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Abstract

Cuba, expected with the 1959 revolution to become a utopian enclave in Latin America and
beyond, has undergone political and economic hardships since the collapse of the Soviet
Bloc, known as the Special Period. However, what has been the fate of this country, which
remains one of the most isolated and disconnected in the world, in the twenty-first century?
Cuba’s first zombie comedy film, Juan of the Dead (dir. Alejandro Brugués, 2011), depicts the
nation’s dystopian present and uncertain future through social criticism, political satire, and
burlesque humor. This essay argues that the film’s cannibalistic, infectious zombies allegorize
the traumatic experience of disaster capitalism. Coined by Naomi Klein, the term “disaster
capitalism” encapsulates how the global system exploits disasters as opportunities to expand its
territory and promote free-market logic. While criticizing the ineptitude and incompetence of
the Castro regime, Juan of the Dead seeks to reveal the national trauma perpetuated by external
threats. Notably, the film ends not with the triumph of the zombies but rather with scenes
of ordinary Cubans who have survived the zombie onslaught and now must grapple with the
aftermath of the catastrophe while attempting to preserve their dignity and sense of humor. By
incorporating marginalized Caribbean cultural and celebrating stigmatized tropicality, the film
presents alternative forms of national identity and community that are neither confined within
the former state-centered socialist society nor submerged in the sea of global capitalism.
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CUBA IN THE POST-SPECIAL PERIOD

In Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions
(2005), Fredric Jameson argues for distinguishing between utopian desire and
utopian form. According to Jameson, utopia is an impulse inherent to our everyday
lives that manifests as a yearning for social change and dreaming of a world radically
different from the status quo (8). This desire for a better life—which is embedded
within every moment—does not necessarily align with a specific ideology or
program. Meanwhile, the utopian impulse can also manifest as various political
expressions and social practices, often taking the form of blueprints for envisioning
alternative systems and experiences. This utopian form generates a differentiated
ideology and fantasy within real social space, and therefore, it represents a spatial
enclave that unlocks possibilities of realizing a new and autonomous community
(Jameson 15). Thus, although the utopian form begins with a limited scaffolding
for constructing a new social system, through the processes of differentiation and
reterritorialization, it can potentially transform into a space where hegemonic
power is criticized and society itself is reconstructed.

Following the 1959 Cuban Revolution led by Fidel Castro and Che Guevara,
Cuba was expected to become a utopian enclave where the egalitarian projects
dreamed of during the twentieth century could be experimented with and finally
realized. This island nation attracted attention not only from Latin America but
also from Africa, Asia, and Europe, becoming a focal point of global debates on
issues such as equality, class struggle, and political systems. However, beginning
in the 1990s, the global environment in which Cuba found itself started to change
dramatically. The collapse of the Soviet Bloc meant that Cuba lost its political
and ideological allies and suffered a significant decline in funding from the former
Soviet Union. In addition, the tightening of the US embargo left the island in
economic peril, prompting Fidel Castro’s government to declare that Cuba had
entered the so-called “Special Period” Citizens were asked to practice patience
and cooperation to help see the country through these difficult times. During this
period, Cuba was more isolated and cut off from the global system than at any
point in its history. Although its situation improved beginning in the early 2000s,
it never fully normalized.” Cuba’s crisis continued after Raudl Castro succeeded his
ailing brother Fidel as the country’s leader in 2008 (Cooke 37).

In this context, twenty-first-century Cuban cinema has offered dystopian
depictions of the hardship and chaos of Cuban people’s daily lives while also
reflecting on the failure of the utopian project of the revolution (Fehimovi¢ 21;
Juan-Navarro 3). Alejandro Brugués’ film Juan of the Dead (Juan de los Muertos,
2011) portrays an apocalyptic Cuba ravaged by monstrous creatures of an unknown
origin. Juan of the Dead, which was the first Cuban zombie film ever produced,
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incorporates political satire, parody, and burlesque humor to construct a social
critique of present-day Cuba. In this essay, I argue that the cannibalistic, infectious
zombies are an allegory for the trauma inflicted on Cubans by disaster capitalism—
an interpretation that previous scholars such as Antonio Cardentey Levin and Bill
Clemente have alluded to yet have never clearly articulated in their analysis of the
film. Naomi Klein notes that global capitalism seizes on moments of disaster—
wars, terrorist attacks, economic crises, and natural disasters—as opportunities to
transform isolated countries or regions into new territories for capitalist expansion
and accumulation. In the guise of providing a solution to crisis, “shock therapy” is
proposed as a means of destroying the existing social order and value system and
replacing them with free-market principles and radical liberalism (Klein 29). This
“shock and awe” approach serves to facilitate dramatic changes in society while also
advancing the narrative that no other alternative is possible.

The purpose of this essay is to explore post-Special Period Cuba in the twenty-
first century by rethinking the meaning of the monster, disaster capitalism, and
national identity in relation to utopian thought. In Juan of the Dead, the allegorical
device of the zombie unveils Cuba’s political, economic, and social conditions.
This film highlights the ineptitude and incompetence of Castro’s regime in coping
with the country’s frighteningly uncertain future while also revealing how external
threats have inflected a deep trauma on the nation. Although the film suggests little
possibility of escaping the calamity facing the country, it also does not declare a
complete victory for the zombies. Rather, Brugués depicts the survival of ordinary
Cubans who face crisis head-on and attempt to make the best of disaster without
losing their dignity or sense of humor. By incorporating marginalized Caribbean
culture and celebrating stigmatized tropicality, the film aims to offer alternative
forms of national identity and community that can neither be subsumed by the
former state-centered socialist society nor become submerged under the rising
tide of global capitalism.

THE ZOMBIFICATION OF HAVANA AND THE THREAT OF DISASTER CAPITALISM

The production of Juan of the Dead marked the start of a new trend in Cuban
filmmaking in the new millennium that was characterized by a growth in
transnational collaboration and “indie” productions. Toward the end of the
twentieth century, the Cuban Institute of Cinematographic Art and Industry
(ICAIC, Instituto Cubano del Arte e Industria Cinematografica), which was
sponsored by the revolutionary government, presided over the golden age of Cuban
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national cinema.> Juan of the Dead, however, was initiated by Cuba’s prominent
non-state production companies, sta Avenida and La Zanfona, with the film being
co-produced by ICAIC and Televisién Espafola, Spain’s public television network.s
Stylistically, the film is also a hybrid. It adapted the globally popular zombie
genre to create a new film grammar that parodies Hollywood disaster films and
Cuban classics such as Memories of Underdevelopment (1968) and Strawberry and
Chocolate (1993) while also incorporating elements from various genres, such as
science fiction, horror, action, black comedy, and drama. Following its release, the
film garnered significant international attention. Juan of the Dead received the Goya
Award for Best Iberoamerican Film in 2013 and was a favorite in audience polls at
the 2012 Miami International Film Festival and the 2011 Havana International Film
Festival. Subsequently, it has earned various accolades and has been praised by
scholars as a representative film of post-Special Period Cuba._

Fig. 1. The main character, Juan, embodies the island’s destiny as an enclave isolated from the
world. Juan of the Dead [Juan de los muertos]. Directed by Alejandro Brugués, La 5ta Avenida
and La Zafofia Producciones, 2011.

From the outset, the film portrays contemporary Cuba through a socio-political
lens. It begins with an overhead shot of the main character, Juan, lying alone on
a small raft floating in the ocean as rain pours down on him. Immediately, we
recognize him as an embodiment of the island—a remote enclave isolated from

the rest of the world, facing intense vulnerability and uncertainty (Fehimovi¢ 57).

The wooden raft, meanwhile, symbolizes a mode of escape for Cubans fleeing the
island. His friend Lazaro, who emerges from the sea and reports that there are

Kritika Kultura 45 (2024): 258-277 © Ateneo de Manila University

<https://archium.ateneo.edu/kk>



Park / From Utopian Enclave to Zombified Island 259

no fish, asks Juan if he plans to leave Cuba for Miami, as many others have done.
Juan answers with a simple and resolute “no”: “Yo soy un sobreviviente. Sobrevivi
a Mariel, sobrevivi Angola, sobrevivi al periodo especial y a la cosa esta que vino
después” (“I am a survivor. I survived Mariel, I survived Angola, I survived the
Special Period, and I survived what came after”).® Despite the hardships following
the revolution, he pretends to be optimistic about the future of the island, asserting,
“Esto es un paraiso. Nada lo va a cambiar” (“This is paradise, and nothing can
change it”). However, at this moment, a living corpse wearing a Guantdnamo
prisoner’s uniform bursts out of the water, and the two friends escape death by
shooting the creature in the eye with Lazaro’s fishing harpoon. Upon returning to
the island, they encounter additional monsters, both within apartments and houses
as well as in public spaces, such as city streets, parks, and public buildings. At a
neighborhood meeting of the Committees for the Defense of the Revolution, the
grotesque creatures attack the CDR president and chase after the residents; they
spread like a virus and soon occupy all of Havana. Despite trying to eliminate them
with garlic, crosses, and prayers, Juan and Lazaro realize that the only effective
strategy is to bash their heads in. Eventually, the unidentified creatures causing the
deadly epidemic are revealed to be zombies.

True to its title, the film was directly inspired by the British film Shaun of the
Dead (2004); it also references other zombie films, from George Romero’s classics
The Night of the Living Dead (1968) and Dawn of the Dead (1978) to more recent
works, such as Danny Boyle’s 28 Days Later (2002). The zombies in Juan of the Dead
share three characteristics with their Western counterparts: First, the zombies are
dehumanized corpses with bloody, rotting faces that are not entirely dead. The
“living dead” can breathe, walk, and even run like human beings. What makes them
distinctive is their ability to transform humans into zombies by biting them and
infecting them with a virus. Second, zombies disrupt the normal social order, with
their grotesque appearance and radical alterity provoking psychological responses
such as hysteria and fear from their victims (Bishop 89). Their violent, boundary-
breaking intrusions also interrogate the notion of identity and, by extension, the
hegemony of prevailing power structures and the present social order. Third,
zombies embody a paradoxical state of being powerful yet powerless; despite their
destructive impact on society, zombies remain incapacitated as agents of action
because they lack consciousness. The zombie’s origins can be traced back to the
Haitian Vodou zombie, which is rooted in the history of slavery and rebellion in
the seventeenth-century Caribbean, where Black slaves brought from Africa and
hypnotized by Western colonizers were forced to labor endlessly in fields (Lauro
28). However, as demonstrated by the Haitian Revolution of 1791, zombie rebellions
can also be understood as moments of explosive conflict between the imperial urge
to reproduce conditions of servitude and the slave’s longing for independence and
counter-hegemonic autonomy (Lauro 38). Rather than the Caribbean zombie,
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which is ambiguously both submissive and rebellious, this film draws from the
conventions of the Hollywood zombie, portraying the zombie as a soulless machine
that is devoid of thought and conditioned to be subservient. These living dead
creatures are agentless, functioning only to spread their virus and indiscriminately
infect everyone and everything they encounter. In this way, the film foreshadows an
apocalyptic future where citizens have been stripped of their capacity as thinking,
acting agents in society, resulting in the downfall of the country.

The crucial point at issue in this film is the identity of the zombie, which is
inextricably linked to the socio-political condition of post-utopian Cuba. The
film’s trailer lures the audience with the tagline, “Fifty years after the triumph
of the Revolution, a new Revolution is about to begin. The Zombie Revolution”
This phrase implies that Cuba will be overrun by a zombie apocalypse that will
wipe out the current socialist regime. Interestingly, Brugués never provides
a clear explanation of the monsters’ origins. When the state-run TV station
reports the disaster as a US-backed plot to overthrow the Cuban Government,
the main characters seem skeptical of these claims. However, considering that
the first zombie that appears in the opening scene is wearing a jumpsuit from the
Guantanamo base—a reminder of the United States’ military occupation of Cuba—
it is clear that the attack comes from outside (Eljaiek-Rodriguez 97). The film also
hints at the zombies’ origin when Juan, commenting on the devastation and chaos
of the zombie attack, says, “Cono, al final el capitalism nos va a pasar la cuenta. Yo
no me voy a quedar esperando a que las cosas se arreglen mientras La Habana se
quema” (“Damn, in the end, capitalism is going to make us foot the bill. I'm not
going to wait for things to be fixed while Havana burns”). His soliloquies reveal the
subconscious Cuban understanding that the zombie outbreak is implicitly, if not
directly, linked to the infiltration of capitalism.

During the latter half of the last century, Cuba was arguably one of the countries
most insulated from capitalist logic, although it was not entirely immune to its
influence and what Immanuel Wallerstein refers to as the “World-System” The
US economic embargo on Havana, Cuba’s capital, has resulted in a unique urban
landscape that differentiates it from other modern cities, with the presence of
classic 19508 American cars and dilapidated buildings reflecting the island’s
disconnectedness. Cuba became increasingly estranged and alienated from the
world system during the Special Period, and under the leadership of Raul Castro,
the country was compelled to explore reforming its socialist economic system,
slowly opening the country up to trade and investment with foreign countries and
allowing its citizens to engage in private economic activities.

In the film, however, the external imposition of US-backed capitalism emerges

as an irresistible, omnipotent force that ultimately devours the island, thrashing
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the Cuban Government’s desperate attempts to preserve its socialist regime. This
sense of impending doom in the face of global capitalism is allegorized by a zombie
onslaught. Juan of the Dead captures the total transformation of Havana’s iconic
sites, particularly those associated with the socialist revolution of 1959. For example,
the revered José Marti Avenue and Revolution Square, where massive images of
national heroes like Castro and Che are plastered on buildings, undergo a radical
change after becoming occupied by crowds of zombies. Similarly, the Malecén, an
exceedingly romantic and beautiful tourist location overlooking the Caribbean Sea,
faces a comparable fate. Eventually, the zombie takeover results in the devastation
of the entire island. The Capitolio, an iconic government building, is attacked and
severely damaged by a malfunctioning helicopter. The camera also zooms in on
the sudden collapse of historic buildings, such as the FOCSA Building,® which is
left in ruins, engulfed in smoke and flames. The “zombie revolution” thus signals
the collapse of the Cuban regime and society and anticipates its replacement by the
global capitalist system.*

Fig. 2 Zombies occupying Revolution Square, a sacred place in the history of the Cuban
Revolution. Juan of the Dead [Juan de los muertos]. Directed by Alejandro Brugués, La 5ta
Avenida and La Zafofia Producciones, 2011.

Sarah Juliet Lauro and Karen Embry point out that the zombie is often utilized in
contemporary cinema to facilitate social critique and foreshadow the monstrous
future of capitalism (401). It is important to distinguish between vampires and
zombies as different types of non-human or post-human subjects. Whereas
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vampires, who sustain themselves by consuming blood, represent a small elite who
exploit and control the masses, zombies are typically metaphors for the working
class and their struggle to survive while being forced to conform to the prevailing
order. Therefore, the plight of the zombie resonates more widely with the human
condition, as the working masses have no choice but to submit to capitalist logic,
which enforces endless competition and consumption:

As a nonconscious, consuming machine, the cinematic zombie terrifies because it is a
reflection of modern-day commercial society, propelled only by its need to perpetually
consume. In this fairly common interpretation of the zombie as capitalist icon, the
monstrous figure of global capitalism is fed on the labors of the impoverished, “the
third world” labor force. The zombie has thus transitioned from a representation of the
laboring, enslaved colonial body to a dual image of capitalist enslavement: the zombie
now represents the new slave, the capitalist worker, but also the consumer, trapped
within the ideological construct that assures the survival of the system. (Lauro and
Embry 402-3)

Unlike Western zombie films, which dramatize the consequences of consumerism
and the enslavement of the individual under capitalism, Juan of the Dead focuses
on the complex relationship between the colonial and imperial structures of
capitalism and the exploitation of disaster situations. As the story unfolds against
the backdrop of a ravaged Cuba, zombies roam the streets in search of victims. In
a poignant scene where a zombified father menaces his terrified young son, the
director ominously suggests that the shock of the zombie invasion will result in
a savage world governed by the law of the jungle where only the fittest survive.
The film posits that the global capitalist order supplanting Raudl Castro’s socialist
system enforces a new cultural logic of “survivalism” that erodes systems of social
care and amplifies competition and precarity. In the future Cuba of the film, this
survivalism intertwines with catastrophes of unprecedented scale, creating the
conditions for the island’s transformation into a neoliberal enclave. Thus, the
zombie becomes more than simply a metaphor for the social ills wrought by
capital; instead, it emerges as a personification of disaster capitalism itself and a
harbinger of harrowing terror and violence. By exploring the post-Special Period
in Cuba, Juan of the Dead stands out as an unparalleled zombie film that depicts
the challenges faced by the Global South in the twenty-first century.
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SURVIVAL GAMES DURING THE ZOMBIE APOCALYPSE

While offering a panoramic view of the island’s zombification, the film also follows
the comedic adventures of Juan as he navigates an apocalyptic Cuba, escaping death
on multiple occasions. In an interview with representatives from the production
company La Zanfofia, Brugués explained that he created the character of Juan to
represent a new direction for the country amidst its ongoing crisis:

Cubans basically have three ways of dealing with problems: they set up a business, they
get used to it and get on with their lives, or they throw themselves into the sea and run
away. “Juan” gave me the opportunity to do things differently for Cubans by filling the
country with zombies. But at the same time, it offered me a protagonist who can make
a different choice, who can say, “I am not going to do this. It's my country; I love it, and
I'm going to stay and defend it” ... after trying a business and continuing on with his life,

of course. (La Zanfofia 2012)

The film introduces Juan as a middle-aged mestizo slacker who prefers to live
off whatever he can scavenge rather than work. For example, he describes himself,
saying, “Soy un recolector como los tainos, es cuestién de sentarse a esperar y
algo cae de la mata” (“I am a fruit picker, like the Taino; it’s a matter of sitting and
waiting for something to fall out of the bush”). Because he failed to provide for his
family, his wife left him and moved to Spain, leaving his daughter Camila to live
with her grandmother in Havana. However, when the zombie apocalypse spreads
throughout the country, he decides to save Camila and, with his sidekick Lazaro,
organizes a zombie-busting team called “Juan of the Dead,” whose members are
marginalized and disfranchised in Cuban society due to their class, race, gender, or
sexuality. La China is an Afro-Cuban drag queen who steals car stereos around the
neighborhood. China’s lover, El Primo, is a bodybuilder who can’t look at blood
without fainting. Lazaro’s son, Vladi California, survives as a con artist, taking
advantage of foreign tourists.

Although these characters are involved in the informal activities of the
underground economy, Juan of the Dead declines to pass moral judgment on them,
as such activities were seen as a necessary means of survival during the economic
crisis. Rather, the fact that these characters must resort to theft and deception to
survive unmasks the incompetence of the socialist government, which is incapable
of providing adequate solutions for unresolved problems, such as unemployment,
declining health care, and shortages of supplies and necessities. The film presents
viewers with an obsolete urban landscape characterized by dirty streets, crumbling
buildings, and hopeless-looking wanderers. The old elevators do not work properly,
and patients are prescribed long-expired medication. Meanwhile, the camera also
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captures political slogans and propaganda pasted on billboards, buildings and
graffitied on walls: “Hasta la victoria siempre” (“Always onward to victory”), “Patria
o muerte, venceremos” (“Fatherland or death, we will win”), and “Dentro de la
Revolucidn, todo; contra la Revolucién, nada” (“Within the Revolution, everything;
against the Revolution, nothing”). By sharplyjuxtaposing these revolutionaryideals
with the country’s economic precarity, the film mocks the repeated consumption of
ideological slogans that are irrelevant to addressing the island’s social predicament
(Stock 59).

This criticism of the Castro regime becomes even more cynical in a scene
where the special forces conduct an unexpected raid and apprehend Juan and his
team. Without explanation, they are taken hostage, stripped, and humiliated by
secret government agents. Subsequently, they manage to escape from the truck
they are being transported in when a traffic accident occurs. This arrest sequence
functions as a parody of state violence while also reminding viewers of the socialist
government’s oppressive treatment of political opponents and sexual minorities in
the past. Instead of addressing the zombie virus and countering external threats,
the authorities focus on intimidating and surveilling their own citizens. And the
scene depicting the Caribbean Sea filled with rafts carrying Cubans fleeing the
zombie apocalypse reflects the frustration of much of the population and provides
an explanation for the exodus to the United States and other countries in recent
decades.

Nevertheless, Juan of the Dead also makes it clear that “the American dream” is
nottheanswer. Whenamob ofinfected zombies occupyingthelandin frontofthe US
embassy rushes onto the Malecén and chases after citizens, Juan’s team alternately
waves US and Cuban flags to identify which side the zombies belong to and to
protect themselves from the potential threat. However, neither flag is recognized
or welcomed by the zombies. Here, Brugués demonstrates that the island’s fate has
been overdetermined by a binary framework that forces Cubans to choose between
American capitalism and Cuban socialism while also asking viewers to consider if
there is any other option for leaving the island. After Juan changes his mind about
following those fleeing the island and instead returns to the city, he and his team
set up a camp on the roof of an apartment building and create an agency that
profits by killing zombies for clients, and they advertise themselves with the slogan,

“Soy Juan de los muertos. Matamos a sus seres queridos. ;En qué puede ayudarle?”
(“I'm Juan of the dead. We will kill your loved ones. How can I help you?”). This
comic enterprise reflects the gradual growth of small private businesses, which the
government has turned a blind eye to since the Special Period began. Small-scale
entrepreneurship is one of the few possible, albeit risky, strategies for staying afloat
during the economic crisis afflicting the country; however, such businesses prove
to be too weak to be lucrative and ultimately sustainable (Eljaiek-Rodriguez 99).
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While battling the zombie attack, the team begins to lose members: El Primo is
sacrificed to the insatiable hunger of the zombies, and when La China is infected
and transforms into a zombie, he attacks Juan. The fight between Juan and La
China, who are handcuffed together, is made to comically resemble a Latin dance
set to salsa music; however, one of these dancers is doomed to be eliminated. This
comical yet violent scene implicitly reveals that small businesses in Cuba cannot
coexist with the logic of capital, which is allegorized as a zombie. Juan must defeat
the monsters, even if they were originally his family or friends, because the most
urgent mission for the island is to defend itself against external threats.

Furthermore, while expressing cynicism regarding the socialist government’s
incompetence and the social decay of Cuban society, Juan also demonstrates
antipathy toward global capitalism, viewing it as an imperial and colonial power
structure. According to Bill Clemente, Juan can be read as a “passive loyalist” who
is dissatisfied with his country yet remains loyal to it nonetheless (190). Indeed,
Juan is both mournful and patriotic. By creating a double-faced protagonist who
is neither an unquestioning loyalist nor a traitor, Brugués suggests a new type of
complex national subject. However, although Clemente claims that Juan is still
sympathetic to Castro’s regime and, therefore, upholds the ideals of revolution
(182), Brugués seems to pay little attention to the political ideologies of the past. As
an ordinary and underrepresented Cuban, Juan does not want to choose between
being disturbed by the intrusion of colonial forces or being subjugated by state
power. It is this double negation that allows Juan to envision a new Cuba—one
that is different from the past—while undertaking the difficult task of fighting off
the zombies.

The desire for independence and autonomy is also comically portrayed in
a particularly outrageous scene from the film featuring a man dressed in a
paramilitary uniform who, rather surprisingly, speaks English and introduces
himself as Preacher Jones. We witness Jones’s ferocious power as he decapitates
a throng of living dead occupying Revolution Square while trying to reach Juan
and his companions. Preacher Jones is the archetype of the white savior who
intervenes to alleviate hardship and rescue the oppressed local population. Indeed,
the name of this character provokes comparisons to the infamous religious leader
Jim Jones, who orchestrated a mass suicide among the members of the Peoples
Temple in Guyana in 1978.7 Although initially under the preacher’s spell, Juan
becomes suspicious of Jones and refuses to follow him off the island. His distrust
of Preacher Jones’s evangelistic, messianic promise of transcendental redemption
serves as a warning that external salvation—particularly when it comes from the
Western world—can be just as unreliable and risky as onslaught from the outside.
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In this sense, the notion of disconnectedness can be reconsidered in relation
to the utopian imagination. Historically, disconnectedness has been construed
as a negative trait hindering the island’s development and prosperity through the
open exchange of business, culture, and ideas with the rest of the world (Stock 50).
Juan of the Dead, however, takes an alternative stance, suggesting that isolation
is not necessarily a disadvantage but rather a precondition for escaping colonial
interference and reinventing a future for the island that is self-determined and
independent. Asimpossible as this may sound in the age of globalization, Brugués
underlines the importance of maintaining one’s freedom and autonomy from
capitalist logic. The film ends with the Sex Pistols’ punk-rock cover of the song
“My Way,” a song that encourages taking control of one’s own life. Unlike Frank
Sinatra’s original jazz version, which evokes a sense of nostalgia, the punk-rock
cover features an upbeat rhythm, with the crescendo inviting the audience to
identify with Juan’s strong commitment to freeing Cuba from both internal and
external interference. By twisting and distorting the conventional narrative of the
zombie apocalypse, Juan of the Dead envisions an uncertain but hopeful future that
is much more than simply a narrative of a failed utopian project.

THE RE-TROPICALIZATION OF CUBA AND THE ASSERTION OF NATIONAL IDENTITY

Since the director wants to emphasize the “Cuban way; it is necessary to examine
further how this theme is shaped in the film’s narrative. In the final sequence, the
nearly defeated and helpless zombie-buster group finally flees the island and floats
across the Straits of Florida. At this juncture, Juan gets out of the car converted
into a raft and says goodbye to his team with the intent of staying on the island.
Here, Juan reiterates his remark from the opening scene: “Yo soy un sobreviviente.
Sobrevivi a Mariel, sobrevivi Angola, sobrevivi al periodo especial y a la cosa esta
que vino después. Voy a sobrevivir esto también. Estoy bien aqui” (“I'm a survivor.
I survived Mariel, I survived Angola, I survived the Special Period, and I survived
what came after. Also, I will survive this. I'm fine here”). As Eljaiek-Rodriguez
notes, his decision is bittersweet yet not regrettable because, despite the foreboding
sense of impending failure, he is doing what he believes to be right (99). When he
states, “Me gusta esta menera” (“I like this way”), Juan takes on this mission as if it
were his last chance, as he assumes that the zombie apocalypse cannot be stopped
unless someone stands up and fights. He then turns to face the city and signals
to the living dead to approach. The film concludes with a scene in which Juan
courageously throws himself into the crowd of zombies as a “suicidal guerrilla,
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which, for global audiences, evokes the image of revolutionary hero Che Guevara
(Juan-Navarro 5).

Juan’s quixotic final act delivers Brugués’ main argument. Juan attempts to write
a new history for Cuba by defying the overwhelming inertia of disaster capitalism,
which towers over the island like a massive storm on the horizon. Nevertheless,
Juan of the Dead maintains a considerable distance from other depictions of the
tragic hero. In contrast to the solemnity found in representative classics of Cuban
cinema, the film uses parody to highlight the humor of resistance and transgression.
In this sense, the film does not appeal to myths about national heroes intended to
bolster political ideology. Juan is presented here as a “humanized hero stripped of
messianic and quasi-religious power” (Juan-Navarro 7)—that is, he requires the
assistance of others, such as when he asks his friends to take care of his daughter
Camila, who leaves the island without him. With Juan’s character, the film does
not revive an epic, paternalistic figure from the past but rather creates a character
who engenders a “sense of solidarity” that motivates ordinary Cubans, regardless of
race, gender, age, or place of residence either within Cuba or abroad, to cooperate
and support each other in their efforts to resist the external threat. By creating a
comical, imperfect, and down-to-earth hero, the film offers an inclusive form of
patriotism that not only serves as a counter-hegemonic narrative but also embraces
a wider range of Cubans.

In his psychological analysis of the film, Antonio Cardentey Levin asserts that
the acts of resistance in this film are closely linked to the reconstruction of the
national consciousness. As an allegory, the zombie is used not only to demonstrate
the national trauma of the colonized but also to provide an alternative utopian
vision that can heal Cubans’ damaged sense of identity and answer their longing
for an island other than the present one (Cardentey Levin 10). Since zombification
involves a loss of agency, Cubans are also in danger of being deprived of their
national identity. If infected and transformed into the living dead, they will
ultimately succumb to inexorable global forces, leaving nothing on the island except
capitalistic zombies whose culture and nationality no longer matter. Juan laments
the soulless silence following the zombification of the nation: “Lo que no me gusta
es la calma que hay en todas partes” (“What I don’t like is the silence everywhere”).
What Cubans must urgently do, therefore, is awaken from their zombified docility.
By accentuating Juan’s quixotic and persistent acts of resistance, Brugués addresses
the resurgence of the nation, which is often considered obsolete and anachronistic
in the age of globalization.

Far from championing revolutionary ideologies, Juan of the Dead portrays
the desire to reterritorialize the devastated island and to rethink Cubanness
through culture, religion, and everyday life (Eljaiek-Rodriguez 96). As previously
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mentioned, the film incorporates Havana’s historical landmarks as national symbols
to emphasize the cultural locality of the film’s setting. For example, the camera D
repeatedly lingers on the Malec6on, Havana’s seafront promenade, juxtaposing
the peaceful ocean seascape with the zombie infestation to elicit nostalgia for
the past. The music also contributes to the Cubanness of the film. Due to its
syncretic incorporation of various musical genres and instruments from Europe,
Africa, and the Americas, Caribbean music is considered one of the richest and
most influential forms of music in the world. Both folk and popular music, such
as son cubano, rumba, and salsa, play throughout the film, suggesting not only
that the zombie apocalypse is taking place in the Caribbean but also that there is a
“Cuban way” of dealing with the crisis. Also noteworthy is the use of local religious
symbols that are recognized as intrinsic to Caribbean culture. When he decides
to leave the island for good, the protagonists convert an old car from the 1950s
into a boat. As the camera follows the amphibious vehicle’s journey to the coast,
it focuses on a statue of Our Lady of Charity (Nuestra sefiora de la caridad del
Cobre) that has been affixed to the vehicle. This Black Virgin is deeply entrenched
in Cuban history and is revered as the patron saint of Afro-Cubans for providing
hope, unity, and protection.® This close-up shot illustrates the unwavering cultural
pride of the islanders, who tenaciously maintain their national identity despite
being displaced from their homeland, thereby reinforcing the overarching themes
of cultural resilience and identity preservation.

T —

Fig. 3 Areplica of Our Lady of Charity, symbolizing the persistence of Cubanness. Juan of the
Dead [Juan de los muertos]. Directed by Alejandro Brugués, La 5ta Avenida and La Zafofia
Producciones, 2011.
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Similarly, the Caribbean-style exaggeration, excess, and iconoclastic humor
are integral to the film. The exuberant behavior of the protagonists constitutes
a significant portion of the film’s humor, especially the sexual commentary and
jokes that run throughout (Fehimovi¢ 67). Juan engages in an affair with a married
woman whose husband is a member of the elite class. Lazaro flirts with various
women, including lesbians and streetwalkers, and engages in voyeuristic behavior,
such as spying on people through a telescope. Throughout the film, the characters
display an insatiable appetite for sexualized humor. This is exemplified in the film’s
depiction of La China and El Primo, a clandestine queer couple. Juan of the Dead
broadens the diversity of its characters by introducing sexual minorities; however,
its primary aim is to provoke laughter through the repetition of stereotypical
images.® Interestingly, such portrayals of sexual promiscuity and machismo are
not inherently negative in their connotations. Although such representations may
appear to reassert heteronormative concepts of gender and sexuality, they can also
be interpreted as performances aimed at masking one’s fear and asserting oneself
through the projection of a macho image. By recycling existing stereotypes rather
than dismantling them, the film fills the void left by political ideology with local
ethnography and national characteristics.

According to Dunja Fehimovi¢, Juan of the Dead employs a subversive form of
Cuban national humor known as “choteo” (67). Originally meaning “to chat,” the
term choteo encapsulates the quintessentially Cuban practice of exaggerating and
repeating words and phrases. Jorge Manach analyzed the coinage of this term
in the early twentieth century as an act of defying intimidation in the midst of
chaos and crisis in order to facilitate the “affirmation of the self” (198). In this
way, iconoclastic humor mixed with pretentiousness becomes an effective tool
for protecting Cuban culture and community from external threats. In fact, what
zombies lack is the inherent sense of humor found in humans. Brugués suggests
that the protagonists’ jokes have the potential to challenge the dehumanizing
effects of global capitalism while also fostering a shared sense of community.

Indeed, the opening sequence of the film illustrates the Caribbean worldview,
setting the stage for the exploration of cultural identity. Juan shows little interest
in earning money by catching fish, as evidenced by his statement, “Lo importante
no es cudnto ganas, sino si te diviertas” (“The important thing is not how many
you catch, but whether you enjoyed it”). This statement reflects his aversion to
prioritizing capital accumulation and casts him as a hunter-gatherer who expects
food to fall in his lap. He identifies with the Tainos, the indigenous people who
lived in the Caribbean before the arrival of the Europeans, envisioning an idealized
Cuba reminiscent of their slow, idyllic life unencumbered by global capitalism.
Syed Hussein Alatas has traced the construction of the myth of the “lazy native”
from the sixteenth to the twentieth century during the colonial period; this myth
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portrayed tropical people as indolent and self-indulgent (15). In his view, this
negative stereotype served as a tool to subjugate the colonized and was a necessary
ideology to justify colonial capitalism. Therefore, efforts should be undertaken
to demythologize this ideology from a decolonial perspective in tropical regions
(Hussein Alatas 29). Interestingly, Juan of the Dead does not repudiate this
myth; rather, it utilizes it to call into question the modern productivism that
instrumentalizes human labor. Laziness becomes a strategy—a rejection of
coercion and submission that can not only counter global capitalism’s effort to
produce anesthetized “zombies” who work without souls and contribute to the
accumulation of capital but also empower the powerless. Through his identification
with the lazy native, Juan seeks to escape zombification and the reterritorialization
of the island.

Juan of the Dead has been criticized for reproducing stereotypes of Cuban
and Caribbean culture. Some critics point out that in its attempt to appeal to a
global market, the film draws on conventional images that are trapped in a cycle of
misrepresentation and distortion (Fehimovi¢ 45; Stock 64). While these criticisms
are compelling, it is necessary to consider Brugués’ narrative strategy. Like a
tropical population invoking laziness to defend itself against colonizers, the film
affirms Cubanness and Cuban culture as a means of protecting oneself in times
of catastrophic crisis. For this reason, the film does not adopt a self-reflexive
stance to dismantle established stereotypes, but instead actively recycles these
stereotypes to confront hegemonic forces. The tropical and Caribbean cultures
referred to here are not essential, innate attributes. Rather, they can be read as
cultural identities acquired and reconstructed through a modern history marked
by repeated oppression and external intervention. The film proceeds from a
structure of double negation shaped by historical experience. While opposing the
transition to disaster capitalism, it does not seek to return to utopian projections
of twentieth-century Cuba. However, since this does not imply a complete
abandonment of utopia or a sense of despair, it creates space for the future and
new dreams by means of establishing an alternative culture of resistance and denial.
Cuba, immersed in tropicality, functions as an enclave of defiance against global
capital’s belief that there is no alternative to the path of endless production and
accumulation.
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REIMAGINING THE CUBA TO COME

Reviving Fredric Jameson’s discussion of utopia, Slavoj Zizek observed that
it is easier to imagine the end of the world than the end of capitalism (2). This
points to the ever-evolving resilience and overwhelming power of capitalism and
its ability to exploit a multitude of twenty-first-century crises and disasters. In
this sense, capitalism is like a zombie that cannot be killed because it is “living
dead” and constantly seeks to multiply and expand. Cuba stands out as one of
the few remaining territories that has not yet been completely subsumed by
global capitalism. By incorporating this geopolitical and historical context into
its narrative, Juan of the Dead creates a unique zombie film—one that sheds light
on the periphery and imagines an apocalyptic Cuba, unlike any seen before in the
genre. The question of whether it is possible to escape from this dystopian future
prompts Brugués to emphasize the potential of the irrepressible “utopian impulse’
to break through this impasse, offering an alternative to advocating for another
political vision or ideological program.

4

Unlike well-known Western zombie films that conclude with the restoration of
the social order and a return to daily life (Clemente 194), such as Shawn of the Dead,
the ending of Juan of the Dead is anything but optimistic. In post-Special Period
Cuba, recurring crises inevitably lead to a violent transition to dehumanizing
capitalism. However, the film illustrates that abandoning utopian aspirations and
capitulating to power is the worst kind of catastrophe because a world of zombies
who work without thinking and submit without resisting is precisely the one that
capital seeks to realize. While attempting to evacuate the zombified island, Juan
rescues a threatened boy whose father has been turned into a zombie and places
him on the boat despite having no relation to him. This child symbolizes the future
of Cuba and its commons, and his rescue underscores the necessity of hope in the
face of almost certain defeat. In this way, the island becomes a space to contemplate
the possibility of differentiation and autonomy as a future scenario.

Although Juan of the Dead takes up the issue of globalization, it does not
necessarily denounce it or seek out alternatives. It does, however, reveal the
paradoxes of the global age in terms of genre, style, and mode of production. In
addition to adopting the modern zombie-comedy genre, Brugués also successfully
oversaw the successful transnational production of the film. By incorporating
animation, special effects, and parodies of scenes from disaster, action, and horror
films, Brugués achieved a local hybridization that intertwines the traditions
of Cuban cinema with the most recent trends in international film (Fehimovié¢
69). Juan of the Dead also recognizes the significance of national identity for the
reterritorialization of Cuba amidst ongoing disasters. By reassessing the value
of local cultures, the film once again registers the nation as a platform not only
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for confronting globalized capitalism but also for encouraging reflection on the
concepts of community and belonging. Thus, Cuban identity is not static and
impermanent but rather dynamic, defiant, and in constant flux. Itis associated with
an affect that expresses the symptoms of post-globalization from the perspective of
the global periphery.

Juan of the Dead, while celebrating Cuban national identity and Caribbean
culture, manipulates the Western zombie film genre and recycles pop culture
references. This unconventional approach allows the Cuban film to appeal to
global audiences familiar with the Hollywood form and style, and to occupy a
unique position on the international stage. The film depicts the transformation
of the protagonist, Juan, who embodies a range of Cuban subjectivities—from the
frustrated majority to the passive loyalists, and from the small entrepreneur to
the quixotic rebel. Finally, Juan is also perceived as reminiscent of Che Guevara,
an internationally renowned icon who challenged the hegemonic world order and
attempted to realize the impossible twentieth-century dream of revolution. The
film suggests that, despite Cuba’s economic and political impoverishment, the island
represents an exceptional case of resistance to the onslaught of global capitalism.
In this spirit of rebellion, director Brugués elucidates the desperate hope that the
island will assume the role of a utopian enclave in the world-historical landscape
of the twenty-first century. Consequently, although the zombies in Juan of the
Dead represent an apocalyptic present, they paradoxically facilitate the national
and international evocation of the persistence of the utopian impulse, even in the
most difficult of times.
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Notes

1. The period in question, often referred to as the “post-Special Period,” is characterized
by a multifaceted interplay of economic, social, and cultural reforms intended to
navigate the complexities of the moment, including the growth of the private sector and
tourism, the diversification of trade partners, and the introduction of a dual currency.
Notwithstanding the country’s gradual progress in stabilizing its economy, it continues
to face significant challenges in achieving sustainable economic growth and improving
the living standards of its population. As a result, rather than reaching a definitive
conclusion, the crisis evolved in new and complex ways.

2. Founded after the Cuban Revolution to disseminate its social ideals and promote the
growth of the film industry, the ICAIC played a pivotal role in shaping Cuban national
cinema. Inthe second half of the twentieth century, this institution produced outstanding
films that were recognized both in Cuba and abroad. One of the notable efforts of the
ICAIC was its encouragement of creative freedom for cinematographers, allowing them
to address politically and culturally sensitive issues. Although its influence significantly
declined after the Special Period, the ICAIC continues to support Cuban film production.

3. Ignacio Sdnchez Prado underscored the impact of neoliberalism on film production
in Mexico and other Latin American countries (iv). With the decline of governmental
patronage and a weakening of national cinema, filmmakers increasingly sought external
funding and actively pursued collaborations with Western countries. Such efforts were
also mirrored in Cuba, where the ICAIC continued to exert considerable influence.
However, similar to other Latin American countries, an increasing number of private
film production companies are appearing. Notably, this film stands out as the first
independent film supported by the Cuban Government that also involved international
collaboration (Jiménez 2012).

4. All English translations of the Spanish dialogue from Juan of the Dead quoted in this
article are my own.

5. The FOCSA Building is a commercial and residential block located in the Vedado district
of Havana. As the tallest building in Cuba, it was named after the architecture and
construction company Fomento de Obras Construcciones, Sociedad Anémina.

6. A promotional poster for the film features the leader of the Cuban revolution reimagined
as zombies. The iconic image of Che Guevara is replaced by a grotesque depiction of
a bloodied and disheveled zombie. This satirical representation serves to ridicule and
caricature the failure of the Cuban Revolution in the twentieth century. However, it also
implies that the new zombie revolution is more destructive than constructive, without
offering any solutions for Cuban society.

7. The film does not specifically refer to the Peoples Temple Agricultural Project, better
known as Jonestown, which was an American cult led by Reverend Jim Jones that aimed
to establish its own religious paradise in Guyana in the central north of South America.
The cult ended with the deaths of over 9oo members, and it is remembered as a poignant
example of the devastating impact of cults in twentieth-century world history. In
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Latin America, it is commonly perceived as a manifestation of Western colonialist and
imperialist ideologies masquerading as a utopian project.

8. The story of Our Lady of Charity dates to around 1608. According to legend, she appeared
to two native castaways who were caught in a storm and saved them. Afterwards, a
shrine was built for her in the town of El Cobre, near Santiago de Cuba, where the statue
was placed. Our Lady of Charity became a symbol of resistance and hope during Cuba’s
struggle for independence from Spanish colonial rule. For this reason, she is more than
a religious figure: She is also a national icon associated with the cultural and spiritual life
of Cubans. To this day, her image is found throughout the country and is celebrated in
both public and private spaces.

9. Critics such as Sara Armengot point out that the exaggerated humor prevalent throughout
the film reinforces negative racial, gender, and sexual stereotypes (8). While the film
acknowledges and accepts the presence of marginalized minorities in Cuban society, it
also perpetuates prejudices against them. In fact, this is one of the most problematic
elements of the film.

10. Thestory of Our Lady of Charity dates to around 1608. According to legend, she appeared
to two native castaways who were caught in a storm and saved them. Afterwards, a
shrine was built for her in the town of El Cobre, near Santiago de Cuba, where the statue
was placed. Our Lady of Charity became a symbol of resistance and hope during Cuba’s
struggle for independence from Spanish colonial rule. For this reason, she is more than
a religious figure: She is also a national icon associated with the cultural and spiritual life
of Cubans. To this day, her image is found throughout the country and is celebrated in
both public and private spaces.
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