


BLACK PANTHER PARTY, the Southern Christ-
ian Leadership Conference, the Nation of Is/am, the stu-
dent Nonviolent Coordinating Committee and the Black
Liberation Army (BLA) share at least one thing in com-
mon: They all were targets of the FBl's counter-intelli-
gence program (COINTELPRO). Former Panther and
BLA activist Assata Shakur is one of the few COIN-
TELPRO survivors now living in political exile.

From 1971 to 1973, Shakur was charged with six crimes, includ-
ing murder , all of which resulted in dismissal or acquittal. On May 2,
1973, when New Jersey State Police officers stopped the white Ponti-
ac she was riding in on the New Jersey Turnpike, an ensuing shoot-
out left her traveling companion, Zayd Malik Shakur, and trooper
Werner Foerster dead. Four years later, she was convicted of Foer-

ster's murder and the assault of another officer, despite neurologists'

amount of repression at the end of the '60s and the early part of the
'70s, which forced people to have to go to prison or to disappear.

EMERGE: Repression?
SHAKUR: Against political activists, specifically. There was a case,
for example, in the Black Panther Party. We were the number one
target of COINTELPRO, the counter-intelligence program that was
set up by J. Edgar Hoover and the FBI to "neutralize" political
activists. Hoover deemed the Black Panther Party to be the most dan-
gerous organization to the security of the United States. What they
did was not only try to kill- actually out and out kill- people like
Fred Hampton and Mark Clarke, they set people up on false charges,
they drove people crazy: They did everything to try and criminalize
our movement, and try to destroy our movement.
EMERGE: What did the BLA mean to you?
SHAKUR: To be honest, I would be dead if it weren't for the people

testimony that she was shot while seated in the car with her hands in who took the risk, who said, "We are going to have you come into
the air and rendered physically incapable of pulling a trigger. our house. We're going to take care of you. We're going to .protect

Sentenced to life in prison, Shakur broke out of a Clinton, N.J., you. We're going to struggle with you in whatever way we can." If it
state prison and surfaced in Cuba in 1987. Ten years later, then- were not for those sisters and brothers, who took those positions, I

New Jersey Police Superintendent Carl Williams wrote Pope John would be absolutely dead.
Paul II asking that he urge Cuban officials to extradite Shakur. That EMERGE: It sounds like one of the goals was keeping you alive.
letter sparked events that brought Shakur back to the public's atten- SHAKUR: Keeping each other alive People can't even envision
tion, and Gov. Christine Todd Whitman has sought Shakur's return how many people were persecuted by the government. In my specific
to New Jersey to stand trial. case, they were trying to accuse me of harboring or aiding and abet-

ting fugitives.
EMERGE: As a former member of the Black Panther Party, what do EMERGE: Did you?
you consider its most important legacy? SHAKUR: No, not really. Not because I wouldn't have. I was in a
SHAKUR: I think the most important legacy of the Black Panther very public reality and I was very above ground, and it was impossi-
Party was the fact that it was not just a party that wanted a piece of ble at that time for me to aid or abet or hide fugitives, but I certainly
the pie. It was a party that wanted to make a whole new set of would have. I certainly felt that people who were persecuted by the
changes for the liberation of African people in the United States. I government on unjust charges should be protected, should be hid-

.
think that the Black Panther Party was one of the fIrst revolutionary .,..'den, should be fed, should be cared for, and I was willing to do that.
organizations that had a sense of not only struggling for the-lib<:i~ ,EMERGE: In hindsight, what do you wish the BLA, or you as an
tion of Black people, but had a vision of changing the entire society. ".~individual member, had done differently, if anything?
EMERGE: After the Black Panther Party, you were a member of the SHAKUR: One of the mistakes that we made was thinking that we
Black Liberation Army. What were the primary goals of that organi- might not live until the next day. We didn't take into account that we
zation and how were they achieved? had to build families, that we had to build strong relationships with
SHAKUR: ACtually, the Black Liberation Army was not an army, an each other. We had to make a way to educate our children, and have
organized body. What the Black Liberation Army was was very dif- them not be isolated and not grow up alone feeling different from
ferent in different parts of the country. There was an enormous other children, but to have a community, a safe place where they
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