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Regaining Lost Humanity: Dealing with trauma in exile
“I have seen a land of regal elephants, far, far away,” he had written some years ago, not many really, when he was still convinced that a cluster of signs, a cadence of images perfectly described – words – might save him.

Reinaldo Arenas, The Brightest Star


If the processes of forced migration involve trauma, distance and rupture, what does it mean if both your country of origin and your new home try to erase you from their public memory? In this chapter, we present the literary work of Cuban-born Reinaldo Arenas as a representation of resilience against multiple traumas. Rather than dissociation, often found in documented cases of trauma, Arenas’s projections of self and place were a productive mechanism he used to survive. Literally and figuratively, for much of his life Arenas lived that embodied conviction, that indeed ‘words – might save him’ (1989, p. 49).
Through the use of concepts that explore exile, re-storying, and the imagination, the chapter argues that Arenas’s work actively resisted the attempts by both the Cuban government and fellow exiles to create a homogenous and sanitised public memory. His re-narration of Cuba and the emphasis he placed on publishing his works until he could no longer physically write have implications with regard to how literary representations of trauma are analysed and the theoretical grounds that support them. Finally, we want to draw attention to the experiences of an individual targeted by forces of state and non-state institutions, demonstrating the complexities of lived experience when connected with larger cultural narratives.
While this chapter examines the cultural production of an individual as an act of resistance in public, by necessity it draws on theory developed around shared notions of suffering and isolation. The field of trauma studies emerged from Freud’s analyses of repression and from the sustained fields of enquiry into collective suffering provoked by World War One. Werner Bohleber in his article ‘Remembrance, Trauma and Collective Memory’ describes the development of Freud’s approach to memory and trauma. Briefly, Freud’s theory suggested that bringing ‘repressed memories of early psychic life to consciousness’ (Bohleber, 2007, p. 331) was the key to assisting patients cope with their presenting problems. Bohleber goes on to consider the shift in psychoanalysis from a concern with objective truth to one preoccupied with narrative reality (2007, p. 333). According to Bohleber, this preoccupation caused ‘remembering individual life history… [to lose] its central therapeutic importance’ (2007, p. 330). Bohleber proceeds to elucidate his own model of trauma dynamics, suggesting three characteristic responses: ‘a regression to omnipotent thinking as a defence against intolerable helplessness… [a freezing of] the mental sense of time… [and a dissolving of] the boundaries between himself and the other… which is difficult to resolve and persistently impairs the sense of identity’ (2007, p. 342). 
However, the work of Reinaldo Arenas falls into none of these categories. In contradistinction to Bohleber’s assertions and the prevailing models of trauma theory, Arenas’ work constantly reveals a self in production, neither helpless nor omnipotent, never frozen in time and remarkably aware of the liminal spaces that call into question a simplistic delineation of narrative and historic truth.

The conclusion of Bohleber’s article is nonetheless significant. Bohleber’s phrase ‘multifaceted traumatic reality’ (2007, p. 348) astutely describes the circumstances in which Arenas constantly found himself. The article is also useful in detailing the ‘defensive repudiation and avoidance’ (Bohleber, 2007, p. 347) that Arenas encountered within Cuba and in the United States after his exile when he attempted to present his narratives. As Goodall and Lee write in the introduction to this collection, ‘public memory is bound up with public feeling in ways that allow for coherent stories to be told and coherent responses to be expressed’ (p. 5). What is important here is the word ‘allow’. Arenas was never allowed to share his stories in a communal space, free from interference.  Arenas’ multiple traumas occurred precisely because of the multiple intersections of the state and the individual in both Castro’s Cuba and the United States. The concept of a local or transnational community was a luxury denied to Arenas for most of his life. Consequently, his work functions as an act of intervention against the policing of cultural memory in both totalitarian states and democratic nations.
Our analysis of trauma in relation to the works of Arenas relies on two theoretical turns. The first is a rejection of the idea that trauma is a singular event. The second contests that trauma by definition necessarily involves dissociation. As detailed, a communal space of mourning had been denied to Arenas. It was his literature that came to constitute a testimony to the geographic and psychic effects of his trauma. Maria Tumarkin has defined traumascapes as ‘places across the world marked by traumatic legacies of violence, suffering and loss, [where] the past is never quite over’ (2005, p. 12). Our concern is with how, from this traumascape, a productive resilience to violence, suffering and loss emerged in Arenas’s re-writing and re-storying of the self.

Trauma and resilience

How individuals and communities respond to trauma, if they recover from it, and the ongoing painful effects of the causal incidents form the body of work that can more generally be referred to as trauma studies. In their introduction to The Haunted Self, Onno van der Hart, Ellert Nijenhuis and Kathy Steele state that ‘chronically traumatised individuals are caught in a terrible dilemma. They lack adequate integrative capacity and the mental skills to fully realise their horrific experiences and memories’ (2006, p. 1). The authors go on to list a variety of states related to trauma, the primary one being dissociation. Van der Hart, Nijenhuis and Steele present traumatised individuals as ‘beset by ineffective but repetitive actions and reactions that do not support a growing maturity and capacity to cope adequately with the vagaries and complexities of life’ (2006, p. 1). They draw on a theory that bifurcates the traumatised personality into an Apparently Normal Personality and an Emotional Personality (EP), and assert that both parts of the personality ‘lack complete realisation of their traumatisation, that it is over, and often have been unable to realise a multitude of other experiences’ (2006, p. 12). Given Arenas’ textual and life productions, this model seems particularly unsuitable. Whilst it is clear that trauma impinges on the lives, attitudes and responses of those who experience it, this deficit model does not account for the productive possibilities of the traumatised self. It also suggests the existence of the state of fully-realised healing and integration, a state at odds with the lived experiences of many, not just those who have ‘unsuccessfully’ dealt with life histories.  

Professor of Psychiatry John G. Allen, in his work Coping with Trauma, makes an important if not obvious point, when he writes ‘trauma will not go away’ (2004, p. xvii). Allen usefully highlights the dual elements of trauma: ‘exposure to potentially traumatic effects… [and] the lasting adverse effects’ (2004, p. 4). More importantly, as we consider the experiences of Reinaldo Arenas, Allen establishes two types of traumas: ‘single-blow’ and ‘repeated’, the latter of which concerns us here. According to Allen, ‘being a prisoner of war, a political prisoner, or a concentration camp inmate all involve continual trauma over months and years… a history of childhood maltreatment may be followed by battering adulthood, making for a lifetime of trauma’ (2004, pp. 6-7). Arenas’s trauma was constituted by the actions and discourses of Cuban authorities in relation to homosexual identity, and the positioning of such an identity as being counter-revolutionary. In response, Arenas undertook the re-writing of himself and his Cuba as an act of resilience and survival. In effect, Arenas was re-writing his trauma, proving, until his death, that it did not contain him.

Ted Bowman has described the concept of disenfranchised grief as ‘any loss that is hidden or that is not or cannot be openly acknowledged, publicly mourned or socially supported’ (1999, p. 183). This grief, Bowman argues, is caused by what Arthur Frank calls ‘narrative surrender’: ‘this occurs when our story, our real story, is superseded by the medical, therapeutical, legal or diagnostic narrative’ (1999, p. 183). Resilience, often using a ‘future story’, is necessary to combat this surrender. Ted Bowman uses this term ‘re-storying’ to describe a mechanism of dealing with ‘shattered dreams’, a process that requires ‘grieving who or what we were – an earlier story – as a pre-requisite for the new or adapted story’ (1999, p. 179). In light of this, Arenas’s written work functions not as a type of dissociation commonly associated with trauma, but rather as a concrete, cultural and personal act of resistance against the trauma itself.

Arenas and Resilience
For Reinaldo Arenas, trauma was not a singular experience, isolated from his quotidian life. Rather, Arenas suffered a continual, systematic harassment from Cuban authorities that punished his very concept of himself. These punishments, physical as much as social, and extending to internment, forced labour, prison and torture, so thoroughly traumatised Arenas that he attempted suicide several times before seeking refuge in the United States. However, Arenas’s literary work can be seen as forming the body of a re-imagined self and a re-imagined Cuba in which Arenas could find the home and the belonging he lacked in life. Paradoxically, Arenas’s exile from himself, under Castro’s regime, and the denial of a community of belonging provoked his greatest works of literature. Similarly, after AIDS destroyed his actual body, his autobiography and most well-known text Before Night Falls served as his strongest weapon against attempts to silence his public memory. This literary work is the productive projection that enabled Arenas to survive the concurrent and multiple traumatic exiles of his adult life. 

Arenas’s multiple exiles were defined by Diana Palaversich as:

The threat of an imminent death from AIDS, the disgrace of dying an exile in a country that at the end of the day had deceived him and the anger at being forced to leave Cuba, his place of birth where he was already metaphorically exiled – for being an ill-refined peasant in an urban environment, for being a homosexual in a macho environment and an ‘anti-revolutionary’ writer in a socialist country – all contributed to the venomous tone of his prose which, according to him converted [his] work into an act of ‘vengeance against almost all of the human race’ (2003, p. 111).

Exile often involves traumatic loss. Even before Arenas fled Cuba as part of the Marielitos’ exodus in 1980, he had undergone almost twenty years of trauma and exile. Cuba’s virulent approach to homosexuality in the 1960s is well-known. Persecution accelerated from the mid-1960s, as ‘elites’ and other morally suspect citizens were removed from official positions and publicly identified (Ocasio, 2002; Strongman, 2006). 1965 also saw the establishment of the Military Units for the Increase of Production (Unidad Militar de Ayuda a la Producción, UMAP), which came to be known as ‘rehabilitation’ camps for homosexuals and other social degenerates. Marvin Leiner states that ‘early UMAP draftees were treated so inhumanely that the officers responsible were court-martialled and [later] replaced’ (1994, p. 359). The camps became one part of an organised system of surveillance, humiliation and detention, all under the guise of a socialist-inspired rehabilitation (Ocasio, 2002). After international pressure, the Cuban government closed the camps in 1967 (Luger, 2009, p. 103), but not before the persecution transformed the central discourse framing homosexuality as a crime against society (Capó, 2010). This campaign and the subsequent persecution profoundly effected Arenas, whose literary career was just beginning. Homosexuals were henceforth prohibited from teaching and ‘representing the Cuban Revolution abroad’, and in 1973 homosexuality became an established crime resulting in imprisonment (Ocasio, 2002, p. 87).

Written in Havana in 1971, Arenas’ novella The Brightest Star attests to Arenas’s already-present conviction that memory and sentimentalisation could assist survival in the harshest of places. The novella was written in response to his friend’s internment in a UMAP camp, and subsequent violent death. Both the writing and the subsequent work can be seen as Arenas’s cultural activism against the imposition of a traumatic erasure by the Cuban state. The novella’s young narrator, Arturo, is a UMAP prisoner. In an early soliloquy, Arturo tells himself that ‘reality lies not in the terror one feels and suffers but in the creations that overpower that terror, and wipe it out, for those creations are stronger, realer, truer than the terror’ (Arenas, 1989, p. 53). Much of the narrative is an imaginative recounting of Arturo’s life, from his ‘first refuge, his first escape… libraries, which was no doubt why his first consolation, the first stratagem he’d discovered, had been words’ (Arenas, 1989, p. 59) to when Arturo begins ‘to live – a boulevard lined with wisteria drooping under the weight of bursting blooms, and there he was; a big-game hunt in Alaska, and there he was; the gathering of the lotuses in a lake in China, and there he was’ (Arenas, 1989, p. 78). These imaginings and eroticisations of nature allow Arturo to survive the humiliations and atrocities of the labour camp where the authorities insist on changing his own ‘nature’. Arturo understands ‘that to save himself he had to start writing now’ as opposed to his fellow in-mates’ inaction. Arturo describes how, for these in-mates, ‘no insult seemed to touch, they found such treatment logical, by now so mired in their disgrace, blinkered by it, that the disgrace was just a natural extension of themselves’ (Arenas, 1989, p. 71), a vivid evocation of the  incorporation of depravity experienced in the rehabilitation camps. The victims, literally and figuratively, embodied their own sins. 
It was Arenas’s cultural narratives, his literary works as much as his sexuality and his expression of it, that the Cuban authorities wanted to silence. In his earlier novella Old Rosa, the prequel to The Brightest Star, Arenas represented both the Batista and the Castro dictatorships as a mother trying to violently control her individualistic children (Strongman, 2006). Arenas used the discourses of rural Cuba as a counter-balance to this ‘unnatural’ imposition. The eldest child is ‘as handsome as a young colt’ (Arenas, 1989, p. 15), and the richly-described farm life is portrayed as a diminishing idyll, under threat from the mother’s behaviour and the growing imposition of socialist society around it. When Rosa discovers her son in a naked embrace with another boy, she expels them at gun point before destroying the farm itself in a vengeful rage. The fire she lights consumes her and the tropical land where her family lived: ‘the wild pineapples were vanishing in a long wake of fire; the crops and the oldest trees exploded in the wind, in a crackling of leaves and scorched birds. The flames continued to rise around Old Rosa, who went on crying in a measured and monotonous flow’ (Arenas, 1989, p. 43). Written in 1966, Old Rosa was a prescient metaphor for the crumbling of Arenas’s Edenic paradise.

Contrary to official doctrine, the 1970s saw an increase of state-sanctioned action against homosexuals. Arenas was repeatedly incarcerated, his works confiscated and often destroyed. The final version of his novel Farewell to the Sea, published in Spanish in 1982, was the third re-write, the previous two having been ‘disappeared’ or confiscated. The text itself is a complex work of late modernism. The first half consists of a largely standard narration of a wife’s unhappiness with her husband, her life and the social conditions around her. The second half, narrated by the husband, mixes poetry and prose, multiple person narrative and complex allusions to mount a sustained condemnation of life in Castro’s Cuba. Homoeroticism exists alongside the political. The husband asks: 
But
what is our country
doing?
Ah,
our country
beloved country.
Brutal, it laughs at the shrieks, the screams
Which it emits like gory streams.
It yearns for the long pole’s greasy thrusts,
Drools for it, moans for it, eyes it in lust
… And spurs itself bloody all day, all night. (1986, p. 321)
In order to counteract Castro’s hegemonic narrative of the new Cuba, Arenas’s work needed to be published, to be made public. Whereas previous novels had been smuggled out of Cuba, gaining international attention once published in Spain, Farewell to the Sea had to be entirely re-written after prison guards destroyed the only copy. Years before it would emerge as a very public political slogan for the Aids Coalition To Unleash Power (ACT UP), Arenas understood all too well that silence equalled death. 

As detailed in Arenas’s autobiography Before Night Falls,  the remaining years of the seventies were  spent attempting to survive constant persecution, the surveillance of neighbours and the inability to trust even the closest of friends. Although ‘free’, the author could not speak, write, or create without fearing for his life. Arenas spent 1980 ‘surrounded by spies and seeing my youth vanish without ever having been a free person. I had lived my childhood and adolescence under Batista’s dictatorship and the rest of my life under the even harsher dictatorship of Castro. I had never been allowed to be a real human being in the fullest sense of the word’ (1993, pp. 275-6).
Arenas and Exile

Arenas’s situation would soon change when, on 2nd April, a bus containing twenty three political asylum seekers crashed throughout the protective walls of the Peruvian embassy (Strongman, 2006, p. 358). Seeking to embarrass the Peruvian government, Castro removed the Cuban guards, prompting ‘nearly eleven thousand Cubans [to flock] to the Peruvian embassy in Cuba in hopes of receiving political asylum and fleeing the Communist nation’ (Capó, 2010, p. 81). In the following days, Castro negotiated an airlift of some of those refugee claimants to Peru (and other countries) in an effort to reassert control. Under increasing pressure, Castro then attempted to salvage the reputation of the Cuban Revolution by stopping the airlift and announcing the opening of the Port of Mariel to any boats seeking to come and ‘export’ Cuba’s enemies. Over several months, Cuban authorities processed more than one hundred thousand ‘undesirable scum’ (Portes, Clark and Manning, 1985, pp. 37-8), who left by boat to seek asylum in the United States. However, although the United States government initially welcomed the refugees, a public and media outcry forced a reversal of this stance. The United States interred many for substantial lengths of time in isolated and guarded military camps. Reinaldo Arenas was one of these ‘Marielitos’.

If Arenas’s rewriting of Cuba, while in Cuba, resulted in his physical imprisonment, his imprisonment by the trauma of physical exile resulted in some of Arenas’s greatest productions. After his release from internment (and later move to New York), Arenas quickly situated himself against the framing of those escaping Cuba as criminal ‘scum’. In Before Night Falls he writes that ‘the majority were people like myself; all they wanted was to live in a free world, to work and regain their lost humanity’ (Arenas, 1993, p. 284). His novel, The Color of Summer, was written in New York during the late 1980s while Arenas lived with his multiple exiles: from his homeland, from the right-wing émigré community in the promised land of freedom and from the rhythms of desire that had constituted his life. He was also fighting a battle against the HIV/AIDS virus that was decimating his body. Color, his final literary novel, was the fragmented, multi-seamed apex of Arenas’s re-storying, the elaboration of a future story to a past self by a man whose present was rapidly fading. As Laurie Vickroy outlines: 

[The novel’s] letter writers are three personas or aspects of Arenas himself, illustrating the necessity of personal fragmentation for social survival, and a traumatized splitting of the individual forced to hide his true life and thoughts: there is Gabriel, the good son who pretends to live a straight life for his mother; Reinaldo, his writer-self; and Skunk in a Funk, the authentic homosexual self he is with his friends. (2005, p. 116)
In Colour, this divided self writes of the loneliness of exile, the re-writing and recreation of art after its destruction by authorities, and again testifies to the resilience of the imagination against the state-based annihilation of the individual gay self in the New Cuba.

However, just as words could not save Arturo, the central character of The Brightest Star, Arenas’s imagined Cuba and re-storied self would not provide him with what Fatima Mujcinovic terms ‘exilic rebirth’ (2003, p. 168). Angry and alone, without medical insurance and unable to write ‘because he was encumbered by invasive hospital tools and he was besieged with pain and fatigue’ (Davidson, 2003, p. 66), Arenas chose to kill himself rather than be rendered mute by a disease that Arenas held Fidel Castro personally responsible for. This action was not a capitulation to the multiple traumas that Arenas had experienced, nor a dissociation from the embodied suffering he carried with him as a result. After the many and continued exiles of Arenas’s adult life, the completion of his fictional works and his now well-known autobiography Before Night Falls, Arenas’s suicide can paradoxically be seen as an act of self-affirmation in fidelity with his life work – an affirmation of the self’s right to live and to determine how it lives.
Arenas’s work can and should be seen as an individual response to a particular series of traumas and the attempts by institutions and social groups to silence him. However, there is one significant way that his literature can also be viewed in common with other contemporaneous iterations of communal public memory. As Erika Doss writes, the NAMES Project AIDS Memorial Quilt reworked ‘American subjectivity by including queers and people with AIDS in the national narrative’ (2006, p. 313). The quilt, consisting of individual panels each dedicated to a person who died from AIDS, functions as a project of ‘mourning and militancy’ (Crimp, cited in Doss 2006, p. 313). Likewise, Arenas’s fiction and his autobiography are very public forms of mourning. They are similarly militant, rejecting dominant narratives of cultural exile, heteronormative sexuality, and anti-Castro political activism. Finally, they speak to a futurity no longer under the control of post-traumatic effects. Reinaldo Arenas’s re-storying of his traumascapes continue to reinsert themselves into a public discussion on the future of Cuba, of people living with HIV/AIDS, and those in both the United States and Cuba who have been marginalised by ideological systems and their agents.
This reinsertion remains vital to continuing explorations of public memory, cultural trauma, and the processes by which they are shaped. Summarising Barbara Biesecker’s work on belonging, Erin Rand writes, ‘the popular texts through which public memory functions do not simply reflect national values, but work persuasively as “civics lessons” that instruct citizens in particular understandings of and relationships to the nation’ (2007, p. 657). Arenas’s texts disrupt attempts to hegemonically shape such tropes as the ‘new man’ in Cuba or the contented liberated homosexual in the United States. The works also contest a public remembrance of Arenas as victim. Rather than representing the amnesiac view of traditional trauma theory, these texts serve as potent reminders of resistance to the forces of erasure that dominate such discourses. Arenas’s work falls into what Thomas Dunn calls ‘a queer counterpublic memory… counter in orientation, and critical in manner, [they] signify a strategic use of the past by queers to contest conservative memory practices’ (2010, p. 616). The productivity inherent to Arenas’s response to his traumas is illustrative of how practitioners and theorists might reject continuing contemporary efforts to solidify ‘national, cultural, and political identities’ (Dunn, 2010, p. 615).
Arenas’s exile was not just from Cuba but also from a primary sense of self: the geographical, embodied relocation compounded an internal corporealised and psychic exilic process that had begun much earlier. There was no unified self that Arenas could return to, as such an adult self had never existed. Inevitably, neither the United States nor Arenas’s personal situation could provide him with adequate refuge. It was only through the act of writing, whether in Cuba or the United States, whether in fiction or in his autobiographical narrative, that Arenas could emerge with a sense of resilience against a State and state of mind that had tried so hard to erase him.

For Reinaldo Arenas, as with many other forced migrants, trauma was neither a singular experience nor an event that could be excised through either dissociation or a communal identification. Arenas’s work reveals the multiplicities of exile and the possibilities, albeit limited, of resilience via a self-authored re-storying of one’s life. Such an approach requires that readers of literature and scholars of trauma and public memory engage cautiously and respectfully with these works, steering clear of theoretical approaches that negate lived experience. Finally, the work of Arenas demonstrates to ‘those who are outsiders to the experience’ (Goodall and Lee, p. 1) how the presence of traumatic memory in everyday life can be reframed. 
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