Cuba as a refuge: An obituary for Assata Shakur
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A guest contribution by Andreas Hesse.

The hold of the slave ship is the place where African languages disappear, because on the
slave ship, as indeed on the plantations, people who spoke the same language were
separated from each other. In this way, people were deprived of the last vestiges of
everyday life, first and foremost their language (Edouard Glissant: “Culture and Identity”).
And with their language, their names.

Echoes of slavery

JoAnne Deborah Chesimard, like Mumia Abu Jamal and other activists, decided to discard
what she perceived as her slave name and henceforth called herself Assata Shakur. This
was the result of her struggle with growing up under conditions of attributed inferiority. "We
had been completely brainwashed. We accepted the white value system and white ideals of
beauty, and sometimes we even adopted the white way of thinking about ourselves. | can
still hear how some Black people spoke in my childhood.“ Assata Shakur recalls how Black
people reproduced white racism and language use and even said themselves that "N. is
worth shit“ and "lazy." “To varying degrees, we accepted these statements. And to varying
degrees, we made them our own truths, simply by believing them and internalizing them,”
she writes in her autobiography.

The destructive power of fetishizing skin color is nothing more than an echo of slavery,
writes Nobel Prize-winning author Toni Morrison in her essay “The Origin of Others.” One
result of this negative fetishization of skin color is racist vigilante justice, the effects of which
Shakur's longtime lawyer Lennox S. Hinds has described on numerous occasions.
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In the crosshairs of justice

As a member of the Black Liberation Army,
Shakur opted not only to support educational and
social programs for the disadvantaged, but also
to take a militant stance to overcome existing
oppression, because, she writes, never in history
have people achieved freedom through moral
appeals to those who oppressed them. But
according to Hinds, she could not have had
anything to do with the fatal shooting of police
officer Werner Foerster and the alleged
attempted murder of police officer Harper. She
herself was seriously injured in the shooting
during a police check in 1973.

According to Hinds, three neurologists
determined that Assata's median nerve had been
severed by gunshot wounds inflicted by the
police, meaning that she would never have been
able to pull the trigger. In addition, her collarbone
had been shattered by a bullet that could only
have hit her when she was sitting in the car with
her hands raised. According to experts, no h

gunshot residue was found on her hand. This

means she definitely could not have used a

weapon. But none of this mattered in the slightest, explains Hinds. And finally, one of her
lawyers was found murdered in his apartment, the documents relating to her defense that he

had stored at home had disappeared and — surprise, surprise — turned up in the hands of the
police.

Life imprisonment. Assata Shakur would now have faced a fate similar to that of Mumia Abu
Jamal or Leonard Peltier (who, according to Amnesty International, had similarly unfair trials)
— decades in prison, or should we say, buried alive? In prison, she felt reduced to the status
of a slave. But then the unthinkable happened: on November 2, 1979, a commando unit of
the Black Liberation Army freed Shakur from the Clinton Correctional Facility for Women. In
1984, she suddenly appeared in Cuba and became an icon of resistance.

In 1998, Colonel Carl Williams of the New Jersey State Police, who was in charge of the
“JoAnne Chesimard” case, stated quite bluntly on Ralph Penza's NBC show that he would
have her kidnapped in Cuba if he could. He said they had a detective assigned to her “full
time” and that she had better always look behind her. This macho threat demonstrated the
helplessness, anger, and deep resentment felt by the US justice system staff due to the
“terrorist's” successful escape.

In the portrait of the Afro-Cuban filmmaker Gloria Rolando, “Assata Shakur — Eyes of the
Rainbow” (1997), the protagonist is impressed by the island's education and health care
systems (which were still functioning well at the time). She describes the segregation system
in North Carolina, where she spent her childhood with her grandparents, as apartheid and
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contrasts it with the communicative culture and Afro-Cuban traditions that are so naturally
lived in Cuba. In the film, despite her political awareness, she sees herself as influenced by
stereotypes and admits that she expected a country where everyone walked around in olive
green uniforms like Fidel Castro. She also expresses surprise at how much Africa there is in
Cuba. It was here that she first learned about African deities such as Yemaya and Obbatala,
and she realized that African Americans in the US had been robbed of their collective
historical identity.

Twenty years ago, Gloria Rolando arranged a meeting with Assata Shakur in Havana for
four of us Germans. She lived in Cuba under heightened security measures, and even the
filmmaker did not know where her subject lived. It was all the more surprising that the
meeting did not take place in a clandestine setting, but at a prestigious location such as the
Hotel Nacional, where she was promptly recognized by an American woman.

The woman wanted by the US justice system proved to be a modest, warm, and alert
person. She was interested in developments and political resistance in Germany. For good
reasons, she did not want to talk about the details of her escape from prison and her flight to
Cuba, so as not to harm other prisoners through careless chatter and make a possible
escape more difficult. However, one topic of conversation was the conditions of her
imprisonment, such as the two-and-a-half years she spent in solitary confinement and the
sensory deprivation, which she described as a form of torture. She said that being exposed
to glaring light day and night and losing all sense of time made her ill.

In 2005, the FBI put a million-dollar bounty on her head. In 2013, it was increased to two
million dollars after she was placed on a list of the most wanted terrorists in the US. In Cuba,
security measures to protect her from kidnapping or assassination were intensified. Soon
after, she became a point of contention in negotiations between the Obama and Raul Castro
administrations. But Cuba flatly refused to even consider extradition. It grants political
asylum according to its own criteria, and blackmail is futile.

Havana as a refuge

Given that Cuba is currently predominantly portrayed in public discourse as a place of
repression rather than a place of protection, it seems necessary to recall this part of its
history. For many years, Havana has granted political asylum to persecuted people from
Latin America, including Chileans such as the filmmaker Patricio Guzman, who found
protection from Pinochet in Cuba. The Sahrawi ethnic group, which was persecuted after the
occupation of Western Sahara by the Moroccan monarchy, also experienced Havana's
solidarity, with thousands being given the opportunity to study in Cuba.

The number of people from the US who were granted asylum in Cuba, on the other hand, is
tiny. But that was enough to provoke heated reactions. Marco Rubio spoke of at least eleven
fugitives who were being sought for return. It is unclear how many of them are still alive in
Cuba, or indeed anywhere else. The last to flee to the island was Nehanda Abiodun in 1990,
who died there in 2019.

Anti-racist movements around the world mourn Shakur, but Rubio and the US government,
as well as the Cuban exile media in the US, refer to her only as a terrorist and murderer,
even though her conviction at the time was not even for terrorist offenses. In fact, she said,
she just wanted to live a free life. Her empathy for the disadvantaged of this world was



boundless. She did not view her own scene uncritically. As an African American woman in
various left-wing groups, she abhorred the dogmatism, dominance, and arrogant arrogance
of white men.

Her daughter Kayuka's grief is likely mixed with satisfaction that Assata Shakur died of
natural causes in freedom at an advanced age. Thanks to the protective hand of Havana,
the pursuers of racist revenge justice never caught her. Rest in Peace — Descansa en paz!

This article is reprinted from ila 490 (November 2025), with the kind permission of the author.
Some links have been added subsequently.

Andreas Hesse has been visiting the island since 1992 and has been writing about Cuba for
various media outlets for over two decades, most recently on a regular basis for ila.

About ila:

The Informationsstelle Lateinamerika e. V. (ila) is a non-profit association based in the Oscar
Romero House in Bonn. The association's goal is to publish critical and independent
information from Latin America. The focus is on news and background information from a
grassroots democratic perspective. The association has been in existence since 1975 and
publishes the magazine of the same name, ila. (Cubaheute)
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