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ow is a particularly auspicious moment for new avenues of scholarship on U.S.–Cuban relations. In 
light of the momentous recent changes between the two nations, including direct talks between 
President Barack Obama and Cuban leader Raul Castro and the establishment of embassies in 

Washington and Havana, understanding past moments of conflict and opportunity is crucial. As Americans 
flock to Cuba in ever-larger numbers, and Cubans have increased rates of permission from their government 
to visit the United States, historical scholarship that connects the actions of both Cuban and American state 
leaders and non-state actors since the Cuban Revolution of 1959 is particularly apt. In his article “Take Me to 
Havana! Airline Hijacking, U.S.–Cuba Relations, and Political Protest in Late Sixties’ America,” Teishan 
Latner delves into the hijacking of airplanes traveling from the United States to Cuba in the 1960s and 1970s, 
offering insight into the imbrication of grassroots political activism and foreign policy.   

Latner has produced a clearly written and well-researched essay. Above all, he examines the motivations of the 
rash of hijackers who, between 1968 and 1973, commandeered over ninety commercial and private airplanes 
taking off from the United States and demanded, by the threat or use of force, that they be re-routed to 
Havana. He also considers, to an extent, what happened to the hijackers once there. In addition, he traces the 
representation of hijacking in mass culture, from a costly but tolerated and even novel occurrence to a more 
threatening, violent event for travelers, airlines, and governments. This evolution led to the hijacking 
agreement between Cuba and the United States in February 1973, the first accord between the two 
governments since Fidel Castro came to power in 1959. Beyond explicating these understudied events, Latner 
argues convincingly that hijackers are important transnational actors who need to be taken seriously within 
the rubric of U.S.–Cuba foreign affairs.  

As Latner shows, Americans have long-held imagined assumptions about Cuba. By probing how Cuba 
functioned in “the American radical imaginary,” he identifies two broad types of hijackers (3). The first were 
reckless, adventure-seeking men—very few hijackers were women—who saw themselves as “outlaws with 
ideals” (7). They viewed Cuba as “a space of lawlessness and personal license for foreigners,” a concept the 
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historian Van Gosse has also explored (3).1 Latner notes that this outlook was informed not only by Fidel 
Castro and his July 26 Movement’s own scrappy masculinist campaign to take power in Cuba—one that 
involved much more planning, personnel, and weapons than myth suggests—but also by “older American 
fantasies of imperial entitlement” that stretch back two centuries before the Revolution (3).   

Other hijackers were more overtly political, and viewed Cuba as a refuge from the inequalities of capitalism. 
This group included a disproportionate number of African American activists who hijacked planes to Cuba to 
escape criminal indictments for their activities in the United States, and who considered themselves refugees 
seeking political asylum. They joined other African American visitors and exiles in Cuba who, given historical 
ties with Afro-Cubans, as well as Castro’s early efforts against structural discrimination in Cuba and ongoing 
denouncements of U.S. racism, initially envisioned Cuba as a racial utopia. In addition, radical hijackers 
viewed Cuba as a stop on the global routes of the Third-World left, a concept several scholars are currently 
exploring, where they could meet likeminded revolutionaries and possibly receive training to fight in 
liberation movements in Latin America, Africa, and even the United States.2  

Needless to say, their reception in Havana and experience with the Cuban Revolution was more complicated 
than they had imagined. As Latner suggests, Havana was neither the “outlaw nation” nor the egalitarian haven 
that hijackers sought. Given the U.S. government’s history of invasion and sabotage on the island, the Cuban 
government was wary of Americans who arrived without permission. The Cuban government regarded most 
hijackers, Latner writes, as “simple criminals, potential spies, or mentally unstable individuals” (15). Most 
were sent to jail upon arrival. Many quickly became disillusioned and left the island after their release, 
claiming jail in the United States to be preferable to life in Cuba. Others, after being detained for months or 
years, made lives for themselves on the island. The Cuban government provided hijackers with housing and 
food ration cards—several in a site dubbed ‘hijack house’—and some obtained jobs and free education. But 
even when hijackers forged lives for themselves in Havana, their relationship with the Cuban state was never 
an easy one.  

Skyjackings to Cuba were intrinsically tied to the ruptured state of U.S.–Cuba relations. The practice was 
encouraged not by Cuban permissiveness, Latner argues, but “the consequences of the United States’ own 
hostile diplomacy,” which made the island a forbidden yet appealing destination (23). The revolutionary 
government found itself in a bind, averse to hijackers on the one hand, but, on the other, refusing to extradite 
hijackers in the name of maintaining its own sovereignty. Cuba had offered to negotiate with the United 
States regarding hijacking as early as 1961. While the resulting 1973 anti-hijacking agreement between the 
United States and Cuba was not legally binding or devoid of loopholes, it did lead to fewer hijackings—and 
represented the two nations’ first formal accord since 1959.  

                                                      
1 Van Gosse, Where the Boys Are: Cuba, Cold War America, and the Making of a New Left (New York: Verso, 

1993). 

2 See, for example, Anne-Garland Mahler, “Beyond The Color Curtain: Empire and Resistance from the 
Tricontinental to the Global South” (Ph.D. diss., Emory University, 2013); and Sarah Seidman “Venceremos Means We 
Shall Overcome: The African American Freedom Struggle and the Cuban Revolution, 1959-1979” (Ph.D. diss., Brown 
University, 2013).  
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Latner draws on a range of sources to support his argument, from government documents in Cuba and the 
United States to print publications and hijackers’ memoirs. Gaps understandably remain, given difficulty 
accessing classified documents in the United States and doing research in Cuba, where a U.S. license for 
authorized travel and Cuban visa are still required. The issue also remains a sensitive one; there are still 
American fugitives living in Cuba whom the United States demands back, including the well-known black 
liberation movement activist Assata Shakur. This might explain the dearth of secondary scholarship on the 
topic of hijacking planes from the United States to Cuba, which Latner notes. The few articles on the topic 
fall into the realm of social science and focus on quantitative analysis. The fact that few scholars have engaged 
in historical work on this topic may arise from a discomfort with imagining hijackers, Latner writes, “as 
anything more than terrorists, mentally ill idealists, and common criminals” (5). 

Acknowledging the humanity of hijackers and illustrating their motives without condoning their actions is a 
difficult balance that the author achieves. Following in this vein, there is room in Latner’s essay to hear more 
from the hijackers themselves. In particular, I was left wondering how concepts of exile and home influenced 
the hijackers’ decisions to return to the United States. I also wanted more analysis of the hijackers’ allegations 
of mistreatment by the Cuban Revolution, and whether this treatment was simply what the Revolution—or 
perhaps any revolution—entailed. As with Latner’s deconstruction of the “facile binaries of ‘political actors’ 
and ‘criminals,’” delving into conceptual notions of revolution, exile, and home may reveal foreign policy 
implications (6).  

While Latner is right that hijackings between the United States and Cuba have been understudied, I disagree 
that their importance is surprising. Rather than an “unlikely meeting point where the protest politics of the 
late sixties era collided with U.S.–Cuba foreign relations,” this confluence is part and parcel of global 
encounters when viewed from both the top down and the bottom up (4). Further, it is integral to the 
scholarship in the field of what Cynthia Young has called the “U.S. Third World Left” and others have called 
the “Global Cold War,” where Latner situates himself.3 Hijacking was indeed a strange phenomenon, and one 
that the author has admirably unpacked. Such messy, human phenomena, however, undoubtedly dot the 
landscape of U.S.–Cuban relations, and the global study of diplomatic affairs.  
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3 See Cynthia Young, Soul Power: Culture, Radicalism, and the Making of a U.S. Third World Left (Durham: 

Duke University Press, 2006); and Odd Arne Westad, The Global Cold War: Third World Interventions and the Making 
of Our Times (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005). 
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