
 

Desi Arnaz 

From Cuban Refugee to Television Pioneer 

Many people know Desi Arnaz as the energetic bandleader Ricky Ricardo from the television 

show I Love Lucy. However, behind the laughter was a remarkable story of struggle, 

perseverance, and innovation. Desi Arnaz became one of the most successful figures in television 

history, but his journey began with the loss of his homeland, economic hardship, and the 

challenge of building a new life in the United States (Purdum, 2024). 

Desiderio Alberto Arnaz y de Acha III was born in Santiago de Cuba in 1917. His family belonged 

to Cuba's political and economic elite. His father served as mayor of Santiago and later as a 

member of the Cuban Congress. The family's comfortable life changed dramatically during the 

political upheaval surrounding the Cuban Revolution of 1933. When revolutionaries targeted 

supporters of the government, the Arnaz family lost much of its wealth and property. Forced to 

leave Cuba, Desi and his father fled to Miami while other family members remained behind 

temporarily (Purdum, 2024). 

The transition to life in the United States was difficult. Before leaving Cuba, Desi had lived in a 

large home with servants and enjoyed many privileges. In Miami, he and his father found 

themselves living in a converted warehouse and sharing space with mice, insects, and other 

families who had also fallen on hard times (Arnaz, 1976). Desi later recalled sleeping on army 

cots and struggling to adjust to a life far different from the one he had 

known in Cuba. For the first time, he experienced what it meant to be 

poor. 

High school brought new challenges. Arnaz attended Miami Senior High 

School, where he had to learn English quickly while adapting to a culture 

that often viewed foreigners with suspicion. Although Miami had a 

growing Latino population, Desi still stood out because of his accent and 

background. Like many immigrant and émigré students throughout 

American history, he found himself balancing two worlds. He wanted to 

fit into American society while maintaining pride in his Cuban heritage. 

© 2025-2026 Villarreal Educational Enterprises, Inc. This document is released under an open-source license. Attribution required.  

1 

https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0448547/?ref_=fn_t_3


Music became one way to bridge these worlds. Arnaz played guitar, and caught the eye of a well 

connected family friend, who arranged for a paid gig while still in high school (Purdum, 2024). 

After high school, Arnaz found work wherever he could. He cleaned bird cages, worked odd jobs, 

and performed music for small audiences. During the Great Depression, jobs were difficult to 

find, and opportunities for Latinos were even more limited. Hollywood and the entertainment 

industry often portrayed Latinos using stereotypes. Latino actors were frequently cast as villains, 

servants, or comic side characters rather than leading men (Rodríguez, 2008). Arnaz faced 

additional barriers because studio executives worried that his accent would prevent audiences 

from accepting him in major roles. 

Rather than hiding his Cuban identity, Arnaz embraced it. He formed his own orchestra and 

helped popularize Afro-Cuban rhythms among American audiences. Songs such as "Babalu" 

became popular and introduced many Americans to Latin music for the first time. His growing 

success eventually led him to Broadway and later to Hollywood films (Purdum, 2024). 

The greatest turning point in his career came when he married actress Lucille Ball and helped 

create I Love Lucy. Television executives initially resisted the idea of casting Arnaz as Lucy's 

husband. Some sponsors believed that American audiences would not accept a Cuban man 

married to a white American woman on television (Purdum, 2024). Others viewed his accent as 

a liability. Lucille Ball refused to replace him. Together, the couple toured the country in a 

vaudeville-style act to prove that audiences enjoyed seeing them perform together. Their success 

convinced network executives to approve the show. 

Even after I Love Lucy became a hit, Arnaz faced challenges that few viewers could see. 

Hollywood in the 1950s was dominated by white executives who controlled television networks, 

movie studios, and advertising companies. There were very few Latinos in leadership positions. 

Arnaz understood that relying entirely on studio executives could limit both his creative freedom 

and his financial future. As a result, he and Ball founded Desilu Productions in 1950 (Purdum, 

2024). 

Film historian Luis I. Reyes notes that Latino performers in Hollywood confined to stereotypical 

roles rarely had opportunities to shape stories from positions of power (Reyes & Rubie, 2000). 

Desi Arnaz's rise from performer to studio executive challenged those limitations and 

demonstrated that Latinos could succeed not only as 

entertainers but also as business leaders. 

Creating Desilu was a groundbreaking move. Arnaz 

became one of the first Latino studio heads in 

American entertainment history. He supervised 

budgets, negotiated contracts, managed employees, 

and developed new production methods. He helped 

pioneer the use of multiple cameras filming before a 

live audience and insisted on recording shows on film, 

© 2025-2026 Villarreal Educational Enterprises, Inc. This document is released under an open-source license. Attribution required.  

2 



which preserved episodes for future reruns. These decisions changed the television industry 

forever (Barnouw, 1990). 

However, success brought enormous pressure. Arnaz was responsible not only for performing in 

front of the cameras but also for running a growing business worth millions of dollars. As one of 

the few Latinos at the highest levels of Hollywood, he often felt pressure to prove that he 

belonged. The demands of managing Desilu, producing successful programs, maintaining his 

public image, and balancing family life took a heavy toll. According to both Arnaz and later 

biographers, the stress contributed to increasing alcohol use and personal difficulties that 

affected his marriage and health (Arnaz, 1976; Purdum, 2024). 

By the 1960s, Desilu had become one of the most successful production companies in television. 

The company would later produce groundbreaking programs such as Star Trek and Mission: 

Impossible. Yet Arnaz's personal struggles also grew during this period. His story reminds us 

that success does not eliminate challenges. Even highly accomplished individuals can face 

pressures related to work, identity, family, and public expectations. 

For students of Chicanx and Ethnic Studies, Desi Arnaz's life offers important lessons. He 

experienced displacement, poverty, discrimination, and cultural barriers. Instead of allowing 

those obstacles to define him, he used his talents and determination to create opportunities for 

himself and others. By founding his own production company, Arnaz gained control over his 

future at a time when few Latinos had access to positions of power in American media. 

Today, Desi Arnaz is remembered not only as a television star but also as an entrepreneur, 

innovator, and pioneer who helped open doors for future generations of Latino artists, 

executives, and creators. His story demonstrates how resilience, cultural pride, and a willingness 

to challenge existing systems can transform both individual lives and entire industries. 
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In order of appearance: 

 
By General Artists Corporation (management) - eBay itemphoto frontphoto back, Public 

Domain, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=17901607 

 

By Uncertain photographer - TV-Radio Mirror, Public Domain, 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=158694506 

 

Photo from the 14 November 1955 episode of I Love Lucy, "Face to Face". When Ricky and Lucy 

are scheduled to do a television interview program, Ricky's agent says their apartment is a 

"dump" and that they need to move to more luxurious quarters before being televised at home. 
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Discussion Questions 

1. How did Desi Arnaz's experience as a young émigré shape the person he 

became? 

Desi went from living in a wealthy household in Cuba to sharing a warehouse and struggling financially in 

the United States. How might these experiences have influenced his work ethic, ambitions, and 

determination to succeed? 

2. Why do you think some television executives doubted that American audiences 

would accept Desi Arnaz as a leading actor? 

What stereotypes or assumptions about Latinos existed in the entertainment industry during the 1940s 

and 1950s? Do you think similar stereotypes still exist in media today? Explain your thinking. 

3. Was creating Desilu Productions a business decision, a cultural decision, or 

both? 

Desi and Lucille Ball decided to create their own production company rather than depend entirely on 

television networks. Why might controlling their own company have been important? How did this 

decision allow Desi to overcome barriers that many Latino performers faced? 

4. What are the advantages and disadvantages of being a "trailblazer"? 

As one of the first Latinos to become a major television executive, Desi Arnaz carried responsibilities that 

few people from his background had experienced before. What opportunities came with this role? What 

pressures and challenges might he have faced? 

5. What can students today learn from Desi Arnaz's story? 

Think about the obstacles Desi faced, including displacement, language barriers, discrimination, and 

professional challenges. Which lesson from his life do you think is most relevant for young people today, 

and why? 
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