenges where “the hatred of foreigners, 

                                                      
22 See Ireland (1997) for an in-depth look into the ethnic tension of East Germany.   

 
23 Figure 4 in Coester (2010, p. 57) study summarizes data from the German Federal Police and notes 

that there is a spike of “Right-wing extreme criminal offenses” in the immediate years after 

Reunification. 
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mainly asylum seekers, spread through the whole of Germany and peaked in 1993 

with 34 murders and attempted murders” (Coester, 2010, p. 52). Integration into the 

GDR brought its challenges, but now a double integration into a reunified Germany 

brought a unique twist to national identity and belonging. The German nation has 

been subjected to constant ideological chaos since World War I, and with 

reunification, it was once again thrust into disarray (Silver, 2010). The East and the 

West of the country, which had created separate national identities, were now 

suddenly brought together. Although East and West Germany have been politically 

reunified, its identities have not entirely been meshed together (Gruning, 2010; see 

also Zazilska-Florczuk & Ciechanowicz, 2011; Faas, 2016, p. 42).  

Take the neighborhood of Marzahn, for example, as it was explained to me by 

a participant24 who regarded it as an exclusionary space since “that neighborhood is 

East Berlin and a lot of Neo-Nazis live there. Even though nothing has ever happened 

to me the times I’ve been there, I try to stay away and you should too.” Instead of 

referring to the neighborhood as former East Berlin, it was still currently East Berlin 

in the participant’s imagination. The quest for a unified German identity is still in 

flux, making immigrants' incorporation a complex and contradictory process. Cuban 

immigrants were now tasked with integrating into a country that is still trying to 

create a unified German identity. This presented another dimension of difficulties for 

the Cuban migrants who decided to stay in Germany. 

Pérez Naranjo (2014) claims that the majority of Cubans did not stay in 

Germany but rather returned to Cuba (see also Hotlz, 2014, p. 471). There were 4,317 

                                                      
24 My participant is an Afro-Cuban female and regards Marzahn as a distasteful place for the only 

foreigners but for Germans as well. 
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Cubans in Germany in 1990 (Pérez Naranjo, 2014, p. 101) these numbers dropped to 

3,362 in 1991 (Pérez Naranjo, 2014, p. 101). These statistics suggest that the majority 

of immigrants did not return to Cuba but rather stayed in Germany after the fall of the 

Berlin Wall. Pérez Naranjo (2014), however, suggests that rather than Cubans 

staying, a new migration of Cubans occurred after 1990. Some of my participants 

support this assertion. One participant married a German in Cuba and moved to 

Germany in the early 1990s. Another began his studies in Germany but went back to 

Cuba and years later finished his studies in Germany. During the 1990s, Cuba 

experienced the Periodo Especial, described as “the greatest crisis that the Revolution 

has had to confront in its history" (Lara, 1999, p. 232 as quoted in Cunha & e. Cunha, 

2008, p. 210). At this time, Cubans were faced with extraordinary hardship, hunger, 

and destitution (Berg, 2011, pp. 63-64). According to some accounts, some people 

were forced to season and fry pieces of rags to have something to eat.25 This 

economic crisis initiated a period of large-scale emigration (Berg, 2011, p. 64; Holtz, 

2014, p. 471). Although most went to the U.S. and Spain, Cubans also emigrated to 

Germany (Pérez Naranjo, 2014). Connections to people in Germany and marriage to 

Germans made emigration possible, leading to a count of 8,38326 Cubans in 2004 

(Pérez Naranjo, 2014, p. 102). It stands to reason that the majority of Cubans did 

return to Cuba after reunification and that many re-migrated to Germany following 

reunification.  

                                                      
25 Accounts noted by friends and relatives who lived during that time in Cuba. 

 
26 I urge readers to take these statistics lightly due to the variability of German Census data concerning 

the foreign population. 
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After the fall of the Berlin Wall and the dismantled Soviet Union, the official 

guest worker agreement between Cuba and Germany ended (Pérez Naranjo, 2014). 

Currently, Cubans who migrate to Germany do so through marriage and family 

reunification (Pérez Naranjo, 2014; Holtz 2014). Because of the longstanding GDR-

Cuba relationship, Germans became familiar with Cuba. Cuba is also a popular tourist 

destination because of the tropical climate and its famous beaches in Varadero. Cuba 

is also romanticized in German imagery, as my participants noted the favorable 

sentiments Germans had for Cubans. One participant even said that her place of 

employment in a popular Berlin upscale mall would be hosting a Cuban-themed party 

in the upcoming weeks. In turn, Cubans also hold Germans in high regard. Cuban-

German marriages became one of the primary paths for post-reunification 

immigration. Cubans who wanted to marry Germans27 had to pay a fee for permission 

and be married by a notary specifically for foreigner-Cuban marriages. Cubans 

married to foreigners were also not allowed to work in Cuba any longer. The Cuban 

government also investigated relationships with marriages to foreigners. A participant 

remembered an instance right after her marriage to a German: 

After I got married, the comité28 of the neighborhood reported that a German 

was living in one of the households in the neighborhood. A car full of officers 

from the State Security arrived at my house to verify what was going because 

a house with a foreigner meant there were American dollars circulating in that 

household and possible illegal businesses. They started asking me questions 

about his presence in the household and when told them that I was married to 

him, they looked at me in shock. They kept asking “What do you mean 

married to a German? You are not allowed.” I explained that I legally married 

him and I showed him our marriage certificate and our receipt of the fee we 

                                                      
27 Or any foreigner. 

 
28 All neighborhoods in Cuba have a Revolutionary Defense Committee that oversees the 

neighborhoods’ activities. 
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paid, which was almost 800$, to be married. They then took my husband to 

their office to further ask him questions and to verify the notary because the 

notary was part of a Foreign-Cuban company in Havana that married Cubans 

with foreigners. 

 

All my participants who married Germans in Cuba eventually emigrated. One 

participant whose grandmother is German and grandfather is Cuban29 stayed in Cuba 

for decades. When she, her mother, and uncle moved to Germany, her grandparents 

decided to join them there. The spouse of the German is granted the right to apply for 

a German visa. Before migrating to Germany, the Cuban must visit the German 

embassy and apply for a visa. Once positioned as “documented”30 immigrants, 

Cubans enter Germany in a comparably better socio-political position compared to 

undocumented immigrants. This facilitates the path toward integration since the very 

act of being labeled “documented” carries advantages. Moreover, scholars argue that 

migrant networks (Palloni, Massey, & Ceballos 2001; see also Elrick & Ciobanu, 

2009, p. 102) such as family and friends in Germany help Cubans migrant to 

Germany and simplifies the process of immigration and integration.  

Besides marriage and family reunification, some Cubans migrate to Germany 

through academic and professional methods. For example, one man and his wife were 

granted a visa to visit Spain to attend a literary conference. The man was warned by a 

friend that Cuban officials were becoming concerned about his books and 

revolutionary status, so he and his wife decided to stay in Spain. His two children 

                                                      
29 My participants’ grandparents were not interviewed because they were unavailable at the time of my 

fieldwork. 

 
30 In this research, I use the term “undocumented” rather than “illegal” because the latter carries 

derogatory implications.  
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were not granted visas to join them overseas and had to wait for years before they 

reunited. The man was later offered an employment opportunity in Germany, where 

he applied for asylum and currently lives there with his family. Another example is a 

musician who was granted permission to go to Europe to play with his band and now 

divides his time between Spain and Germany. Germany has a growing fascination 

with salsa music. Berlin hosts several salsa music festivals, and Cuban bands are 

often invited to play in restaurants and nightclubs. The second wave of Cuban 

migration to Germany can be characterized as mostly legal migration in terms of 

marriage and family reunification. Professional and academic methods of migration 

have also been employed such the two examples mentioned above. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The first wave of Cuban migration to Germany started taking place after the 

Cuban Triumph of the Revolution in 1959. Those who migrated before the fall of the 

Berlin Wall went to the GDR under bilateral agreements between the Soviet Union 

and Cuba. These agreements allowed Cuban students, highly-skilled workers, and 

low-skilled workers to migrate to the GDR under academic and employment 

contracts. The conditions of arrival and integration during their time in the GDR 

between these two groups varied considerably. Cuban highly-skilled workers and 

students, arrived with a more fortunate socio-political position. Consequently, they 

enjoyed greater freedoms, privileges, and positive intergroup interactions. Low-

skilled workers were mainly sent to work in factories that usually resided outside of 
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city centers (Pérez Naranjo, 2014). They also often faced with greater restrictions, 

discrimination, and negative intergroup interactions.  

After German reunification, those who stayed in Germany, regardless of 

sociopolitical status, faced issues related to the sudden change of government and 

society. Those who returned to Cuba, reportedly the majority, encountered issues as 

well. They found it difficult to re-integrate into a society they no longer were 

accustomed to. Some workers and students found they had acquired skills in the GDR 

that Cuba could not accommodate. During Cuba’s Periodo Especial, Cubans 

migrated en masses, seeking better economic, social, and political opportunities 

elsewhere. Those who returned to reunified Germany did so primarily through 

marriage and family reunification, aside from those who used academic and 

professional opportunities to travel and then defect. Thus, Cuban migration to 

Germany can be categorized into two main waves, each with its defining 

characteristics.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



91 
 

VI.  MEASURES OF INTEGRATION  

 

This chapter examines the measures used to analyze Cuban immigrant 

integration in Germany, as seen in Figure 2. It also introduces the significance of each 

integration measure and thus why they are used in this research. Furthermore, as 

Goodman (2010; see also Green, 2007, pp. 106-108) have argued, there has been a 

refocusing of integration that emphasizes the importance of social-civic commitment 

to the receiving host country. Goodman (2010) describes civic integration as: 

the idea that successful incorporation into a host society rests not only on 

employment (economic integration) and civic engagement (political 

integration), but also on individual commitments to characteristics typifying 

national citizenship, specifically country knowledge, language proficiency and 

liberal and social values (p. 754). 

 

 Taking inspiration from Goodman’s (2010) definition and the fact that she 

describes integration as a “performance” (p. 755), besides using integration measures 

such as citizenship acquisition and the labor market, this study also investigates 

measures of belonging and identity. This chapter begins by presenting the importance 

of citizenship acquisition for immigrant integration, followed by an examination of 

language attainment and the labor market as integration measures that drive 

immigrant incorporation in Germany. These three measures reinforce the discussion 

on one another as the legal, economic, and social are interrelated spheres of 

integration. To further investigate the social aspects of integration, this chapter also 

explores intermarriage, religion and religious identity, and identity, belonging, and 

receptivity. These last three integration measures are used to discuss the personal and 

lived experiences of integration. 
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Therefore, this chapter not only analyzes how Cubans integrate into legal and 

economic structures but also how they negotiate their identities, formulate belonging, 

and reflect on their experiences in Germany. Together, these six integration measures, 

as represented in Figure 3, engage in a relationship where they interact and affect one 

another. Each individual integration measure narrates a specific aspect of Cuban 

integration in Germany and produces an alternative narrative to integration in 

Germany.   

 

 
 

Figure 2: Integration Measures 

 

 

 

Citizenship Acquisition

Language Attainment

The Labor Market

Intermarriage

Religion & Religious Identity 

Identity, Belonging, & 
Receptivity



93 
 

 
 

Figure 3: Relationship Between Integration Measures 
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2005; see also Bloemraad, Korteweg, & Yurdakul., 2008; Goodman, 2010), but it 

initiates an emotional connection to the host country, as “citizenship is not only about 

the enjoyment of rights and the performance of duties as a full member of a political 

community; it also confers an identity and a feeling of solidarity with other citizens” 

(Kaya & Kayaoglu, 2014, p. 114; see also Alba, 2005; Diehl & Schnell, 2003; 
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Moynihan at al. (2008) argued, “abusers use their power and control to influence the 

victim’s immigration status and often use threats of deportation to prevent their 

victims from seeking help” (p. 124). One participant who arrived in Germany through 

marriage suggested that her citizenship facilitated a path out of an abusive marriage: 

My husband turned emotionally abusive as the years went on, I had to seek a 

lot of professional help to undo the damage that he did to me. I still have a lot 

to work through, but I am better now, I am a lot happier now … I was so in 

love with him that I left everything in Cuba and followed him to Germany 

blindly. But while I was with him I felt worthless .... now I am a German 

citizen and I have a part-time job and a nice apartment. I made my own life 

here in Germany that I love … I work my part-time job and then go home to 

my son and during my time off I go to QBA,1 which gets wilds sometimes, 

and dance and drink with my friends until late. I am very happy now. 

 

Arriving in a foreign country with no friends and family and on a temporary 

visa/residency did not allow her much independence from her German husband, 

especially since her citizenship was contingent upon being married to him for a 

certain length of time. Being awarded citizenship opened a new pathway toward 

integration into German society that included self-sustainability and independence. 

Citizenship is also important for integration because to enter the labor market in equal 

terms as the native population, one must obtain it. The German labor market gives 

preference to German citizens (Kogan, 2007; 2011), and without citizenship, it can be 

difficult to find employment. In my own experience, when I was applying for a 

consulting position in Munich, I not only had to prove I was “highly qualified,” but 

my prospective employer also had to prove that the work I was applying for could not 

be done by a German citizen. Obtaining German citizenship opens a wide channel of 

                                                      
1 A Cuban restaurant/bar in Berlin that hosts salsa nights. 
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economic opportunities that are otherwise legally closed. German citizenship defines 

one’s position within politics, society, and the labor market. 

Traditionally, to be considered part of the German nation and subsequently 

gain citizenship, one had to be ethnically German (Brubaker, 1990;1992; Alba, 2005; 

Bloemraad et al., 2008; Williams, 2014). Although this changed in 2000 (Anil 2005; 

Avci, 2006; Williams, 2013) when Germany’s immigration laws were revised, the 

ethno-nationalist sentiment still seeps into the rhetoric and discourse of citizenship 

and integration. As Piller (2001) stated, “it is not uncommon to speak of ‘Auslaender 

in der dritten Generation,’ ‘foreigners of the third generation’, and where many 

migrants and their descendants have not been able to obtain the citizenship” (p. 260). 

Partly to blame for the lack of citizenship attainment is that public officials in 

Germany tend to see citizenship as a reward for integration rather than a pathway 

toward integration (Ersanilli & Koopmans, 2010; Williams, 2014). The acquisition of 

German citizenship is a narrative in of itself. Not only does it carry sociopolitical and 

symbolic significance, but it also stands as a testament to the integration process. It is 

also likely that once awarded German citizenship, the naturalized immigrant is 

relatively integrated. Citizenship acquisition means that the person has learned 

enough German to pass the language requirement, since he or she must achieve at a 

least B1 level2 (Pochon-Berger & Lenz, 2014, p. 9; see also Anil, 2005, p. 455; 

Williams, 2014, p. 70). The person must either directly pass the language exam or 

provide a certificate to attest to his or her language capabilities. It also means that the 

                                                      
2 For a detailed explanation of each German language fluency level, see the Goethe Institute website at 

https://www.goethe.de/ins/us/en/spr/kon/stu.html. 

 

https://www.goethe.de/ins/us/en/spr/kon/stu.html
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person or family is financially self-sufficient as demonstrated by the fact that they are 

not reliant on government welfare (Anil, 2005, p. 455).3 This requirement shows the 

interconnectedness of the legal, economic, and social processes of all six integration 

measures.  

 

The Importance of Language Attainment 

 

The acquisition of the receiving country’s national language is a fundamental 

indicator of successful integration (Pochon-Berger & Lenz, 2014, p. 14; see also 

Shohamy, 2006). Flubacher and Yeung (2016) state that the European model argues 

for language attainment as a necessity when integrating into immigrants’ host because 

it “enables all other forms of (employment, educational, and cultural) inclusion” (p. 

600). This makes sense especially when considering that unlike the United States, 

European states have one or more official national languages that are both ingrained 

in every aspect of the nation and define the nation itself (Piller, 2001). Take the 

German case, for example. Stepping aside from the issue of immigration to dissect 

the discourse of difference, tension can arise even from intragroup dynamics. This 

intragroup conflict stems from cultural and socioeconomic regional differences that 

are deemed contradictory. For example, East and West Germany, although no longer 

having a wall as a barrier between the two, still have cultural and social barriers 

(Silver, 2010; Gruning, 2010; see also Zazilska-Florczuk & Ciechanowicz, 2011). 

Not only have the feelings of Otherness (Said, 1978) shaped through the geopolitical 

                                                      
3 For a complete list of citizenship requirements, see The Federal Minister of the Interior, Building and 

Community website at  

https://www.bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/faqs/EN/themen/migration/staatsang/Erwerb_der_deutschen_St

aatsbuergerschaft_durch_Eingbuergerung_en.html  

https://www.bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/faqs/EN/themen/migration/staatsang/Erwerb_der_deutschen_Staatsbuergerschaft_durch_Eingbuergerung_en.html
https://www.bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/faqs/EN/themen/migration/staatsang/Erwerb_der_deutschen_Staatsbuergerschaft_durch_Eingbuergerung_en.html
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conflict of the Cold War era been internalized by the two regions, but distinct cultural 

ideologies have also emerged. The political and social structures of the socialist and 

democratic systems have seeped into the feelings of identity and belonging. Zazilska-

Florczuk and Ciechanowicz (2011) showcase statistics indicating there are people that 

still view East and West Germans as distinctively different (p. 17). Some scholars go 

so far as to say that East and West Germany are parallel societies, with language 

acting as the unifying force (Zazilska-Florczuk & Ciechanowicz, 2011, p. 19).  

The slogan “One Language, One Nation” (Piller, 2001, p. 261; Blackledge, 

2009, p. 7), often heard within integration and nationalistic discourse, suggests that 

the strongest unifying force between the native and immigrant population is language. 

As Shohamy (2006) argued, “language continues to be used as a symbol of 

integration and belonging to the nation” (p. 2). Thus, language can either facilitate 

inclusion or produce exclusion (Blackledge, 2000; 2009; Piller, 2001; Shohamy 2006; 

Biedinger et al., 2015). It is also a marker that produces “justifiable” discrimination 

within Germany because it is neither an ascribed status, nor is it contingent upon 

socioeconomic class.4 Discrimination toward attributes such as race, ethnicity, 

religion, and even social class is deemed immoral. Discrimination based on language 

is not just accepted but is legally inscribed into society and institutionalized via 

citizenship requirements (Shohamy, 2006) and labor market opportunities (Pochon-

Berger & Lenz, 2014; see also Pütz 2008; Drever & Hoffmeister, 2008; Biedinger et 

al., 2015; Alba & Foner, 2016). Specifically, discriminatory policies based on 

                                                      
4 However, it should be noted that socioeconomic class can factor into language acquisition in terms of 

access to language courses. 
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language are structuralized within the labor market in Germany. To enter the labor 

force,5 a non-citizen must give proof of his or her language qualifications. Without 

these documents attesting to one’s fluency, “you basically can’t find work,” as one 

participant stated. Huschke (2014), whose ethnography focuses on undocumented 

Latin Americans in Berlin, explained that those who cannot enter the labor market 

legally are employed in low-skilled occupations such as “cleaners, babysitters, 

servants” (pp. 2014-2015). Those who enter the German labor market by non-

traditional methods are not just undocumented individuals, but also those who lack 

German fluency (Pérez Naranjo, 2014). One participant who has been in Germany 

since she was 21 years old and who is now 39, helped her brother immigrate to 

Germany recently. Although he is documented, he cannot speak German and found it 

difficult to obtain a job until a friend was able to help him. Without the help of 

already established points of contacts, my participant’s brother would have been 

unable to find adequate work. 

Through this institutionalized discrimination, failure to acquire the receiving 

nation’s language is negatively viewed and seen as a failure on the immigrant’s part 

(Pochon-Berger & Lenz, 2014, p. 14). In countries such as Germany, which strongly 

defines identity through sociolinguistic markers, not learning German is perceived as 

offensive and even threatening (Pochon-Berger & Lenz, 2014; see also Wright 2011). 

The discourse surrounding the failed integration of immigrants in Germany often 

points at the immigrants’ perceived rejection of the German language. This is both 

emotionally and discursively translated to the rejection of Germany itself by 

                                                      
5 Exceptions are sometimes made if the job is primarily conducted in another language other than 

German and/or is based on highly-skilled work.  
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immigration opponents. Consequently, it incites xenophobia and discrimination 

among native Germans because rejection leads to aggressive tendencies, as Leary, 

Twenge, and Quinlivan’s (2016) psychological study on aggression has shown. A 

demand for the acquisition of the host country’s native language is also a demand 

toward integration. Unfortunately, when an immigrant does not acquire the native 

language and is deemed not integrated, a stereotype arises. Such stereotypes tend to 

be focused on the Turkish immigrant group because not only are they the majority 

immigrant group, but “the share of Turkish immigrants with a good command of 

German is lower than in other labor migrant groups”6 (Becker, 2011, p. 430; see also 

Pütz, 2008; Verdugo & Müller, 2009). This stereotype is then projected toward all 

immigrants and foreigners and is at the center of exclusionary discourse, creating a 

metanarrative that affects the trajectory of integration. 

  

The Labor Market  

 

Entering the labor market in a receiving country is an important indicator of 

integration because it provides self-sufficiency and economic integration within the 

receiving nation. Obtaining employment also means a pathway toward German 

citizenship because applicants cannot be dependent on welfare. Entering the labor 

market not only means integrating economically but is also a push forward social and 

cultural integration. Based on the capitalist and neoliberal model that shapes both the 

economic and the social ideologies of Western nations, the labor market is a 

                                                      
6There are several socioeconomic and sociopolitical reasons behind this statistic; see Becker (2011) for 

an overview on some. 
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monumental and necessary aspect of the immigrant experience. However, entering 

the labor market is a complicated task. Immigrants, especially those from non-

Western nations, when entering the labor market of a Western nation, face several 

obstacles. Compared to native citizens, immigrants face a much more demanding 

process of navigating the labor market overall (Chiswick, 1978; Kogan, 2007; 

Ballarino & Panichella, 2015; 2018). To begin with, one important struggle pertains 

to acquiring the language of the receiving country. Without German language 

abilities, access to the labor market is limited because one must provide language 

fluency documentation when applying for employment (Pochon-Berger & Lenz, 

2014; see also Alba & Foner, 2016). Additionally, in Germany, “lack of language 

competency is thus often the cause of career discrimination” (Pütz 2008, p.519; see 

also Biedinger et al., 2015).  

Immigrants are often faced with ethnic discrimination, both individualized and 

institutionalized, within the labor market (Kogan 2004, p. 421; Silver, 2010; Kesler, 

2006; Constant et al., 2011; Kaas & Manger, 2011; Ballarino & Panichella, 2015; see 

also Bürgin & Bürgin, 2013; Alba & Foner, 2016). In the United States,7 employers 

will at times provide a guideline that will clearly advise the applicant against 

submitting a picture within their resume. In Germany, it is commonplace and 

considered professional to provide a photo along with a resume. Moreover, there 

tends to be discrimination towards the applicant’s name depending on its ethnic 

background. For example, Kaas and Manger (2011) sent out a series of job 

                                                      
7 This is not to suggest the lack of discrimination in the U.S. labor market, but rather there are certain 

methods taken to address and reduce it. It should also be noted that name-based discrimination is also 

present in the U.S, see Bertrand and Mullainathan (2004). 
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applications in Germany. Half of the applicants had a German-sounding name, and 

the other half had a Turkish-sounding name. Even though there were no other 

discernable differences between resumes, the German-sounding name produced less 

rejection and a higher success rate (see also Bürgin & Bürgin, 2013, p. 465; Çelik, 

2015, p.1649). This is the main reason why some of my participants who married 

Germans opted to change their last names to their spouses' last name: “In Cuba no se 

usa8 changing your last name to your husband’s last name. But here in Germany, 

Cubans that marry Germans tend to change their last name to their German spouses’ 

last name” 

Constant et al. (2011) identify two categories of ethnicity, the inescapable 

ascribed status9 and the fluid and achieved status10 (p. 755; see also Wright, 2011, p. 

839). The participants who chose to change their last names to a normative German-

sounding name tended to be less ethnically indistinguishable. Consequently, they 

could strategically navigate the ethnic characteristics of the native population. Their 

ethnic fluidity granted them “blurred boundaries” (Alba, 2005), in which the lines of 

difference between them and the native population were distorted. This distortion of 

noticeable differentiation facilitates integration because it lowers the chances for 

discrimination. As a white middle-class participant who immigrated before 1990 

stated, “Cubans here blend in, they don’t really standout.” Another participant of 

mixed race conversely said, “If by any chance you forget that you are not German, 

                                                      
8 Translates to “Not used” but denotes more along the lines that it is not popular or not in fashion. 

 
9 A sociological term denoting a status that one is assigned to at birth and that one cannot change. 

 
10 A sociological term denoting a status that one can change throughout life and that is “chosen.” 
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they [Germans] will remind you.” Those who could ethnically “blend” into the native 

society enter the labor market through a more privileged position (Constant et al., 

2011; see also Badwi, Ablo, & Overå, 2018, pp. 28-29). This position is not available 

to all immigrants, not even to all immigrants within the same nationality, as seen by 

the different responses given by these two participants. Furthermore, the 

unemployment rates are high among immigrants in Germany (Worbs, 2003; Kesler, 

2006; Kogan, 2004; 2007; 2011; Constant et al., 2011; see also Faist, 1993; Drever & 

Hoffmeister, 2008). Bürgin and Bürgin (2013) add that “the poor integration of 

persons with immigration background is shown by the unemployment rates for non-

citizens” (p. 464). Beyond unemployment, immigrants tend to take lower paying jobs 

or positions that are not popular with the native population (Seifert, 1996; Kogan, 

2004, 2007, 2011; Kesler, 2006; Constant et al., 2011; Ballarino & Panichella, 2015; 

see also Faist, 1993). The uneven access to labor market opportunities is still true 

even in the second generation (Luthra, 2013). Moreover, as Riphahn, Sander, and 

Wunder (2013) found, immigrants are also more likely to be dependent on state 

welfare than the native population, which further decreases their chances of gaining 

citizenship and overall successful integration.  

One noticeable cause of the discrepancies in entrance and opportunities within 

the labor market between immigrants and the native population is education. One 

difficulty brought up by participants in regard to their struggle within the labor 

market is recognition of their educational qualifications by the receiving country 

(Pütz, 2008, p. 518; Drever & Hoffmeister, 2008, p. 432; Pérez Naranjo, 2014, p.277; 

Ballarino & Panichella, 2015, p. 341). Recognition of foreign educational or technical 
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degrees can be a challenging and complicated process. The opportunity cost of this 

venture is also not always beneficial, especially considering that applicants run the 

risk of having the recognition denied and having the dedicated fee, time, and 

resources unreimbursed. The very act of being able to apply, having the capital, 

resources, and physical documents to navigate this process, is an act of privilege. One 

participant who was a writer and scholar in Cuba expressed his immense 

disappointment when he was not allowed to teach at a German university: 

I wanted to be a German university professor. I have the qualifications and 

have published several books in both Cuba and here in Germany too. I have 

the respect of my peers, connections, and I am regularly invited to give 

presentations at the university. However, they told me I could not be a 

professor. They sent me a list of the things they needed, some of which were 

documents still in Cuba that I could not physically get. 

  

Despite having the qualifications, my participant could not feasibly apply for 

recognition because it would be logistically impossible. Countries such as Cuba lag 

behind in technology and lack the resources to offer digital documents. Even if they 

were made available digitally, there is concern about whether or not the Cuban 

government would willingly provide them. Beyond the logistical intricacies of the 

recognition process, is that even if recognition is granted, it does not guarantee a job. 

Furthermore, if the person is not a German citizen, he or she is tasked with finding an 

employer who will testify he or she is taking a job no German can do. Germany is 

legally bound to give preference to its citizens within the labor market, which further 

limits access to non-citizens (Kogan, 2007; 2011). Beyond that, as Kogan (2011) 

confirmed, “highly qualified immigrants seem to face serious obstacles in the German 

Labour market, which is known for its pronounced segmentation along professional 

lines” (pp. 95-96; see also Faist, 1993; Bürgin & Bürgin, 2013). Considering these 
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factors, for an immigrant to enter the German mainstream labor market and seek 

equal opportunities, he or she must meet three minimum requirements: recognition of 

qualification and/or educational/technical degrees, German language fluency (Kogan, 

2011, p. 95), and German citizenship.  

 

Education and the Labor Market  

 

Educational attainment is also a fundamental aspect of the labor market in 

Germany (Mayer, Müller, & Pollak, 2007; Kogan, 2011; Ballarino & Panichella, 

2015; see also Drever & Hoffmeister, 2008; Bürgin & Bürgin, 2013). Access to 

education or a specific track in education funnels immigrants into specific segments 

of the labor market (Drever & Hoffmeister, 2008). This segmentation is often unequal 

between immigrants and the native population due to the structure of the educational 

system. Especially since it has been argued that “class differences in educational 

participation and class differences in levels of education achieved are higher in 

Germany than in many other advanced societies” (Mayer et al., 2007, p. 247; see also 

Alba & Foner, 2016). The German educational system is divided into two different 

routes. All students follow the same educational track until they are around ten years 

old (Crul & Schneider, 2010, p.1259; Worbs 2013, p. 1019). From that point onward, 

the child must go into one of the three educational institutions (Worbs 2013, p. 1019; 

see also Faist, 1993; Alba & Foner, 2016). The Hauptschule is the lowest educational 

track; the Realschule is similar but with more intensive technical training; and the 

Gymnasium is the pre-university level of education (Worbs, 2010, p. 1019; see also 

Faist, 1993; Faas, 2016).  
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To attend university, students must obtain the Abitur certification in which 

Mayer et al (2007) reason that students who attend Gymnasium have a higher chance 

of passing this certification (p. 248). Children of immigrants have a tendency to 

attend Hauptschule and Realschule more than children of native parents (Worbs, 

2010, p. 1019-1021; Bürgin & Bürgin, 2013, p. 464; see also Drever & Hoffmeister, 

2008, pp. 430-431; Mushaben 2010, p. 81; Foner & Alba, 2008, p. 731; Luthra, 2013, 

p.1096; Alba & Foner, 2016, p. 9; see also Faist, 1993, p. 313). Auernheimer (2005) 

goes so far as to say, “the Hauptschule is often called a ‘school for leftovers’ In urban 

regions it has become the ‘school for foreigners or migrants’” (p. 80). Some scholars 

such as Constant et al. (2011, p. 761) have found that in some instances, immigrants 

perform better than native Germans in education. Other scholars such as Luthra 

(2013, p. 1096) have argued that immigrants’ better educational performance has to 

do with their socioeconomic status. This means that an immigrant does as well, if not 

better, than the native German if they have a certain socioeconomic level (Luthra, 

2013, p. 1096). If the immigrant arrives in Germany with capital and an equivalent 

level of education, this limit, if not eliminates, bias in their entrance and position 

within the educational system.  

 

 

 

Intermarriage 

 

Marriage between an immigrant and a native citizen is not only considered a 

significant indicator of integration, but it might be the most important indicator 
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APPENDIX 

 

 

Appendix A 

 

Demographic Questions asked: 

1) How old are you? 

a. What is your race? 

b. What is your sex? 

2) What is your highest level of degree or schooling?  

a. In what country did you complete your education?  

3) What is your occupation? 

4) What country were you born in? 

a. If you were born outside of Germany, when did you immigrate to 

Germany? 

5) What is your mother tongue/native language? 

a. Do you speak Spanish? 

b. Do you Speak German? 

6) Are you a German citizen, resident, temporary work/student visa, 

refugee, or undocumented? 

7) Are you married? 

a. What is your spouse’s nationality? 

b. Do you have children? 

c. Do you have any other family in Germany? 

8) What neighborhood do you live in? 

9) Do you have any religious or political affiliations?   
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Appendix B 

Demographics of Participants 

* The two female participants and one male participant that were not residing in 

Germany will not be counted in the First/Second Migration Wave columns.  

 

 

Appendix C 

Semi-Structured and Open-Ended Questions 

1) What is your fluency in the German language? 

a. What language do you prefer to speak in? Why? 

b. What language do you primarily speak in your household? 

c. Do you feel pressured to speak German at work or in social 

settings? 

2) Do you consider yourself German or Cuban? 

Characteristics  Number of 

Participants 

*First Wave of 

Immigration 

*Second Wave of 

Immigration 

Sex    

Female   12     3     8 

Male  13                                       5 6 

Age    

20-39    6     1     5 

40-49 9 2 7 

50-Onwards     10 

 

    6     1 

Race    

White 16 7 7 

Black 4 1 3 

Mixed 5 1 3 
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3) Do you see yourself as European or Latin American? 

4) What does being German mean to you? 

5) What does integration mean to you? 

6) Do you see yourself as integrated in Germany? 

a. Do you participate in any social clubs or political affiliations?  

b. In your opinion, do you think other Cuban immigrants in Germany 

are integrating usefully?  

c. Do you think your race is a factor impacting your integration or 

acceptance in Germany? 

7) How did you immigrate to Germany? Describe your immigration 

experience. 

a. What do these experiences mean to you? Why are they so 

memorable? 

b. (If immigrated and not born) Before immigrating to Germany, did 

you have any preconceived notions of Germany or Germans? 

c. Did the reality live up to your expectations? 

8) Tell me about some of the most memorable experiences you’ve had in 

Germany. 

9) Have you ever had moments in Germany when you felt really at 

home? 

10) Have you ever had moments in Germany when you felt where you felt 

like an outsider? 

a. Are there certain spaces in which you feel discriminated against? 
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b. Work? School? Public or private spaces? During cultural 

activities? 

c. Are there areas or neighborhoods in Berlin where you feel 

unwelcome in? 

11) Have you developed any meaningful relationships in Germany? 

a. With whom? How did they develop? 

b. What nationality and/or ethnicity are your friends and significant 

relationships mostly? 

c. Do you have a preference? 

12) Have you visited Cuba since you have lived in Germany?  

a. Do you think life in Cuba is different from life in Germany?  

b. Do you miss Cuba? Is there nostalgia? 

c. Would you prefer to live in a city like Miami, where there is a 

huge Cuban community?  

d. Do you see yourself staying in Germany in the future? 

13) Do you think Cuban immigrants in Berlin are different from other 

immigrant groups in Germany? 

a. Do you think there are similarities between Cuban immigrants and 

Turkish immigrants in Berlin? 

b. Do you see yourself as more similar or share more of a 

camaraderie with native Germans or with other immigrant groups? 
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Appendix D 

Participants by Migration Waves 

 

 

 

 

 

* This does not include one participant that lived in East Germany but now resides in 

the United States nor the two participants that lived in Poland during the 1980’s. 

 

Appendix E 

Citizenship Acquisition, Language Attainment, and Labor Market Findings Across 

the Two Migration Waves 

* Including the participant that lived in East Germany but now resides in the United 

States.  

 

** Includes full-time employment, part-time employment, self-employment, and 

contractual employment. 
 

 

 

Migration Wave  Number of 

Participants 

   

First Wave of Immigration   9* 

Second Wave of Immigration 13                                       

  

Measure of Integration  Number of 

Participants 

First Wave of 

Immigration 

Second Wave 

of 

Immigration 

    

German Citizen   18     9     9 

Non-German Citizen  4                                       0 4 

*Fluent/Conversational    18     10     8 

Non-Fluent/Conversational 5 0 5 

**Employed   20 9 11 

Unemployed 2 0 2 
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