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Among the hundreds of researchers who had made the journey to the attractive lakeside campus of Queen’s University in the city of Kingston, Ontario, to mark the astonishing longevity of the Cuban Revolution, I was likely one of the least experienced, having only just recently completed three years of full-time doctoral study.  Nevertheless, the relaxed and good-natured comradeship that permeated the entire conference proceedings during the course of these three (mostly) warm and sunny days in May diffused any lingering anxieties to do with large conferences in general, and also helped diminish worries about presenting my emerging scholarship before such an exalted international gathering.  And this truly was a global affair, with the politically ‘neutral’ location offered by the Canadian hosts facilitating the attendance of presenters from Cuba, the United States, Europe, the Caribbean, Africa, and elsewhere.  In fact, in her keynote address at the conference dinner, Vice-Rector for International Affairs at the University of Havana, Cristina Díaz López, highlighted the fact that U.S.-based researchers comprised by far the highest percentage of presenters at the event.  By my calculations, taken as a separate category, speakers from American institutions numbered about the same as those from Canada and Cuba combined.  If nothing else, such a strong representation from the United States attests to a groundswell of interest in matters Cuban that has determinedly, over the course of ten successive Washington dynasties, survived the vagaries and assaults of diplomacy (sic).  In a sense, therefore, this was a celebration of survival on multiple levels; and, as is probably the case at all survivor festivities, the mood remained keenly upbeat despite an underlying sombreness associated with past struggles, trials and sadness.

In hindsight it was a coup for my paper to be one of the first; on the one hand because I got to shed my pre-conference jitters almost immediately and relax into the rest of the proceedings, but also because it gave complete strangers an opening to introduce themselves to me and share stories about their work and lives.  This was one of the best things about attending the conference, just the sheer enjoyment of hearing some of the fascinating ways in which people are engaging with the subject of Cuba, from political, sociological, humanitarian, cultural, artistic, musical, and many other perspectives.  As it turns out my paper, entitled ‘Finding “Carlota”: Representations of Blackness in Sergio Giral’s El Otro Francisco’, opened up an interesting exchange that brought forth one or two fresh and enlightening perspectives – most notably from Soraya Castro,  daughter of Cuban President Raúl Castro – on the sensitive (and often rhetoric-prone) subject of race in Cuba.  So things got off to a lively start; at least in room 1103 of the Biosciences Complex.  

My panel included a representative from the Cuban Ministry of Foreign Relations, who gave a broad survey of Cuban internationalism in Africa, and two scholars from North America who respectively gave papers on, the early support of famous African Americans for the Cuban Revolution, and the ethics of Cuban ‘Physician Migration’ to Africa.  Although the panel had a vague overarching African theme I must admit to feeling at the time somewhat like a fish-out-of-water, since my paper articulated a noticeably more theoretical engagement with the subject of Africa than the other three, whose themes emerged from politics, history and anthropology.   However, over breakfast on the final day of the conference, I held a conversation with two other supposed ‘panel-misfits’ about our shared sense of unease, until it dawned on us that perhaps there was a method to the madness, that this was what cross-disciplinarity or multidisciplinarity, or any those buzzwords, looks like in action.  And where better for the strengths of these concepts to be showcased than in a forum for area studies such as had been created right there at Queen’s?  For, one thing that has become clear during the three short but eventful years that I have been thinking about Cuba, is how interconnected is the network of Cubanists and, consequently, how interdependent their work.  In this way, research on the economy enlightens work on literature; while studies on sex and society inform political science.  Therefore we all had, and have, everything to learn from each other.  
The only drawback to the conference was the familiar one for events of this size, the frustration for attendees of having to choose between too many concurrent panels, worsened by the synchronous film screenings.  In other words, we were spoiled for choice.  But I did take time out from all the various offerings to talk and make contact with a range of people, including scholars whom I hope to have successfully recruited to join the Cuba Research Forum established at the University of Nottingham by my supervisor, Professor Antoni Kapcia, who, disappointingly, was unable to participate at the Queen’s conference as previously planned.  

In conclusion, I really must extend a series of deep thanks: first, to Professor Kapcia for his staunch support of my participation in the conference; to the staff and organizers at Queen’s University for the hard work and care that went into the planning and seamless execution; and, finally, but most importantly, to the Society for Latin American Studies, without whose financial support I would not have been able to take part in this most memorable event. 
