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Abstract 

Beginning in the 1960s, Miami has transformed into a Latin city. One in which it is 

possible to buy groceries, get a job, and even go to school without necessarily having to 

utilize the English language. As time has progressed, Miami itself has come to be known 

as a Latin place; but when this transformation began, Spanish-speakers, primarily 

Cubans, clustered together in what is now known as Little Havana. At the time, the place 

between 37th street and highway 95 was full of low-income, multi-family homes, creating 

a perfect space for the incoming Cuban refugees to make their home. Due to their initial 

place-making of the community, Little Havana is now a thriving place known around the 

world as a Cuban cultural center. However, the mass exodus of Cubans entering Little 

Havana has slowed and more and more Latin people have settled into the area changing 

the demographics and, inevitably, the culture of the place. Today, one can walk down the 

infamous Calle Ocho (8th Street) and enjoy Cuban culture with a side of Mexican, 

Peruvian, Puerto Rican, and other additions. I argue that this change in demographic 

representation is leading to a change in the community that now does not solely identify 

as Cuban, but as the more inclusive term Latin, and attempt to discover how this change 

is affecting the overall cultural landscape of Little Havana. 
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Introduction 

The question begins with forged documents in hand and jewelry sewn into the hem of 

clothing. A woman stood beside her husband as soldiers patted him down, searching 

thoroughly so no gusano could bring more than $5 a piece out of the country. The soldier 

stopped, reached into the man’s jacket pocket and pulled out a cardstock passport, the 

woman couldn’t believe he had left it in such an obvious place. Within the book, the 

name read Rogelio Pablo Perez, the photo of the second passport also matched the man 

who stood before him. The soldier looked down at the two children standing slightly 

behind their parents and looked back up at Rogelio handing him both documents, “keep 

going.” Her heart began to beat again.  

In 1962, Rogelio; his wife, Consuelito; and their two kids landed in Miami with 

exactly five dollars. They exited the plane with dozens of other Cubans and walked onto 

the tarmac. In the days before globalization and shoe bombs, there were no customs and 

security clearances to pass. Bus after bus drove onto the runway to take the Cuban 

arrivals to a makeshift refugee center. Rogelio was separated from his family and 

questioned while Consuelito and the kids were housed with other women and children.  

They slept in a large warehouse filled with rows and rows of cots separated by 

sheets to allow for privacy. It was cold and it was quiet. Her kids each had a cot of their 

own, but she preferred to hold them close. She finally had to tell her children that they 

were going to have a little brother or sister — my mother — it’s much harder to hide a 

growing belly while sharing a single cot. For three days Consuelito wondered where her 

husband was and what could be happening to him. Would they all be sent back to Cuba? 

Was it all for nothing?  
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Finally, the family was reunited and released into Miami. What Rogelio said, 

what was done, we will never know. What we do know is that they entered Miami on 

August 15, 1962. The family lived with Consuelito’s sister and her family in a small 

apartment with four other families, they occupied the living room while curtains hung 

around their cots — an illusion of privacy. This was their Miami, low income housing 

whose rent could be split five or six ways. A community developed out of need and 

shared trauma. This was the Miami that made Little Havana.  

 Beginning with the Golden Exiles of 1959-1964, the space now known as Little 

Havana was converted from a dominantly white, Jewish neighborhood of affordable, 

government housing to a Cuban place made within the United States (Duany 2017, 4). 

The liminal space of Little Havana continues to be a community conflicted; it’s Cuban, 

but not in Cuba, it’s in America, but certainly not American, thus there is room to 

introduce new cultural factors. As new waves of Cubans enter Miami, the cultural climate 

of Little Havana transforms to include the new exiles, but also to allow for the first wave 

of immigrants to move out of their created place and into the suburbs, making room for 

the new wave. In maintaining their Cuban identity, the Historic Exiles and those who 

followed did not only begin an act of place-making, but they created a place utilizing 

transculturation, “a two- or more way exchange of cultural influences, layering upon 

each other in complex processes of power, loss, and production” (Arroyo 2016: 133). The 

focus of this study is the ever-changing ethnic enclave of Little Havana, Miami as an 

exploratory case study, using the observational and analyzing techniques presented in 

grounded theory in order to study place and place-making. I argue that this community is 

now advancing into a new act of transcultural place-making, one that is inclusive of all 
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Latin immigrants entering the community who can benefit from the environment created 

by the early Cuban immigrants without giving up their own cultural identity, but rather 

infusing it into the overall feel of the environment. 

Historically, Cuban immigrants have stuck together in enclaves, like many other 

groups of immigrants, not only for the comforts of community, but because of the shared 

identity crisis created by the divide between exiled Cubans and Cubans who remained on 

the island. This struggle is similar within immigrant groups from all over Latin America, 

and the sharing of such feelings has allowed for Little Havana to shift in recent years 

from a firmly Cuban enclave, to a multi-ethnic Latin enclave as people from various 

Latin-American countries have fled to Miami, “the ‘Latinization’ of Miami was an 

unintended result of U.S. efforts to overturn Latin American social revolutions” (Grenier 

et al. 1999, 291). Through place-making, those first Cuban immigrant waves from the 

Historic Exiles to the Freedom Flighters, Marielitos to Balseros (Alberts 2005, 232) 

created an environment that would be welcoming and safe for future generations of Latin 

immigrants who now bring with them their own culture to meld with the already fused 

Cuban-American, an act of transculturation; an assimilation theory focusing on the 

cultural act of exchange (Ortiz 1940, 148). This transculturation is ongoing as the once-

Cuban Little Havana grows to include businesses, restaurants, and residents 

representative of a variety of Central American, South American, and Caribbean 

countries (Grenier et al. 2015, 153).  

The confined space and human interaction has facilitated greater significance to 

this space. When the flood of Cuban immigrants collected in Miami beginning in 1959, a 

new Havana was created to replace the one they were forced to leave behind. To this day, 
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the majority of Cuban-Americans born in the United States, over one million people, live 

in South Florida in addition to those who have immigrated from the island (Brown 2013). 

The majority of businesses within Little Havana are owned and operated by Cubans and 

other Latin peoples, politics are greatly influenced by the Cubans, and it is possible to 

move throughout the city conducting every day activities using solely Spanish (Feldman 

et al. 2014, 1267). While this place is strongly Latin due to the framing foundations of 

Cuba’s Exiles, the Cuban influence over the community is diminishing as Cuban-

Americans head toward the suburbs, making way for a variety of Latin immigrants who 

contributes to the development of a new transcultural community. The previous place-

making of Cuban immigrants, then, continues to serve as the foundation for Miami’s 

Little Havana, by setting the stage for future generations of Latin immigrants to slide in 

and at once have a community that resembles the one lost and which they can easily 

assimilate without letting go of their original culture.  

By focusing on the geographic theories of place-making and transculturation, I 

will be studying second generation ethnic enclaves; locations that are historically built by 

one tight immigrant group, that have slowly transformed into ethnic enclaves supported 

by a similar, but new, immigrant group. Observing the historic Cuban influence on Little 

Havana and its recent transformation into a heavily multi-ethnic Latin Little Havana as a 

case-study, I will concentrate on the questions: 

1. How has the cultural geography of Little Havana as a place, changed in 

the past decade?  

2. Is the existing ethnic enclave built by Cubans inviting other Latin peoples 

to easily adapt to life within Little Havana?  
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3. Is the fact that less Cubans are immigrating to Little Havana leaving space 

for Latinos to replace the Cubans moving out or passing away? 

4. Has the diversifying demographic and the evolving place lead to a 

transcultural event? 

 Miami has seen a large influx of Latin immigrants from Latin America and the 

Caribbean since the 1990s and Little Havana’s Spanish strength has allowed for easy 

acculturation and adaptation not just for the trickle of Cubans, but for those within any 

Latin immigrant group; “Little Havana could most accurately be described as a multi-

ethnic Latino neighborhood where the historic demographic dominance of one ancestry 

group — Cubans — was diminishing” (Grenier 2015, 114). While Cubans may still 

heavily populate the area, the change in demographics will certainly begin to play a large 

role in Little Havana politically and economically. As the area diversifies, new stores and 

restaurants are popping up, adding different flavors, and creating new curiosities to the 

tourist-heavy community. The more people of other origins move to Little Havana, the 

less Cuban it will be, “the ‘Latinization’ of Miami was an unintended result of U.S. 

efforts to overturn Latin American social revolutions” (Grenier et al. 1999, 291). So 

while Little Havana in the future may be made up of a variety of Latin groups, the 

community will still hold on to a similar identity founded in isolation and the 

characteristics of a refugee lifestyle. 
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Chapter One 

Review of Literature 

 

Defining Place and Place-Making  

Place is comprised of three major characteristics: location, locale, and sense of 

place (Agnew 1987, 605); therefore, when a setting and physical location also represents 

a significant attachment by a group of people, a cultural place has been made and the act 

of culturalization, that is, utilizing culture as a tool to develop place, applied (Myers 

2002: 102). Place-making, then, is the process of becoming intimate with ones’ 

surroundings (Balassiano et al. 2014: 644) but is also strongly reliant upon common 

human identity (Martin 2003: 730). It is “the empowering human act of putting an 

imprint on a place” in order to aid in a transition (Balassiano et al. 2014: 645). If place is 

compiled of location, locale, and sense of place, then this framework can be used to 

define the act of place-making, all in order to build community and keep tradition alive. 

Place-making is about networking and linking people together based on shared 

experiences. It is the term referring to “how individuals organize experiences or make 

sense of events” (Martin 2003, 733).   

The initial factor, the location, is the setting for place-making, “the reproduction 

and transformation of social relations must take place somewhere” (Agnew 1987, 27). In 

place-making, the function of location is home to a collective group of people all in need 

of the same thing. Oftentimes, a location is chosen based on what it has to offer a group; 

whether there is a bounty of resources available, whether it has a similar geography to 

that of a location left behind, or plentiful job opportunities, to name a few examples 
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(Bonnemaison 2005, 37). The location is critical in place-making as it must act as the 

foundation of the new place being made, while still being susceptible to the rules and 

definitions implemented by human interaction (Pow 2009, 96). If the environment proves 

to be hostile or unable to contain the new place, the opportunity is lost and either a new 

location will need to be chosen for the whole group, or there will be a fracturing of 

community. An ideal location in place-making would be one in which there was available 

space and opportunity for all involved while also keeping them close together so that the 

human-interest remains united. In a case where location creates a united and strong 

community, the cultural group can contribute to history “through the creation and 

utilization of physical setting” (Agnew 1987, 27). The close proximity will inevitably 

lead to solidarity and trust (Pierce at al. 2011, 57) as well as a redefining and 

redevelopment of a culture as long as the physical location allows for it. 

When discussing place, locale refers to organizations that encourage shared 

activities, politics, and identity (Flint 2006, 25). This, again, is a critical element of place-

making as it aids in building the unity that will help maintain the structure of a shared 

place; the people must strongly agree that they have a commonality (Pierce et al. 2011, 

57). Locale, in essence, means the commonality or social context of a community or 

cultural group, “place-making is not just about the relationship of people to their places; 

it also creates relationships among people in place” (Salzman et al. 2017, 58). Take for 

instance a church or temple. There is a reason that, historically, places of worship have 

often been built in new communities even before town halls. Humans are social beings 

who crave the opportunity to relate and identify with others (Pow 2009, 95). People flock 

to places where they feel comfortable, the locale of the community is the shared interest 
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that helps make an individual’s sense of place the same as his neighbor’s, directly leading 

to a shared sense of place, “social reproduction and individual socialization…take place 

through the intersection of individual paths with institutional projects occurring at 

specific sites” (Agnew 1987, 32). In facilitated place-making, organizing shared spaces 

such as the “workplace, church, school, neighborhood, etc.” (Agnew 1987, 32) where 

people can come together and share in their past experiences and future goals, is crucial.  

Once the location is chosen and specific locales are established, the sense of place 

itself will develop. The sense of place, which relates to the collective identity tied to a 

place, not just the individual sentimentality toward a location (Flint 2006, 26) is the 

character of a place. When focusing on sense of place, it is easier to see a person’s 

embodied situation in the world (Pink 2008, 179). When re-creating a sense of place, this 

aspect of place-making will be what most reminds a group of their lost home — whether 

for better or for worse. It is the humanistic force behind what makes the culture feel as 

though it represents more than just the individual, but the community as a whole, 

focusing on unity and togetherness and can be based on commonalities that allow 

for each individual to feel as though they belong to a larger place or cultural group, “this 

sense of place reinforces the social-spatial definition of place from inside” (Agnew 1987, 

27). Oftentimes, to preserve the established sense of place, geosymbolism is utilized, “a 

symbolic dimension in the eyes of certain societies and ethnic groups, thereby comforting 

them within their identity” (Bonnemaison 2005, 46). The sense of place is reliant upon 

emotions and symbolic expression that leads to a sanctuary-like communion 

(Bonnemaison 2005, 47). Sense of place travels with a person wherever they go 

throughout their lives and has a direct impact on how they evolve. It also impacts how a 
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culture evolves, so that when a place is recreated, it affects the original culture, often 

leading to a fusion or updated cultural identity, which leads to transculturation and 

diasporic groups. With the collective feeling of belonging, a sense of place grows 

stronger as does the new cultural identity. 

 

The Importance of Place-Making Within Groups of Displaced People  

Places are very specific and hold significant shared meaning to different groups, but it is 

recognized that this social convention can also have very real impacts on politics and 

culture. In this way, places can overlap between cultural groups, and people can feel a 

sense of place toward multiple different places they recognize as significant, 

“place/bundles may be individually conceptualized and experienced, but place-framing 

articulates the iterative co-bundling process through which social and political 

negotiations result in a strategic sharing of place” (Pierce et al. 2011, 60). This indicates 

that while a place may be meaningful to a culture, it can be created and re-created and 

viewed differently, even within a cultural group based on significant events at the time 

“place, therefore, refers to discrete if ‘elastic’ areas in which settings for the constitution 

of social relations are located and with which people can identify” (Agnew 1987, 28). 

Place-frames are influenced by daily-life experiences (Martin 2003, 736), therefore when 

a dramatic life experience is shared among a group of people, they will cling to a similar 

frame. Take for instance a group of displaced people all migrating to a shared space, they 

will likely work to re-create a shared place reminiscent of their lost place as a way of 

grasping for their identity. This is due to the fact that “humans are incapable of accepting 

reality as it is, and so create places to transform reality according to the ideas and images 
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of what we think reality ought to be” (Pow 2009, 94). Location alone does not lead to 

community; it is this sharing of experience and desire to create or re-create that leads to 

place-making (Martin 2003, 730). 

How important is the structural condition of being relocated to the humanistic 

agency of freewill to move toward ethnic enclaves full of people within a cultural group 

in order to cultivate a new community? Stories, songs, and traditions are all 

representative of a culture and can/should be passed down through relationships and 

education (Myers 2002: 104). This is most easily done when a place consistently contains 

a certain group and its culture, but can also be transferred if and when a group is 

displaced and re-creates their sense of community. A physical piece of land may not be 

essential in maintaining a culture and, while important, does not usually prevent a group 

from re-creating their sense of place. Traditions are frequently constructed by humans as 

are their connections to a land and, therefore, can often be applied to any tangible built 

environment as long as the human connection is present (Myers 2002, 106). However, for 

many indigenous groups, physical land may be important within the context of rituals and 

symbolism (Myers 2002, 106). In those cases, the physical land is critical, but may still 

not prevent the group from reestablishing some part of the group’s culture were they to 

relocate. Rather, the humans representing the culture could adapt in order to survive and 

create a strong new place built upon the solidarity of mourning the space lost and the will 

to preserve that which they still can. Those specific cases in which space was critical to a 

group’s identity do certainly exist, but more often than not within humanistic place-

making, the space is not vital to a culture’s overall feel. Generally, connections to land 

are limited and not the most significant factor on a cultural landscape “many people may 
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claim to identify with a place, but only a portion of these are usually said to ‘hold’ a 

country and to control its related rituals” (Myers 2002, 108).  

In urban place-making, which I will focus on throughout this study, an emphasis 

is placed on the connections between people in order to build stronger relationships and 

trust. Specifically, within place-making of displaced or immigrant groups who may have 

issues or reluctance to assimilate; it relies upon people who need one another and evolves 

into a self-sustaining community maintaining a common identity based on their shared 

experiences, interests, and values (Martin 2003, 730). When culture is also involved in 

the place-making development, the communities that result are known as ethnic enclaves. 

Space is an influencing factor on the creation of a collective identity, while place is 

created within the social and economic process (Martin 2003, 731). It appears as though 

commonality and unity is more easily reached when culture is shared, as in the case of 

displaced people all relocating from the same space to the same new space, “At one time 

in urban history, neighborhoods comprised relatively homogenous cultural, ethic, and 

income groups reliant upon one another for mutual aid” (Martin 2003, 732). Enclaves of 

immigrant groups directly model this structure as they share the same culture, ethics, and 

class brought with them to a new location and can, therefore, all begin creating place 

from the same frame of mind, and with the same goals in sight.  

New places are made daily and they can also be made on a larger scale in order to 

build a gateway toward integration for migrant groups. Think of the Little Havana ethnic 

enclave where those exiles sharing the space has assisted in transferring their identities 

and ideals from Cuba to the forming Little Havana community, they have, in a sense, 

recreated their cultural place. The space may have agency all to itself even without a 



 12 
 

 

human element (Larsen et al. 2016, 150), but it is the humanistic involvement that 

transforms the space into a place. The place is then filled with meaning and value once 

restructured by the impact of human interactions. While we may acknowledge that land 

has value to various groups, it must also be understood that the value is often a human-

construct, and the human interaction holds prominence within a humanistic lens.  

This act of place-making is an ongoing and transformative process, the meaning 

of place shifts and adapts to a variety of factors. When a demographic shift begins to 

occur in a place, for example, the influx of Latin cultures moving into the now-shared 

place of Little Havana, and the significance of place and the locales represented in that 

place begin to include the new represented populations, transcultural place-making can 

occur. The physical location has not grown, but the importance of the place has expanded 

to include a greater demographic and a larger number of social groups that then become 

intertwined with one another until a new transcultural group has been created altogether.  

 

Transculturation 

In 1940, sociologist Fernando Ortiz coined the term transculturation to explain the then-

unique phenomenon of a new culture forming out of multiple parent cultures: 

“I am going to take the liberty of employing for the first time the term 

transculturation, fully aware of the fact that it is a neologism. And I venture to 

suggest that it might be adopted in sociological terminology, to a great extent at 

least, as a substitute for the term acculturation, whose use is now spreading. 

Acculturation is used to describe the process of transition from one culture to 
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another, and its manifold social repercussions. But transculturation is a more 

fitting term,” (Ortiz 1940, 97). 

The Cuban Ortiz used his own island’s history as a case-study in which the colonial 

Spanish, Indigenous, and Black slave cultures all braided together to form the overall 

Cuban culture. “There was no more important human factor in the evolution of Cuba than 

these continuous, radical, contrasting geographic transmigrations, economic and social, 

of the first settlers, this perennial transitory nature of their objectives, and their unstable 

life in the land where they are living, in perpetual disharmony with the society from 

which they drew their living” (Ortiz 1940, 101). Using the example of Cuba’s contrasting 

culture, Ortiz stressed the importance of this new term in order to address the painful 

“uprooting” of the previous cultures as they fold together to create the new (Ortiz 1947, 

103). In transculturation, a new culture is not merely being adopted as in acculturation, 

but parts of all first-generation cultures are being transferred over and some aspects are 

left behind in a process in which subjects do not always have a choice, as stressed within 

the example of the slaves in Cuba (Ortiz 1940, 98). In this context, Ortiz stated “the result 

of every union of cultures is similar to that of the reproductive process between 

individuals: the offspring always has something of both parents but is always different 

from each of them” (Ortiz 1947, 103). He suggested that in this way, transculturation be 

used to replace the integration theory of acculturation to address the change as a process 

(Ortiz 1940, 98).  

 Acculturation, used often within migration studies, is one of the terms 

geographers are comfortable with, but it is used to describe the process of adopting the 

cultural attributes that suit you while leaving other attributes behind whereas 
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“transculturation is a process the elements of which are altered and from which a new, 

composite and complex reality emerges” (Onghena 2002, 182). Because of this, 

transculturation is often far more appropriate within immigrant, refugee, and displaced 

communities who do not necessarily want to conform to the culture of their new 

surroundings, but rather maintain a sense of their native culture. In enclave communities 

especially, maintaining a sense of place and native cultural identity is often both a coping 

mechanism and bonding technique to keep the community together. Transculturation 

should be employed within migration geography to better explain the processes of 

communities who are rebuilding their identities in a new location, “Transculturality is a 

concept that captures some of the living traits of cultural change as highly diverse 

contemporary societies become globalized” (Benessaieh 2010, 11).  

 

Among Assimilation Theories 

Within migration studies there are a vast number of terms and theories, “we have all of 

these terms: multinational, multicultural, transnational, transcultural,” some are more 

relevant in modern times than others and some, like the “melting pot” theory are fully 

antiquated (Onghena 2002, 182). Geographers are familiar with all such terms, yet shy 

away from the one that could be most useful in immigrant and enclave communities. 

Transculturation is a perfect fit because of its focus on the fusion of cultures and the 

subject’s intent. Whereas acculturation states that the original culture is lost in order to 

adopt the new culture, transculturation addresses the act of holding on to the original 

culture and mixing that with the new. “It better expresses the different phases of the 

transitive process of shifting from one culture to another, since these do not solely entail 
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the acquisition of a new and distinct culture, as suggested by the English word 

‘acculturation’” (Onghena 2002, 183). Transculturation also highlights the pain that is 

caused by the process of losing a bit of a previous culture in order to adopt some of the 

new, “the process necessarily involves the loss or deculturation of a previous culture 

(partial deculturation) and, furthermore, the resulting development of new cultural 

phenomena (neoculturation)” (Onghena 202, 183). This act of exchange is center to the 

transculturation theory, “Ortiz was seeking to correct the perception that, in the dynamic 

cultural exchange between migrant and settled communities, change and growth occur as 

a unidirectional flow, as represented in the historical concept of ‘acculturation’” (Cadman 

2012, 12). One of the very reasons Ortiz set out to create this new paradigm was his 

opinion that the term acculturation lacked precision (Santi 2005, 207). 

Transnationalism is another such widely used paradigm within geography and 

migration studies. It is defined as “a process by which migrants, through their daily life 

activities create social fields that cross-national boundaries” (Basch 1994). However 

similar to transculturation, it was not initially intended as a geographic term. Writer 

Randolph Bourne first coined the term in his paper “Trans-National America” to better 

explain the idea of multiculturalism and globalization (Bourne 1916). He presented 

transnationalism in order to “challenge both the ideas of ‘100% Americanism’ and 

cultural pluralism, and to propose a new conception of American identity that was both 

ethnic and modern, American and cosmopolitan’” (Vaughan 1991, 444). Despite the fact 

that Bourne is not a geographer, the term is widely used within geography; yet, 

transculturation, coined by the sociologist and ethnographer Fernando Ortiz (Santi 2005, 

173), still has not been adopted by geographers. Transculturation, meanwhile, may in fact 
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be a more appropriate and fitting word for ethnic and migratory studies today. Whereas 

Transnationalism focuses on social groups that maintain ties across national boundaries, 

transculturation revolves around the fusion of multiple cultures in one constant place. The 

two terms are related, yet transculturation is more fitting in today’s ethnic enclaves, 

“[Immigrant] relationships become increasingly transnational, which is what led to the 

introduction of the term ‘transcultural’” (Onghena 2002, 183). 

 

Transculturation in Ethnic Enclaves 

In enclave culture, especially those developed by displaced migrants or refugees, 

transculturation is the appropriate assimilation theory as it recognizes the two-way 

process of cultural evolution, “We acquire transculture at the boundaries of our own 

culture and at the crossroads with other cultures through the risky experience of our own 

cultural wanderings and transgressions” (Epstein 2009, 330). As Cuban exile and writer 

Gustavo Perez Firmat suggested, “as an exile, my experience is different from that of 

immigrants in that I came to this country fully intending to return to my homeland as 

soon as possible” (Firmat 1994, 10). This idea perfectly encapsulates the path toward 

transculturation. Those who are displaced are more likely to hold onto their native culture 

than someone who chose to leave their home; thus, leading to a transcultural event. He 

goes on to explain “someone who goes into exile abandons not just possessions, but a 

part of himself” (Firmat 1994, 22). Transcultural exchanges acquire pieces of a new 

culture, but they also must endure the painful act of leaving cultural traits behind, “The 

differences complement each other and create a new interpersonal transcultural 

community to which we belong, not because we are similar but because we are different” 
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(Epstein 2009, 328). Refugees and displaced people are in the specific position in that 

they did not choose to remove themselves from their culture and so are not always 

willing to fully adapt to a new culture. Because of this, they often collect in enclaves to 

attempt to maintain a sense of their original culture or place. Within the new location, it is 

usually impossible to fully maintain an original culture and so the new culture sneaks in 

in some ways thus leading to a culture totally new. “Transculturality is, in the first place, 

a consequence of the inner differentiation and complexity of modern cultures. These 

encompass a number of ways of life and cultures, which also interpenetrate or emerge 

from one another” (Welsch 1999, 197). Within case studies of specific modern enclaves, 

this differentiation takes time to fuse together, the slow process can take generations and 

lead to a continua transcultural event.  
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Chapter Two 

 Methodology 

In this exploratory case study, I utilize a mixed-methods research approach in order to 

observe and analyze the dynamic demographic and cultural changes taking place within 

Little Havana. “[Cuban] presence is far less overwhelming than before, as every other 

neighbor seems to come from a different country, not just Nicaragua, but also Honduras, 

El Salvador, Guatemala, and Colombia” (Grenier et al 2015, 84). Through this study’s 

ethnographic interviewing methods and sketch mapping analysis, I analyze both 

qualitative and quantitative data in order to answer the questions at hand, to determine 

how the demographic change is affecting the community’s culture, if at all. I then 

compared the qualitative data collected during interviews to that obtained during digital 

participatory sketch mapping surveys and quantitative data gathered from census and 

other databases to determine whether the perceptions expressed during the interview 

stages of this study could be validated spatially.   

I combined the qualitative interviews along with census and mapping data 

analysis to balance out this research study. While the semi-structured interviews of 

fourteen subjects serve as the primary data source for this study, demographic census data 

and cadastral mapping elements determined whether the subjective question responses 

are representative of the overall change in community. The application of the humanistic 

theories of place-making and transculturation were verified by working with human 

subjects during semi-structured interviews that were coded to saturation as well as 

participatory sketch-mapping. I also tested these theories using census data and mapping 

to physically represent the cultural changes occurring in this community. As this study 
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has a limited reach of interview and mapping subjects, it remains an exploratory case 

study in which these methods used together, were able to exemplify the changing cultural 

landscape, sense of place, and demographics of Little Havana in its shifting form as well 

as whether these changes are affecting the culture of the place.  

 

Semi-Structured Interviews 

On the ethnographic side of this study, I interviewed a sample of fourteen participants 

living and working within the current community of Little Havana as well as people of 

Cuban descent who have moved out of the enclave (Appendix 1). Using a semi-structured 

interview technique, I questioned participants in hope of discovering: the social and 

cultural significance of Little Havana, how participants feel about the changing 

demographics (Latinization), and whether Cuban-Americans and other Latin people feel 

an emotional tie to the area. Using three gatekeepers in the community, I was able to 

reach a variety of people who were able to participate in this study (Bernard 2018, 148). 

Gatekeepers were longstanding members in the community with whom I had a previous 

relationship thanks to family and social ties to the area. Each interview subject was 

someone I had not previously met, but was recommended to me via my gatekeepers or a 

previous interview subject. Interviews lasted on average one hour with the shortest 

interview occupying fifteen minutes and the longest taking three hours. I conducted 

interviews at times and locations convenient for each subject. All questions were semi-

structured and open-ended, and I reminded subjects during the consent process that any 

question that made them feel uncomfortable may be skipped (Bernard 2018, 164-165). I 
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recorded all interviews and presented consent forms for signatures before the interviews 

began (Bernard 2018, 177).  

During the interviewing process, I questioned fourteen subjects identifying as 

Cuban or Latin with a connection to Little Havana. Subjects were exempt from this study 

if they did not identify as Cuban and/or Cuban American or if they did not identify as 

Latin and have no connection to Little Havana. Background interviews were conducted 

first with subjects to establish whether they fit the parameters of this study; at which time, 

in-depth interviews were scheduled. Each subject was given a physical copy of the 

consent form at the beginning of the interview, which they were asked to read and sign 

assuring the subject of discretion (Wolcott 2005, 252). The subjects were made aware via 

the consent form that their names, photographs, and any information given may be 

utilized within this study and future publishing. At that time, potential risks including the 

emotional harm of revisiting personal memories were discussed and the subjects were 

asked if they fully understood. If the subject had any questions about the consent form, I 

discussed those with them before the interview began. No interview took place if the 

subject felt uncomfortable or unwilling to sign the consent form. Citizenship status was 

never discussed in order to protect this population as legality is not a relevant factor 

effecting the culture of Little Havana. While subjects were briefed that interviews could 

take up to one hour, no interview continued if a subject wished to stop the interview. I 

frequently reminded subjects that they could end the interview at any time. 

Upon completion of each interview, I transcribed the recordings and coded the 

findings utilizing Text Analysis Markup System (TAMS) software in order to access 
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themes found among interviewees (Appendix 2). I also filtered interviews into a word  

cloud (Figure 1) to provide a visual representation of what interview subjects discussed 

the most. Considering this is a humanistic case study contingent on human-environment 

interaction, it is appropriate that the most-used word in all fourteen interviews was people 

followed closely by think, one, went, and Cuban. Some less common, yet still key words 

included: Miami, different, came, Spanish, Cuban. These recurring words stand as 

reminders that all interview subjects clearly have strong feelings toward the geographic 

area and also the changes occurring in the community. The word different used twenty-

eight times by interview subjects is a key theme that is expressed throughout this study.  

Figure 1: Word Cloud of Key Words found in Interviews 
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Initial codes include key years as well as themes referring to race, gentrification, 

language, class structure, locations, emotionality, and nationalities. I coded all interviews 

a total of three times each to reach code saturation, process shown in figure 2 (Clifford et 

al 2016, 653), where all codes were generalized and divided into four different significant 

themes: 

1. Little Havana’s Core: Calle Ocho 

2. Transculturation on Calle Ocho 

3. Social Change in Little Havana  

4. Gentrification of Calle Ocho 
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Figure 2: Codes resulting from semi-structured interviews and resulting axial codes. 
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Participatory Mapping 

In addition to the qualitative interviews, I utilized mapping and census data in order to 

analyze how the demographics within Little Havana have changed and how the sense of 

place has been affected (Cresswell 2014, 209). Existing census maps allowed for a 

physical representation of how the demographics have changed, what ethnic groups 

currently make up the space known as Little Havana, and whether the new groups 

represented are also settling in pockets within the broader community. This data was 

critical in reinforcing the ideas stated by interview subjects. While the demographic maps 

show ethnic representation in the area, participatory sketch mapping drawn by twenty-

two subjects connected to the community will portray the sense of place and importance.  

Thomas Vought of the Missouri Spatial Data Information Service (MSDIS)  

created an ArcGIS interactive web map that was then shared with those connected with 

Little Havana so that each individual may draw where they believe is Little Havana. The 

application was built using the ESRI web AppBuilder for Arc GIS platform and 

contained one editable GIS feature layer. We selected this application due to its 

simplicity as a basic online editor with user-friendly functionality. The final version of 

the participatory web map included basic customizations such as the inclusion of the edit 

widget, removing participants’ ability to turn data layers on and off, showing the study’s 

table of contents, and assigning the default view to the greater Miami-Dade area. We 

selected the initial mapped area of the survey so that it did not give bias to the subjects, 

but so that participants also did not need to spend too much time searching for Miami 

from a map of the whole United States. The final modification was changing the security 

settings of the application such that participants would not be able to see the results of 
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prior surveys.  In order to prevent participants answers from being shaped by the 

responses of other surveys, no other responses were visible in the web map application. 

Prior to the development of the MSDIS module, paper copies of a blank map were passed 

out in the Little Havana community so that people may produce the same sketch map, but 

on a physical piece of paper rather than the online module. This was done to include 

more members of the community who may not have access to technology due to age, 

financial limitation, or otherwise.  

 I sent the survey web map to a variety of people using primarily social media. I 

shared the link and study abstract to localized Facebook groups such as People of Little 

Havana, Little Havana News, Havana Pequena, Little Havana Art District, and more. I 

Figure 3: Initial Instruction Screen on Participatory Mapping Module 
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also e-mailed the survey to students at Florida International University and Miami-Dade 

College. When potential participants clicked on the provided survey link, they were 

prompted with directions as to how to complete the survey as well as a consent box 

subjects needed to agree to in order to participate (Figure 3). Once they had read the 

directions, which describe how to work the program, why this study is being conducted, 

and what participants should draw: “please indicate where YOU think Little Havana is by 

drawing its boundaries onto this map,” participants were taken to the blank map of 

Miami, so they might toggle to the area they believe to be Little Havana (MSDIS). 

Participants used their mouse to draw a polygon around their idea of Little Havana, 

subjects could follow specific streets or surround a generally area, whatever suited their 

idea of Little Havana. As this study was selective, a further set of questions were 

presented after participant polygons were complete in order to further determine 

eligibility for the study. The responses to these questions were saved to the attribute table 

to the GIS Feature Layer onto which the participants drew their Little Havana boundaries. 

Just as with the ethnographic portion of this study, subjects were considered exempt if 

they do not identify as Latin or Cuban and if they do not have a connection to the 

community. This was to exclude tourists and other people who may enjoy spending time 

in the community, but do not have a stake in its development or change.  

 After survey data was collected, I filtered responses through exemptions to only 

analyze the survey responses that were considered valid for this study. Of thirty-one 

participatory map responses, nine were considered invalid for various reasons: two were 

test polygons drawn by program developers, two polygons were drawn by the same 

subject, and five responses were not completed polygons; leaving twenty-two valid 
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polygons to analyze for this exploratory case-study. The remaining data was uploaded 

onto a map of Miami in ARCMap in which a Little Havana polygon had been drawn 

(MiamiGIS). The field of “count” was added to the data, with each individual polygon 

representing a count of “one” or one person’s response. These polygons were then 

individually exported as separate layers. The twenty-two layers were then unioned 

together onto one map, so the data could be analyzed together by adding another field of 

“math” in which all of the areas of the polygons were added together to determine 

overlapping areas, which were then analyzed as coded locations. The common area 

shared by the majority of respondents (eighteen participants included the same area of 

Miami in their idea of Little Havana) is located on the edge of the government’s 

designation of Little Havana; an area between 7th and 8th streets north-south and 21st and 

18th streets east-west. While there are limitations to this study due to participant access to 

technology and the spread of the MSDIS survey, the responses show a clear shared area 

that the majority of people, represented by survey responders, agree to be Little Havana.  

 It became clear within the literature, ethnographic interviews, and by the results of 

the participatory mapping that 8th street or Calle Ocho within Little Havana has a 

significant sense of place and is in fact the center of a lot of communal activity in Little 

Havana. As that became more obvious, Calle Ocho became a significant piece of the 

community in which to analyze. Plotting cadastral data (MiamiGIS) and eliminating non-

essential structures such as parking garages and single-family homes, for which 

demographic data does not exist, a set of seventy-one businesses remained in the study 

area of Calle Ocho between 21st and 14th streets. This area is commonly known as the 
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Little Havana Arts District, so communal spaces such as public art galleries, parks, and 

memorials remained.  

 After the set of seventy-one businesses was determined, I conducted internet 

searches in order to ascertain the ownership and purpose of each business to then code by 

ethnic representation. For example, Futurama, a community staple since the 1960s and 

historically Cuban, actually identifies itself as an art gallery for Latin artists, thus it was 

coded as “Latin.” American chains such as Burger King, McDonalds, and Dominoe’s 

Pizza were coded as “Corporate” despite the fact that the local chain may be owned by 

someone of Latin descent as the representation is generally of the higher corporation. All 

seventy-one businesses were coded in this way and then once again plotted onto the Little 

Havana map in ARCGIS (Figure 6). Represented codes include establishes identifying as: 

American, Asian, Corporate, Cuban, Jamaican, Latin, Mexican, Nicaraguan, Panamanian, 

Puerto Rican, Salvadoran, and Venezuelan. This was plotted in order to gain, once again, 

a physical representation of the area and to determine the ethnic make-up of the area. 
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Chapter Three 

A Brief History of Migration to Little Havana 

On January 1, 1959, Fidel Castro took control of Cuba, pushing out the American-backed 

Batista dictatorship and beginning the transformation of Cuba from a flourishing quasi-

democracy, to the impoverished communist Cuba of today. While this may not have been 

Castro’s initial intention, it is, none the less, the result and led to an outpouring of Cuban 

immigrants to the United States. Throughout the decades since, at least three large waves 

of immigrants fled Cuba for various reasons from fear to the hope of economic 

prosperity; the Golden Exiles, Freedom Flighters, and Marielitos. These Cubans gathered 

in Miami, eventually creating their own safe haven within the new space, “Cubans as a 

whole have been shown to be an advantaged group, a success story in American 

immigration” (McHugh et al. 1997, 506). The cumulative causation is still occurring, as 

Miami’s Little Havana remains an ethnic enclave for Cubans: 

“We expect Miami, as the primate Cuban metropolis in America, to serve as a stronger 

lure for Cuban natives than for Cubans born in the United States. With hopes for return to 

Cuba repeatedly dashed over the years, Miami is the ‘homeland in absentia’ among 

Cuban expatriates” (McHugh et al. 1997, 507).  

  The majority of Cuban-Americans born in the United States, over one million 

people, still lives in South Florida in addition to those who have immigrated from the 

island (Martin 2013). The majority of businesses within Little Havana, or “Havami,” 

(Havana-Miami) are owned and operated by Cubans and other Latin peoples, politics are 

greatly influenced by the Cubans, and it is possible to move throughout the city 

conducting everyday activities never using English; only Spanish. While this place is 
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currently still strongly Latin due to the framing foundations of Cuba’s Golden Exiles, the 

Cuban influence over the community is diminishing as Cuban-Americans head toward 

the suburbs and other states, making way for the new dominant group of Nicaraguan 

immigrants. The previous place-making of the three waves of Cuban immigrants, then, 

continues to impact Miami’s Little Havana, by setting the stage for future generations of 

Latin immigrants to slide in, seeing the accepting environment created by the Cubans, 

and at once have a community that resembles the one lost, a prime example of the world 

system theory of migration.   

 

The Golden Exiles 

When the Castro regime took hold of Cuba, U.S. President Eisenhower warned the new 

leader by placing an embargo upon Cuban sugar. As this was the nation’s largest export, 

they knew it would greatly affect their economy, so Castro in return nationalized all 

American investments throughout Cuba, including the American-owned oil refineries. By 

1962, the Bay of Pigs invasion had failed, and the retaliations had escalated to President 

Kennedy placing a full embargo on Cuba, one that (more or less) still stands today as the 

world’s longest-standing embargo (Kurlansky 2017). Due to the fact that prior to this 

embargo, 65% of Cuban exports went to the United States and 74% of Cuban imports 

arrived from the United States, the placing of such a full embargo on Cuba directly 

launched the small island into an economic depression (PBS 2005). As the Soviet Union 

was the only country still willing to ignore the U.S. embargo and trade with Cuba, the 

communist influence was solidified, and Cuba’s fate was cemented. Under communist 

control, people were frequently arrested and imprisoned. Cubans were moved from 
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family homes and any previous wealth was seized. Income was greatly reduced, where 

even today the average monthly income is $25 (Whitefield 2016); strict rations were set; 

and organized religion was considered to be unlawful. With the limiting of freedom and 

rise of nationwide poverty, people naturally fled, and the United States, for a time, held 

their arms open to Cuban refugees, using the people as pawns to prove the horrors of 

communism and to show the world how the acceptance of the democratic United States.    

 The wave of Cuban emigrants started quickly after Fidel Castro seized power, 

over 200,000 people left Cuba within the first three years (Grenier 2015, 23). The 

educated class of Cubans, many whom had worked for the Batista government, fled the 

island in an act of brain drain bringing to Miami not only a high-skill set, but a collective 

culture and philosophy with which to recreate a new place in Miami’s run-down 

neighborhoods, abandoned by the white Americans departing for the suburbs. As this first 

large wave of anti-Castro, Cuban immigrants reached Miami, they brought with them 

experience and determination to work hard to survive in a new place, while holding on to 

hopes of eventually returning to Cuba. This earned them the name “Golden Exiles” 

(Grenier 2015). They were considered by Americans to be the ideal immigrant group: 

hard-working, high-skilled, determined, and white. Because of this drive and 

unwillingness to let go of their home island, the Cuban assimilation process has been 

unique and directly contradictory to Milton Gordon’s Classical Assimilation Theory 

(Gordon 1961, 264). Gordon states that there are two ways of assimilating into a culture, 

acculturation in which an immigrant adopts the culture of the new society, and structural 

assimilation in which members of the ethnic minority enter the primary culture and 

assimilate into those ideals (Gordon 1961). The large community was founded as a 
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coping mechanism by the Golden Exiles as they utilized their high-skills and education 

level to create what they expected to be a temporary home for the Cuban exiles. The 

political climate at the time allowed them to believe that at any moment, the U.S. 

government would invade Cuba and re-implement democracy, so that they may return. 

While this never actually happened, the dream that it might was important for this 

migrant group, as they specifically viewed themselves as exiles rather than immigrants. 

They worked hard to build themselves a new life, but they still saw their situation as 

temporary, and did not identify as Americans or immigrants, but rather displaced 

refugees who would return to their home country as soon as they were able.  

 

Freedom Flights 

There have been at least three additional major waves of Cuban immigrants in Miami 

since the original Golden Exiles. Those brought on the “Freedom Flights” of the 1970s, 

the Marielitos of the 1980’s Mariel Boat Lift, and the Balseros of the 1990s (Grenier et 

al.). Between 1965 and 1973, 300,000 Cubans went to America on what was known as 

the Freedom Flights. Noting how many people were attempting to leave his country, and 

claiming the importance of family reunification, Castro allowed the U.S. military to 

organize two flights per day, five days per week to take Cuban family members to Miami 

to live as refugees with the previous Golden Exile immigrants. This cooperation 

humanized Castro, as he thought, to other world leaders, and painted the U.S., once 

again, as a country of heroes, so President Johnson thought. In a speech announcing the 

formation of the Freedom Flight mission he stated, “I declare this afternoon to the people 

of Cuba that those who seek refuge here in America will find it.... Our tradition as an 
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asylum for the oppressed is going to be upheld” (Johnson 2011, 201). This secondary 

migration wave was similar to the Golden Exiles in that they were mostly white; 

however, the majority of people had lower education and were driven to immigration by 

poverty, not necessarily the politics or fear that drove the previous wave toward Miami. 

This group also had an easy assimilation period as they mostly moved in with relatives or 

friends in Little Havana, in a place that had been created to resemble the feel of Cuba’s 

Havana.   

 

The Mariel Boatlift  

The Freedom Flights and the Mariel Boat Lift were both in response to Castro 

announcing that Cubans in the United States could “pick up” family members who 

wanted to leave Cuba, but the 1980’s “Marielitos” found far more criminals and mentally 

ill brought to Miami, thus leading to anti-Cuban stigma among Americans and a slight 

separation within Cuban solidarity in Miami. The Marielitos were primarily black, low-

skilled, and low-class, thus accentuating racism among the Cubans, and showing 

Americans for the first time that not all Cuban exiles are ideal. Still, economist Davis 

Card used the Mariel Boatlift period as an example in arguing that low-skill immigrants 

do not hurt low-skill, native-born workers. It was proved that the economy is actually 

able to absorb immigrants due to the shift in demand curve, as the addition of people 

creates jobs, as these people are buying more things and using more services (Borjas 

1999). Economist George Borjas disagreed, saying that the effects are dispersed 

throughout the country and low-skilled natives simply move away from the immigrant 

cities, bringing the economic issues, caused by immigrants, with them (Borjas 1999). 
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Either way, the Marielitos differed from previous Cuban immigrant groups in that they 

spurred controversy and lack of support from the American people as well as their fellow 

Cubans. The Marielitos were also different from the Golden Exiles and Freedom 

Flighters in that for the first time, a group of Cuban migrants viewed themselves as 

immigrants, not refugees. Having lived for so long under Castro, they recognized and 

understood that once they left the communist Cuba, there would be no return. This 

migration wave was also intended for family reunification, but due to the notoriety of 

Castro releasing prisoners and mental patients, Miami’s crime rate and unemployment 

increased with the third wave of arrivals. There was also a strong cumulative causation 

factor as Cubans saw the opportunity for economic success in the United States that 

emboldened them to risk their lives and cross the Florida Strait by any means possible. It 

was during this time that Little Havana reached its peak as a Cuban city. At its highest 

point, there were 95,522 Cubans living, working, and thriving in Little Havana (Grenier 

et al. 2015: 66). The creation of such a prosperous, lasting enclave was due to the high 

volume of people immigrating to Miami from Cuba at the same time and for the same 

reasons. These factors were critical in the solidarity it took to build and maintain Little 

Havana and to succeed economically over the generations the way no other immigrant 

group in the United States has ever done (Alberts 2005, 231). Because everyone was 

essentially in the same situation and joined against a common enemy — the Castro 

regime — these first waves of Cuban immigrants strongly relied on one another; thus, 

they stuck together, emotionally and by physical proximity.  
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The Balseros 

The most recent large wave of Cuban migration to the United States set many precedents 

that are still in effect today. The Balseros, so named for their determination to escape 

Cuba on homemade rafts with which to reach Miami, have made up a group of migrants 

starting in the 1990s and continuing to this day. This group so heavily risked their lives 

building rafts to get their families to Miami that they eventually influenced the “wet foot, 

dry foot” policy. This policy instructs the U.S. coast guard to return anyone found in the 

water to Cuba but admit those who made it to shore as refugees. They could then apply 

for permanent residency in the United States after just one year, a process that the Cuban 

government condemns, and claims “encourages” Cubans to attempt the dangerous 

journey (Singer 2015). This trickle of network migration is influenced, again, by the 

extreme poverty found in Cuba and the knowledge that distant relatives are thriving just 

ninety miles away in Miami. In addition to the Cuban government disapproving of Wet 

Foot, Dry Foot, the policy has come under fire by other groups condemning the tendency 

to admit Cubans but turn away refugees from other Caribbean countries. Despite the 

backlash, the Obama administration made it clear that the policy will continue to stand, 

allowing for Cubans to continue to find refuge in America.   

Throughout all of these migration waves, the locale of 1960s Little Havana has 

grown easily and throughout the generations, everyone joined against the common enemy 

— Fidel Castro and poverty. Anti-Castro political groups were formed, and the CIA even 

used the area as a hunting ground for men to eventually attack Cuba during the Bay of 

Pigs invasion (Alberts 2005, 236). Politics was such a driving force keeping people 

together, that as anti-Casto sentiments began to fade as the decades passed, there were 
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frequent domestic terror attacks from Cubans who still held firm to their hope of 

returning to a Cuba free of Communism, against those who have started to lean toward 

tolerance (Grenier et al. 2015, 80). Regardless of preference toward the island, all seemed 

to take a position and hold to it firmly by joining a group. In addition to the political 

locale, religion was very important to the Cuban immigrants throughout the migration 

waves as part of the Castro doctrine was to prohibit organized religion. The strongly 

Catholic immigrants ran to congregations of their own on American soil, eventually 

building three Catholic churches that still stand today in honor of various saints: Iglesia 

San Lazaro, Iglesia Santa Barbara, and Emita de Regla (Grenier et al. 2015, 75). These 

three churches in addition to political solidarity make up the heart of Little Havana’s 

strong locale. 
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Chapter Four 

Little Havana as a Transcultural Place 

 

After analysis of secondary sources, completion of the semi-structured interviews, and 

collection of participatory mapping, analysis of the data was conducted. Results of this 

study indicate Little Havana as an active and dynamic place, and participants provided a 

clear core area within Little Havana with the greatest sense of place for those involved in 

this study. Additionally, the area indicated was further analyzed to determine 

representation and cultural diversity in the area, all of which indicates a transcultural core 

that is undergoing the initial stages of gentrification. Using mapping data as well as axial 

codes, the most striking results include the pinpointed core of Little Havana, 

Transcultural Latinization of the area, as well as gentrification.  

 

Place-Making in Little Havana  

When it comes to the Cuban diaspora, Little Havana is the location, political and social 

groups engage the locale, and events such as Viernes Culturales creates a sense of place; 

all factors contributing to the ongoing act of place-making within the community. The 

Cuban exiles have certainly sacrificed and left behind large pieces of their identity that 

was dependent on the island’s historical impact, but they have also been able to recreate a 

sense of place by developing their cultural identity within the landscape of Miami 

(Grenier et al. 2015). While Latin immigrants within the new place of Little Havana may 

struggle with the loss of their previous place, as with the early Cuban exiles and their 

yearning to return to Cuba, the new communal place-making can be utilized as a tool to 
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regain some of what was lost in an effort to rebuild and maintain some of the previous 

cultures. It is also within the painful severing of cultural identity where evidence of 

transculturation, “the process of cultural change and development that occurred in Cuba 

as a result of the constant contact of peoples with different cultural origins” can be found 

throughout Little Havana and its large cultural representation (Grenier et al 2003, 35).  

Place-making revolves around many factors; one being the physical location. The 

location of Little Havana was not one that was specifically chosen by the Golden Exiles, 

but rather assigned to them by government agencies such as refugee centers and the fact 

that the affordable government housing was widely available and welcoming to large, 

extended families. However, “for homesick, snow-fearing Cubans, Florida’s climate and 

topography were important considerations” (Garcia 1996, 16). It’s true, Miami, which 

sits only 90 miles away from Cuba’s shores, shares the same relative climate, weather 

patterns, and landscapes. “As an added incentive, the plane ride from Havana to Miami 

was quick (fifty-five minutes) and inexpensive (approximately twenty-five dollars), 

making a return easy when conditions in Cuba changed” (Garcia 1996, 16). The 

proximity to Cuba was a huge draw to many Cubans who all shared that same sentiment 

return would be easy when conditions in Cuba change. Of course, very few of these 

exiles ever returned to Cuba as the change they were hoping for did not take place; but an 

unexpected change did take place: the South Florida location became their new place of 

comfort, “Cubans in Miami can, if they wish, literally live out their lives within the ethnic 

community” (Perez 1992, 91). 

Many of Cuba’s wealthy were also familiar with South Florida as a quick, 

weekend getaway destination prior to their relocation; thus, many incoming refugees had 
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ties to the area that they were able to utilize in acculturation and adaptation (Grenier et al 

2003, 47). This advantage, along with the large numbers of Cuban refugees flocking into 

the area lead the Cubans to form strong, withstanding communities, “today, Cubans have 

a sense of ‘rootedness’ in Miami. Miami is the capital and Mecca of U.S. Cubans” 

(Grenier et al 2003, 48). Based on research and findings within this study, it is safe to say 

that Cubans are no longer the sole benefactors of Miami’s Latinization. “The 1990 census 

figures showed that Nicaraguan and other Central Americans outnumbered Cubans in 

many sections of the neighborhood” (Grenier et al 2015, 89). While most Central and 

South American countries also share a similar topographic location to Miami, it is hard to 

ignore the fact that the Latinized place created by the Cubans is also a huge draw to the 

area.   

When the Golden Exiles ignited a transcultural place-making event in which they 

adopted the American location, they also had to adopt certain American characteristics 

due to their newly inhabited space. Thus, began the act of transculturation in which some 

aspects of the previous culture are left behind in favor of characteristics adopted from the 

new. This place-making can be seen in the human-built environment of Little Havana 

today and is extremely evident in restaurants, businesses, and especially street art (Figure 

4) that reflects not only the transculturation between the Cuban and American cultures, 

but between those cultures and the added Latin varieties. This mural depicts a scene in 

which both American and Latin symbols are honored. The top of the mural shows Mount 

Rushmore, a beloved American monument, and the lower half of the mural depicts a farm 

scene that appears to be centered in a Latin American town. Both a white and a brown 

hand hold frames this mural that also contains images of men diverse in both their ethnic 
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appearance as well as their profession. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, a ribbon 

runs through the center and top of the mural depicting over twenty different nation’s flags 

including the United States, Cuba, Nicaragua, Brazil, Argentina, and more. The mural 

states:  

 “Dios bendiga y proteja a America. Viva nuestra raza honrada y trabajadora.” 

 “God bless and protect America. Long live our honest and hardworking race.” 

One would assume based on the symbology and rhetorical devises utilized in this mural, 

the artist is asking God to bless all of the Americas, not just the United States and he may 

even be referring to the Latin race specifically as opposed to the human race if we are to 

read deeply into the nations he includes in his imagery.  

Figure 4: Mural painted in Little Havana, 
honoring Latins, photo by the author. 



 41 

 Figure 4 is just one such example of street art in Little Havana that seems to honor 

Latins as a cultural group rather than multiple groups cohabitating in one space. The 

transcultural place-making continues as various Latin groups move into Little Havana 

contributing pieces of their culture and picking up new traits with which to continue to 

evolve the communal culture and grow the place as a whole. Restaurants depict another 

example of the transcultural landscape as more restaurants are identifying as Latin 

American, Latin, or Las Americas as shown in Figure 5.  

“It just has to do with the fact that it’s a Latin staple here or Latin area where 

people feel comfortable when they speak Spanish here, they’re pretty much 

welcome” (Roberto Interview, August 2019).  

Figure 5: Mi Tierras Las 
Americas Restaurant on Calle 
Ocho, photo by the author. 
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Through this cultural blending, it is clear that within the place-making of the community, 

transculturation is a clear factor that continues to build the community in this 

environment. Even treasured celebrations like the monthly Viernes Culturales festival 

that was historically reserved for Cuban vendors and artist participation now includes 

Central American figures and traditions (Grenier et al 2015, 89). Once a year, Calle Ocho 

also serves as home to the Miami Carnival, a celebration that originated in Brazil.  

Through the social context of Little Havana and throughout all of Miami there is a 

defined sense of place founded in Latin cultures. Place-making is a humanistic theory of 

geography that can be established by those who have been forcibly removed from a 

specific place, as with the Cuban exiles, or by those who have immigrated or migrated 

willingly, as with many Central American, South American, and Caribbean immigrants 

found in Miami.  

“It is not only Cubans [in Little Havana] it is Spanish predominant but still you 

speak Spanish everywhere in Miami” (Martinez Interview, August 2019).  

As place-making is specifically humanistic, it heavily relies upon the human emotion and 

traditions established within a culture. When asked why she moved to Miami when she 

decided to immigrate to the United States, one Ecuadoran interview subject stated: 

“I was a little shy and the most comfortable thing is to be around people that 

speak your language” (Isabel Interview, August 2019).  

In Little Havana, the shared Spanish language works as a draw for Spanish speakers 

looking for a new comfortable place to replace the one left behind. The humanistic 

community built by place-making leads to a sense of belonging and launches a personal 

responsibility shared by participants for the continued advancement of the new place.  
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Place-making is important for immigrants and displaced peoples as it directly 

leads to the founding of ethnic enclaves and allows for a unique sense of assimilation; 

that which does not abandon native culture, but that celebrates and preserves the culture 

established in the space lost. To create a place, there must be unity and solidarity within a 

cultural group in order to defy the structured loss of place and implement the agency of 

freewill to safeguard a culture in a new place; “That human practice gives rise to a set of 

expectations and meanings that in turn guide practice” (Agnew1987, 32). Adding 

transculturation to the theory of place-making acknowledges the complexities introduced 

when more than one ethnic group finds itself establishing a place in one given space. As 

the Little Havana example shows, place-making can occur throughout multiple 

generations and evolve and expand to include more cultures than just the original. As 

time moves forward, Little Havana will likely continue to transform from a strictly Cuban 

ethnic enclave to a community inclusive and representative of all Latin peoples creating 

and thriving under one umbrella; “no longer the Cuban tribe, we’re fast becoming part of 

the Latino community” (Firmat 1995, 88). 

While the various waves of Cuban immigration have contributed to the cultural 

climate of Little Havana, it is agreed that the waning unity within the Cuban community 

has led to earlier generations of Cuban immigrants moving out of Little Havana to the 

suburbs surrounding the area, allowing for more Latin diversity and transculturation. For 

nearly sixty years, Cuban immigrants have been shaping the communities found in 

Southern Florida’s Miami-Dade County. As the first large wave of anti-Castro, Cuban 

immigrants reached Miami, they brought with them skills and determination to work hard 

to survive in a new place, while holding on to hopes of eventually returning to Cuba. 
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Because of this drive and unwillingness to let go of their home island, the Cuban 

assimilation process has been unique. Rather than giving up their old culture in favor of 

the new, American, culture, or fusing the two cultures together, they built themselves a 

new Cuban identity in their image and new physical space through the act of 

transculturation: 

“Little Havana is less a Geography than a state of mind. Little Havana is a place 

where Cubans and other Latinos have attempted to re-create a feeling of a place 

that exists mostly in memory” (Grenier et al. 2015: 12).  

While the first wave of Cuban immigrants to Miami was named the “Golden Exiles” by 

academics, there have been multiple subsequent waves whose challenges have varied. 

Nonetheless, nearly all Cubans who immigrate to the United States find themselves at 

one time or other living in Miami (Grenier et al. 2015: 113).  

 

Migration Waves to Little Havana   

There have been at least three major waves of Cuban immigrants into Miami since the 

original Golden Exiles. Those brought on the “Freedom Flights” of the 1970s, the 

Marielitos of the 1980’s Mariel Boat Lift, and the Balseros of the 1990s (McHugh 1997: 

505). The Freedom Flights and the Mariel Boat Lift were both in response to Castro 

announcing that Cubans in the United States could “pick up” family members who 

wanted to leave Cuba, but the 1980s found far more criminals and mentally ill brought to 

Miami, thus leading to an anti-Cuban stigma in American media and a separation within 

Cuban solidarity. However, it was during this time that Little Havana reached its peak as 

a Cuban city. At its highest point, there were 95,522 Cubans living, working, and thriving 



 45 

in Little Havana (Grenier et al. 2015: 66). The creation of such a prosperous Little 

Havana was due to the high volume of people immigrating to Miami from Cuba at the 

same time and for the same reasons, each wave contributing to the transcultural identity. 

These factors were critical in the solidarity it took to build and maintain Little Havana 

and to prosper economically the way no other immigrant groups in the United States has 

ever done, “place also anchors identity so the terror of facing the world alone is 

extinguished” (Rundstrom 1994, 204). Because everyone was essentially in the same 

situation and joined against a common enemy — the Castro regime — these first waves 

of Cuban immigrants strongly relied on one another; thus, they stuck together, 

emotionally and by physical proximity.  

This solidarity may directly link to the reluctance to assimilate into a new culture, 

which is where the reliance upon ethnic enclaves once again resurfaces. Milton Gordon’s 

Classical Assimilation Theory states that there are two ways of assimilating into a 

culture: acculturation in which an immigrant adopts the culture of the new society, and 

structural assimilation in which members of the ethnic minority enter the primary culture 

and assimilate into those ideals (Gordon 1961, 264). In place-making, immigrants defy 

this theory; rather than giving up their old culture in favor of the new or fusing the two 

cultures together, place-making allows groups to build themselves a new place in their 

image and new physical space, this is also an act of transculturation. This is a form of 

assimilation built on maintaining a sense of place brought with them from a previous 

space and created possible as the new space is transformed into a place, or ethnic enclave, 

built on solidarity (Balassiano et al. 2015, 645). The built environment comprised of 

physical location; locale encompassing churches, restaurants, stores, and community 
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centers; and the sense of place discovered through bonding over the lost place and effort 

placed in building a new place all lead back to the place-making utilized in creating an 

ethnic enclave. 

Miami’s demographics are reflected in a “triadic structure”: Cuban, black, and 

Anglo (Grenier et al. 1999: 275). While Cubans may no longer make up the largest 

portion of people living in Miami, they are still the largest portion of Hispanics in Miami 

(Hispanic still being the largest demographic in the city). Among those identifying as 

Hispanic, there is still a huge feeling of solidarity due to the shared language and 

overlapping of cultural rituals, these various Latin cultures are each contributing again to 

the culture found in Little Havana forming a large transcultural Latin identity in which 

Calle Ocho, the most populated and famous street in Little Havana, is occupied by 

businesses and restaurants owned by Cubans, Spanish, Mexicans, Colombians, 

Venezuelans, Nicaraguans, and more. The fact that a new immigrant from any Spanish-

speaking country can arrive in Miami and fully function without the use of English is a 

testament to the strength built in Little Havana by the Golden Exile’s original sense of 

place (Grenier et al. 1999: 277) and the adaptive transculturation formed by those of 

other nationalities who have since moved to the area (Arroyo 2016: 135). Even though 

the majority of the original Cuban exiles expected and longed to return to Cuba, this 

place-frame united them and propelled them toward creating their ethnic enclave of Little 

Havana (Grenier et al. 1999: 280). Little Havana as an ethnic enclave has been 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 the 

general population” (Grenier et al. 1999: 281). The ethnic market is inclusive of 
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Hispanics of other nationalities who find themselves in Miami, pushing the city toward a 

transcultural “Latinization” (Grenier et al. 1999: 291).   

 While demographic and literary data shows that Little Havana is undergoing 

transculturation, this study was also designed to determine the meaning behind the 

representative change. It is one thing to measure ethnic diversity in the community but 

exemplifying the shared meaning behind this cultural change is another such goal. In 

order to determine what this transcultural place-making means to the community; a 

participatory sketch mapping survey was distributed to people connected to the Little 

Havana community. In order to determine the physical area of Little Havana with the 

greatest sense of place, survey participants were asked where they think is Little Havana. 

The results overlaid on top of one another visually represents the area with the greatest 

shared sense of place: the more often an area is selected, the greater sense of place.  

 

Little Havana’s Core: Calle Ocho 

Results of the participatory sketch mapping analysis indicated that the area with the 

greatest shared sense of place in Little Havana occurs along 8th Street or Calle Ocho. 

When the desired population is asked “Where is Little Havana?” no two people share the 

same idea, and none of this study’s participants indicated Little Havana as the space the 

government has designated “Little Havana” (Figure 4); however, the majority of 

respondents include some piece of Calle Ocho in their idea of Little Havana. 

Furthermore, most respondents center their map of Little Havana on Calle Ocho, 

indicating that it is an important staple for the Little Havana community as a whole. One 

participant even commented while drawing:  
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“these are like the big landmarks I would say Jose Marti, Domino [Park], 

Versailles, but to me it’s 8th street” (Ross interview, August 2019).  

When participants began their maps, several first looked for 8th street before beginning to 

draw, using the iconic Calle Ocho as their anchor point for their sketch or polygon.  

 

Participatory Sketch Map Responses  
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   Figure 6: Individual Sketch Mapping Responses 
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 By overlaying all responses on top of one another (Figure 5) and utilizing the field 

calculator within ArcGIS, it became clear that the most agreement on where Little 

Havana is occurs between 8th and 7th streets and 18th and 21st streets; this is most 

significant as the subject responses create a polygon that contains some of the most 

gentrified and touristic locations in all of Little Havana (an area indicated by the red 

polygon on the map, Figure 5). While this is a small area geographically, it contains a 

Figure 7: Overlay Map 
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large number of businesses and locations considered to be staples of Little Havana and 

often used to encourage tourist visits.  

The overlaid map of Figure 5 also clearly illustrates what respondents consider to 

be without and within the borders of Little Havana. The gradient coloring of the map 

represents responder agreement; therefore, the darker the color, the more subjects 

selected that particular area. As the overlaid polygons move further away from 8th street, 

the color becomes lighter to symbolize less responders including the space in their 

perception of Little Havana. However, these lighter spaces are still often within the 

government designation of Little Havana and make up the areas where most residents 

actually live. The further away from 8th street one drives, the more diverse the community 

also becomes. When you move away from the imposed perception that 8th street is Cuban 

and must remain Cuban, you will find a more diverse make-up of the Little Havana 

community. On the other hand, the darker the colors on the overlay map become, the 

more responders agree the area is in fact “Little Havana.” Within those areas are still a 

clear representation of various ethnic groups, but the Cuban presence and history 

becomes stronger. Within the darker overlay polygon area (and within the core red 

polygon), lives the Cuban Memorial Park, Jose Marti Park, the Plaza de la Cubanidad, 

the Bay of Pigs Museum and Library, the Cubaocho Museum, and the Little Havana 

Walk of Fame Historic District. Clearly, the significant shared, public places featured 

within the area are made to represent the history of the Cuban presence in Little Havana 

and increase the shared value of the Cubans living and visiting the area.  

Just as significant is what is found outside of the indicated core and, in fact, 

outside of Little Havana altogether. Directly across Little Havana’s southern border is 
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Coral Way, a community of moderate wealth; an area that, in the 1970s and 1980s when 

more Cuban refugees moved to Miami, became commonly known as the place to which 

you move once you could afford to leave Little Havana (Garcia 1996, 86). To compare, 

Little Havana’s median household income is $15,000 per year and the community is 85% 

Hispanic while Coral Way’s median household income is $37,000 per year and overall 

the community is 85% Hispanic (Grenier et al 2015, 31). This could signify that those 

who are able to leave Little Havana and enjoy a wealthier neighborhood do so but may 

still want to take advantage of the locale and sense of place that Little Havana provides. 

In addition, outside of the government boundary of Little Havana, but less than a mile 

from one of its borders stands the Consulates General of Haiti, Costa Rica, Colombia, 

Spain, and Ecuador. Clearly, these important locations know they should stay near to 

their representative population, but not close enough that they are actually in Little 

Havana itself. Another significant landmark just outside Little Havana in Coral Way is 

the American Museum of the Cuban Diaspora. Opened in 2017, The American Museum 

of the Cuban Diaspora claims it is a “culturally-specific museum of memory, dedicated to 

showcasing and documenting the history, culture, and contributions of the Cuban exile 

community through exhibitions and programming in the arts and the humanities” 

(American Museum of the Cuban Diaspora). However, they fail to honor the very 

community that became home to that exile community. Rather, “it is located in the heart 

of Miami, minutes from Little Havana, and aims to give this story a home away from 

homeland” (American Museum of the Cuban Diaspora). If Little Havana already stands 

as the exile community’s “home away from homeland,” why build the honoring museum 

“minutes” from the actual community?  
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It should be noted, again, that within this limited study not all participants had a 

shared opinion of what makes up Little Havana. Two outlier responses appear significant, 

Participant 9 and Participant 22. Participant 9 may very well have been leaning on his 

sense of nostalgia while drawing his map. This was a subject in his late 50s who came to 

the United States as a Cuban refugee in 1968 and now lives in South Miami but seems to 

blur the lines between the two places. During the semi-structured interview, Participant 9 

was asked if he felt Little Havana was still mostly Cuban, or if he had noticed a 

demographic change, to which he responded: 

“You go to Doral and it's all Venezuelan. Even this neighborhood the guy next 

door is from Brazil, his wife is from Spain, the people over there are from Brazil, 

my back-door neighbor are from the Dominican, and so on and so on. There's a 

lot of Americans in this neighborhood too, but it's like a mix. There's a mix of 

everything, it's like totally different. It's very interesting” (Arroyo Interview, 

August 2019).  

Despite the fact that this subject does acknowledge, and is very proud to live in Coral 

Gables, he does continuously respond to questions about his childhood home of Little 

Havana with observations of his current home, seven miles away, and was the responder 

who drew his map furthest to the south (although still containing 8th street).    

 The second obvious outlier, Participant 22, drew a circle while most other 

subjects chose to draw polygons following major roads. Again, this responder included a 

large portion of Calle Ocho, but the shape of his response and its central area is 

significant. Instead of focusing his circle on Calle Ocho, as most others did with their 

polygons, this responder (a Cuban resident of Little Havana for the past thirty years) 
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centered his map of Little Havana on the residential area. There are far less restaurants 

and shops within his selection and, in fact, he has fully cut out the Little Havana Art 

District and Calle Ocho Walk of Fame. Thus, eliminating the area with constant tour 

buses and sightseers taking photos with stereotypical Cuban symbolism. This subject 

rather focused their map on the area where most people actually live and perhaps even his 

or her own home or place of work. 

 

Transculturation on Calle Ocho  

Transculturation is a geographic theory. Among assimilation theories, it is the most 

appropriate modern, globalist term. In transculturation, groups are not expected to fully 

adopt a culture and abandon their own, rather the cultures are married; the product of that 

union being the painful and beautiful creation of a new culture. While geographers have 

not yet accepted transculturation due to its history as a sociological term, they have no 

problem utilizing transnationalism, a term coined by a critical writer. In the modern day 

of growing and established enclave communities, transculturation must be applied 

through a geographic lens. As the Little Havana example shows, immigrant and displaced 

groups are very capable of changing the culture of a place and choosing aspects to 

incorporate into their native culture. The Cuban exiles began an act of transculturation 

with the creation of Little Havana and the place continues to evolve with the growing 

number of Latin immigrants moving to the area creating a transcultural Latin community. 
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Due to the fact that sketch mapping results indicate the strongest sense of place 

and the largest locale within Little Havana occurs on Calle Ocho, further analysis of the 

street was conducted. Using cadastral data and business records, the businesses 

occupying Calle Ocho were analyzed in order to determine representation. Results 

conclude that while Calle Ocho is still predominantly Cuban, the street is certainly 

experiencing both Latinization and Transculturation. As the map of the 8th Street 

Business Points shown in Figure 6, the area is highly diverse when it comes to owner 

representation and cultural identification. What this map actually shows that in this 

Figure 8: Coded Calle Ocho 
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identified area of significance, only 35% of businesses represent Cuban culture while 

21% of businesses identify purely as “Latin;” not branding themselves as any specific 

Latin culture, but multiple nationalities or none at all. This is significant because it 

indicates the change in community demographics and exemplifies the transcultural event 

changing the human-built environment by combining multiple parent cultures to create an 

amalgamated new culture identifying as Latin (Ortiz 1947, 103). In the 1960s, when the 

place-making event began, nearly all businesses and significant community locations 

were owned and operated by or honoring Cubans. By 1971, over 6,000 Cuban-owned 

businesses were operating in Little Havana (Grenier et al 2015, 61). Now, businesses 

would prefer to adapt to the current mixed-customer identity:  

“I don't need to be selfish; I don't need to say this is Cuban, only Cubans should 

celebrate here. I can be happy for that prosperity because it's bringing life all 

together for all Hispanics and a lot of beautiful things [are happening] you know 

you feel nostalgic but, but it's not like ‘wait a minute we were here first.’” (Ross 

Interview, August 2019). 

This transcultural event is further expressed by subjects of the ethnographic portion of 

this study. When asked the question: why did you decide to settle in Little Havana? Every 

subject responded with an answer indicating the Latin feel of the community is what 

drew them to the area. The comfort in which they could enter Little Havana and make a 

life is something unmatched by other cities throughout the United States: 

“In Little Havana, it’s kind of like a melting pot where people go because of the 

language and because there isn’t the amount of pretentiousness that there would 

be in other Latin communities where they have a little more affluence, a little 
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more money, and fancier for lack of a better term” (Roberto Interview, August 

2019). 

“It’s a friendly place for Spanish speaking people” (Ross Interview, August 

2019). 

This is a feeling that occurs today, but is deeply rooted in the place-making that began in 

the 1960s when Cubans began to make Little Havana their home. When two interview 

subjects, a married couple who both grew up in Little Havana, but one arrived from Cuba 

in 1961 and the other arrived in 1974, were asked if they think growing up in the United 

States may have been easier for them as Cubans because they were in Little Havana, they 

replied: 

 “Absolutely” (Teri Interview, August 2019). 

 “100%” (Juan Interview, August 2019). 

“It definitely was easier for us. I mean, because when I started school, I didn't speak any 

English because my mother taught me to read and write and everything in Spanish… here 

you could live your whole life and never speak English especially living in Little 

Havana” (Teri Interview, August 2019). 

While the shared language is a clear factor in why so many Latin people moved to Little 

Havana, businesses today are diversifying their advertising and products in order to appeal to the 

distinct population. Since it is near impossible to represent all Latin nationalities in one store or 

on one menu, businesses and community landmarks are choosing to identify as Latin to represent 

the mix (Example in Figure 7). On the other hand, 13% of businesses coded in the core area are 

representative of one specific Latin culture other than Cuban and those businesses are 

flourishing. Mexican, Nicaraguan, Panamanian, Puerto Rican, Salvadoran, and Venezuelan 
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cuisines and customs are all present on Calle Ocho and appear to be just as busy as the Cuban-

specific locations.  

  As indicated in the above interview response, the community may be 

diversifying, but this has caused a clear problem as the tourism industry continues to 

capitalize on the established Cuban culture in the community. In his 1995 memoir, writer 

and Cuban exile Gustavo Perez Firmat described Calle Ocho as “little more than a 

promotional gimmick for European tourists, who are invariably disappointed by what 

they find” (Firmat 1995, 89). Despite the changing demographics, employees in 

restaurants and bars dress in traditional Cuban clothing, dance Casino, and speak Spanish 

for tourist enjoyment, yet many of them are from Miami itself and even more are from 

other Latin countries. The owner of Azucar a prominent Cuban ice cream parlor right in 

Figure 9: Welcome Sign to Little Havana's "Latin Quarter," photo by 
the author 
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the heart of Calle Ocho in which all employees wear traditional Cuban guayabaras said 

of her employees: 

“They’re all Latin Americans. All of them. Some Cuban-Americans, but 

everybody speaks Spanish. I don’t think I have one employee, maybe I have one 

or two employees that don’t speak Spanish. So, I mean it’s, it’s really just a 

product of the neighborhood it’s not that I looked for that I didn’t look for that, 

but that’s just the way it turned out” (Batlle Interview, August 2019).  

This interesting phenomenon can be attributed to the fetishization of the Cuban culture or 

a product of the transculturation in which Latin-identifying people see the traditionally 

Cuban characteristic rather as a trait of the community culture.   

Results of the ethnographic portion of this exploratory case study overwhelmingly 

addressed the social change in Little Havana and Miami as a whole. Not only 

demographic change is clearly visible, but also change in identification and mentality. As 

Figure 10: Mexican/Peruvian Fusion Restaurant in Little Havana, photo by 
the author. 
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discussed previously, the transcultural community has led to Latinization in which 

restaurants and stores are fusing cultures together to appeal to the demographic make-up 

of the community. An example of this can be seen in the Mexican-Peruvian fusion 

restaurant shown in Figure 8. While all interview subjects of this study consider Miami to 

be a Latin or Hispanic city, they each indicated various reasons as to why and expressed 

different emotional responses to the change in community.  

 

Some subjects grew quite nostalgic remembering Little Havana as a purely Cuban 

community while others were understanding of the representation change, acknowledging 

the significance of the place in the 1960s when Cubans needed to recreate a home and 

Figure 11: Street Art Listing National 
Representation in Little Havana, photo by the 
author. 
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considering the demographic shift to represent a passing of the place to those who need it 

now. As a Cuban interviewee who came to Little Havana in 1962 as a child expressed:  

“Before it was just Calle Ocho or Little Havana as it was called, but this is not 

Little Havana.  This is Little multiple cultures. Latin, all Latin, but multiple 

cultures” (Hughes Interview, April 2019).  

Despite the fact that this subject grew up in Little Havana and still has family who live in 

the area, she acknowledges not only a demographic change (example shown in street art 

in Figure 9), but a change in her sense of place and comfort in Little Havana: 

“I feel like I'm a visitor. I don't feel like I'm a part of it. I’m visiting it and I feel like I'm a 

part of it [only] in that I don't have any problem speaking or asking for anything or 

speaking Spanish as a Cuban would speak” (Hughes Interview, April 2019).  

The changing feel in Little Havana is obvious to anyone who has spent time in the area 

across the decades:  

Figure 12: Taqueria on Calle Ocho, photo by the author. 
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“I grew up here and I grew up going to the neighborhood a lot and it was basically 

from Storewall all the way to almost Brickell or the area of downtown Miami it 

was all Cuban businesses, it was small mom and pop businesses that were there 

and now there’s a Mexican restaurant that opened up, a fancy taqueria...there’s 

even businesses that claim to have Cuban food or claim to have Cuban knick-

knacks or Cuban things, it’s not Cuban-owned it’s South American or Central 

American” (Roberto Interview, August 2019).   

Walking down Calle Ocho, it is now commonplace to see Mexican taquerias (Figure 10), 

Peruvian restaurants (Figure 11), and stores filled with varieties of Latin products. But it 

is not just the sense of place that is changing, according to census data compiled by PEW 

Figure 13: U.S. Counties by Hispanic Origin Group, Miami-Dade 
highlighted. Original graphic published by PEW from 2010 
Census Data. 
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in 2011 (Figure 12) the Latin breakdown is dramatically shifting. From nearly 100% 

Cuban in the 1970s and 1980s (Grenier et al) to just 48% Cuban in 2011 (PEW).  

“Little Havana is a mix of Central American, South American people from 

Venezuela, Nicaragua, El Salvador, so it's Little Havana because [in] the beginnin 

g it was just Cubans, it was a place for just Cubans, but now you have a mix of 

like all cultures” (Martinez Interview, August 2019). 

 The changing in demographic representation is obvious in more than just 

restaurants and businesses. Little Havana, a community known for its art is starting to see 

a greater variety in its symbology and iconography. Street art now includes global pop 

icons like the Beatles and the Rolling Stones. It maintains its Cuban pride by flaunting 

images of Gloria Estefan, Celia Cruz, and Pitbull. Artists in the community have also 

started to portray a more modern representation of the area by including symbols from 

outside of the traditional Cuban rhetoric.  

Roosters and cigars are still common images, but now street art also depict 

Mexican sombreros, flags from various Latin countries, and Afro-Latino images 

Figure 14: Latin Peruvian Fusion Restaurant in Little Havana, photo by 
the author 
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(Example in Figure 13). Art galleries, just like the street art, are also undergoing a change 

in locale: 

“Futurama, it’s on 17th and 8th right when you turn right, and they have artists 

that are blonde-blonde Americans, they have artists who are Latino, they have 

artists who are Cuban, from Peru, and ten years ago it was all Cuban artists and 

they’ve left the area becau se it gets too crazy and too expensive” (Roberto 

Interview, August 2019).  

The shift in demographic and social make-up, as this interview subject stated, is not only 

allowing more room for different Latin representation to enter the community, but it is 

also leading to gentrification in the area.  

 

 

Figure 15: Street Art in Little Havana representing a variety of Latin 
Cultures, photo by the author. 
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Gentrification of Calle Ocho	

During the semi-structured interviews, subjects were not directly asked about 

gentrification, as outlined in Appendix 1, but in 43% of the interviews, subjects brought 

up gentrification organically through their responses. After coding each individual 

interview three times to reach code saturation, it was discovered that gentrification was 

brought up by subjects twenty-seven individual times in the context of art, living spaces, 

and employment. Sometimes, the gentrification of Little Havana was discussed in a 

positive light as a way of improving the community: 

“We come down here you know to eat all the time we come there was a 

restaurant then we came down here because they open all these great places which 

makes me happy because it's another excuse to come down here” (Ross Interview, 

August 2019).  

Other times, it was brought up in anger and with a feeling of sadness:	

 “Little Havana is turning into something kitschy where the tour buses now you 

know every twenty minutes there will be double deckers going through and that’s 

what’s driving it and those people don’t necessarily enjoy local retail, they don’t 

go over there to a restaurant because it’s a local restaurant or they don’t go to buy 

stuff, they go and they get their knick-knacks and they get a rooster and they get a 

domino set, they buy cigars, but it’s not what it used to be” (Roberto Interview, 

August 2019).		

Cost of living was one such theme that recurred throughout multiple interviews: 

“This area they're trying to gentrify all of the prices are going up. Apartments for 

like a small one bedroom is way expensive, but I feel like it still has a ways to go 
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before it totally is gentrified, but it's slowly going that way” (Alvarez interview, 

August 2019).  

One apartment complex, built in 2018, has become an example of gentrification in Little 

Havana (Entrata, Inc.).  

InTown apartments flaunts a rooftop pool and ground floor restaurants that are only 

acceptable with a resident-pass. On their website, they utilize Cuban and Latin imagery 

such as the “Caribbean beat,” “colorful botanicas,” and “the scent of tropical fruit” to 

entice potential residents (Figure 14, Entrata, Inc.). However, the average household 

Figure 16: InTown Apartments Advertisement, graphic 
from Entrata, Inc. 
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income for a family currently living in Little Havana is $15,213.16 according to census 

records and a one-bedroom apartment rented at InTown costs $1,659 per month (Entrata, 

Inc.). This means that it is literally impossible for an average Little Havana family to rent 

an apartment at InTown. At their rates, and assuming a household would be interested in 

sharing a 660 square-foot apartment, a one-bedroom apart ment would cost nearly 

$20,000 per year, well over the average household income (Figure 15). This indicates that 

InTown Apartments, like many other new businesses popping up in Little Havana, are 

not actually meant for the use of those who are living in the community already, but they 

are meant to draw wealthier people to the area: 

“[It’s] sad in a way, it’s not a terrible thing, but it’s not — it doesn’t preserve the 

character of the area” (Arroyo Interview, August 2019).  

Figure 17: InTown Apartments Cost, photo and graphic by the author. 
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While using the Cuban and Latin imagery to entice wealthy residents into the area, the 

community is not only being gentrified, but the culture is fetishized. 	

 Another such example of the gentrification of the area are the large restaurants in 

the Little Havana Art District that are built to appeal to tourists: 	

“A lot of the business owners now are retail-driven or bigger companies or 

something 	

arguable like the ice cream shop, it’s a big ice cream shop it’s not a little guy with 

his cart anymore and I think that brings in, it stayed Latin predominantly in the 

ownership of it, but it brings in more tourism and it brings in more people they 

Figure 18: Community Ice Cream Parlor, Azucar, photo by the author. 
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see it as a tourist trap, so they open more business and restaurants toward that. 

And Cubans were never about that” (Roberto Interview, August 2019). 

The “ice cream shop,” Azucar shown in Figure 16, is actually Cuban-owned, but now a 

common image used to represent Little Havana despite the fact that it was built less than 

ten years ago.  

Cuban owner, Suzy Batlle, admits that not all of her employees are Cuban, but all are in 

fact Spanish-speakers. She does not feel a need to represent the Cuban identity of the 

community as she sees the communal shift to Latin: 

“From even when I got there, there weren’t that many Cubans there, so it’s really 

like Salvadorian and people from Honduras, so it’s more Latin American than it is 

Cuban anymore and I’m not even sure if that’s just because of the money. I’m not 

sure” (Batlle Interview, August 2019).  

Azucar has been featured on the Food Network multiple times and is frequently seen on 

the news showing tourists enjoying the traditional Cuban flavors such as dulce de leche 

and mamey: 

“It’s definitely becoming touristic, I don’t think it started out that way, but little 

by little it is, so I cater to tourists in the morning pretty much and then at night to 

the locals” (Batlle Interview, August 2019).	

 With these new businesses and sky-rises going up every day, it would seem that 

the Cuban demographic is not only being displaced by other Latin people (who, 

according to subjects in this study, are more than welcome), but they are competing with 

rising prices as more and more corporations move into the community to take advantage 

of the touristic appeal for the culture: 
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“It’s a city that’s devolving sometimes, I feel like it’s devolving, it’s too spread 

out for there to be a cultural hub” (Roberto Interview, August 2019).  

While Miami is still a Latin, Spanish-speaking city, it is becoming less affordable for 

those who built the place out of need. As many interview subjects in this study indicated, 

Little Havana was never intended to provide entertainment or a window into Cuba for 

Americans, it was built to recreate their lost place:	

“We Cubans never wanted to be the prime anything like Versailles for instance 

that is an absolute top of the line for any tourist now if I go there as a Cuban, I 

think it’s disgusting because there’s no real Cuban food the mojo’s not the real 

mojo they’re doing it they’re adding other things and whatever I’m not a big fan 

anymore” (Hughes Interview, April 2019). 	

The Americanization of the foods, the fetishization of the Latin cultures to attract tourists, 

and the appropriation of Cuban culture by other Latin groups in order to appease tourists 

are all examples of the gentrification that is occurring on Calle Ocho.	
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Chapter Five	

Discussion	

As an exploratory case-study using both ethnographic semi-structured interviews and 

participatory sketch mapping, this study showed that there is a core of Little Havana that 

has a greater sense of place than the rest of the community. This study showed that 

transculturation is occurring due to the demographic change and that gentrification is now 

occurring. These are important findings as they focus on how the community itself has 

changed since the place-making event began and it shows what can happen if a 

community loosens its hold on the place and allows the culture to be fetishized. 	

 The participatory sketch-mapping aspect of this study was crucial in determining 

the core of Little Havana, the area with the greatest sense of place. This was an important 

area to pinpoint as it proved with this limited model that there is an area that has the 

greatest sense of place across generational and demographic lines: Calle Ocho is the heart 

of Little Havana according to this study’s findings. Determining this led to further 

analysis of the street and findings indicating that, even though this area has the greatest 

sense of place for locals (or because of it) this is the most gentrified area of Little 

Havana. In future studies, in order to become statistically significant and give more voice 

to the community, it will be essential to broaden the range of subjects. The low-income of 

the area as well as age range could indicate that many potential subjects either did not 

have access to internet or social media and e-mail where the participatory mapping 

survey was shared. It is also possible that, while we used the most basic GIS mapping 

survey, it could have been too complicated for older subjects or non-English speaking 

subjects. In future studies of this area, walking in the community and asking members of 
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the public to fill out physical copies of the mapping survey (draw the area they think is 

Little Havana on a physical map) would provide more results.  

 Further issues in this study resulted in the lack of interlocutors outside of the 

Cuban locale of Little Havana. As the primary researcher of this study is Cuban and has 

connections with many Cuban organizations in Little Havana, this research study relied 

heavily on Cuban participants. In further studies, it will be essential to form relationships 

with community leaders representing other ethnic locales in order to reach a more diverse 

voice for both ethnographic interviews and participatory sketch mapping. A larger 

demographic and generational representation among subjects could be utilized to deepen 

the analysis of this study and further the importance of these findings. As this is an 

exploratory case-study, further analysis can be conducted on a wider scale to continue to 

study Little Havana as a transcultural place with social significance. This is a community 

in transition that will either adapt to its transcultural Latin identity or may deepen the 

fetishization of the Cuban culture, further research in coming years will be needed to 

observe this changing landscape. 	

 The transculturation, shifting in demographics, and more-inclusive Latinized 

community has led to more diversity in businesses and housing developments, but has 

also left room for gentrification to set in. This is important for those living in the 

community who will not be able to afford the rising prices. Perhaps by expressing this 

change using the interviews and physical depiction of maps such as Figure 6, business 

owners in the area will become more aware of the impact their decisions have on the 

overall community. For example, perhaps businesses will embrace the transcultural event 
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instead of allowing non-Cuban employees to pass as Cuban for the entertainment of 

tourists.	

 Furthermore, the methods utilized in this study such as pairing semi-structured 

interviews with participatory mapping to physically depict place importance is significant 

as these techniques could be used in other place-making and transcultural locations. 

Developing these methods for wide-spread application could allow for analysis of other 

ethnic enclaves within the United States and elsewhere and, used correctly, could 

possibly be used to predict gentrification in an area. By pinpointing an area with social 

and cultural significance within an ethnic enclave, researchers can anticipate what places 

might have economic significance for those hoping to capitalize on the fetishization of an 

established cultural place. 	
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Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to investigate and analyze the cultural and social changes 

that may be occurring today in Little Havana, Miami. The initial questions driving this 

study were:  

1. How has the cultural geography of Little Havana as a place, changed in 

the past decade?  

2. Is the existing ethnic enclave built by Cubans inviting other Latin peoples 

to easily adapt to life within Little Havana?  

3. Is the fact that less Cubans are immigrating to Little Havana leaving space 

for Latinos to replace the Cubans moving out or passing away? 

4. Has the diversifying demographic and the evolving place lead to a 

transcultural event? 

What was found is that Little Havana undoubtedly has a changing cultural landscape as 

evident by demographic data, observations, and interview analysis. The majority of 

cultures now represented in Little Havana are comprised of Latin, Spanish-Speaking 

people that are drawn to the area due to the strong Latin presence established in the area 

by the place-making by the Golden Exiles of the 1960s.  

The theory of place-making revolves around many factors; namely the physical 

location, established locale, and human sense of place. It is a humanistic geography that 

can be established by those who have been forcibly removed from a specific place, as 

with the Cuban exiles into Little Havana, or by those who have immigrated or migrated 

willingly, as with many Central American, South American, and Caribbean immigrants 

found in the same area. As place-making is specifically humanistic, it heavily relies upon 
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the human emotion and traditions established within a culture. When place-making is 

introduced, the humanistic community can be expanded to include a sense of belonging 

and launch a personal responsibility for the continued advancement of the new place. 

Place-making is important for immigrants and displaced peoples as it directly leads to the 

founding of ethnic enclaves and allows for a unique sense of assimilation; that which 

does not abandon native culture, but that celebrates and preserves the culture established 

in the space lost. To create a place, there must be unity and solidarity within a cultural 

group in order to defy the structured loss of place and implement the agency of freewill to 

safeguard a culture in a new place. The place-making that began with the 1960 Cubans 

has certainly created a Latin place that is now open to a variety of Latin cultures, 

especially as the influx of Cuban immigrants has slowed in the new millennium.  

Adding transculturation to the theory of place-making acknowledges the 

complexities introduced when more than one ethnic group finds itself establishing a place 

in one given space. As the Little Havana example shows, place-making can occur 

throughout multiple generations and evolve and expand to include more cultures than just 

the original. As time moves forward, Little Havana will likely continue to transform even 

further from a strictly Cuban ethnic enclave to a community inclusive and representative 

of all Latin peoples creating and thriving under one Latin umbrella as the demographic 

and qualitative data gathered here shows.  

This study successfully answered all proposed research questions as specified 

throughout this study. Little Havana today maintains a hold on its Cuban heritage, 

however this is changing and becoming a transcultural place. More and more restaurants 

and businesses are identifying as fusions or as generically Latin in order to appeal to the 
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diverse demographic in the area as well as to tourists and others entering the area. This 

observation indicated a finding to this study that was not anticipated: that the area is 

undergoing gentrification that is capitalizing on the fetishized, exotic culture of the area. 

The Latin peoples represented in the area may be embracing the Latin, Spanish-speaking, 

Transculture; but to the tourism industry, the inclusive Latin identity and world-renowned 

cultural hub is a perfect place to introduce interested parties to the safely exotic 

community of Little Havana.  
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Appendices 

 

Appendix 1: Initial Interview Questions 

1. How and when did you or your family come to the United States? 

2. Why (or why not) did your family settle in Little Havana? 

3. Has your family ever considered leaving Little Havana? Why/Why not? 

4. How do you feel Little Havana has changed since you moved into the area? 

5. What is your favorite part of Little Havana? 

6. What type of emotional attachment (or not) do you feel for Little Havana? 

7. Which ethnic groups do you feel are represented in Little Havana?  

 

Appendix 2: Initial Codes  
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Appendix 3: Timeline of Research 

 
 

 

Fall 2018

• Background research
• Review of Literature 
• Determine what research is still needed?

January-
February 2019

• Continue research
• Apply for IRB
• Determine Research Questions

April 2019

• Field research in Miami (April 6-9)
• Begin writing proposal
• Transcribe and code initial interviews

May 2019

• Present research
• Complete and submit final proposal

Summer 2019

• Field work in Miami
• Interview members of Cuban diaspora in Little Havana

Fall 2019

• Transcribe and code final interviews
• Compile census data and map demographics within Little Havana

Spring 2020

• Confirm with subjects all information is correct
• Analyze results 


