Assata Shakur was born Joanne Deborah Byron on July 16, 1947, in Jamaica, Queens,
New York City. She grew up in a period of racial tension and transformation, when the
civil rights movement was challenging the very structure of American society.

Her family moved between New York and Wilmington, North Carolina, where she
experienced the contrast between northern and southern racism. Even as a child, she
was aware of how differently people were treated because of their skin color.

In school, she was bright but restless — often frustrated by a curriculum that ignored
Black history and voices. As a young woman, she became deeply influenced by the
growing Black consciousness movement and thinkers like Malcolm X and Angela Davis.

After attending college at Manhattan Community College and later City College of New
York, she became politically active during the late 1960s — a time of war, protest, and
revolutionary energy.

The Vietnam War was raging, and young people across the country were questioning
government authority. Within Black communities, frustration with slow progress and
ongoing police brutality led many activists to move beyond the traditional civil rights
movement toward more militant action.

It was during this time that Joanne Byron adopted the name Assata Olugbala Shakur.
“Assata” means “she who struggles,” and “Olugbala” means “savior” in Yoruba, a West
African language. The name reflected her new identity — one rooted in resistance and
liberation.

She joined the Black Panther Party (BPP) in New York in 1970, drawn to its programs for
community self-defense, free breakfasts for children, and political education. The BPP’s
message was that Black Americans had the right to protect themselves from systemic
violence.

However, she soon grew critical of the Panthers’ internal conflicts and leadership
struggles. She later joined the Black Liberation Army (BLA) — a more underground,
militant group that saw itself as fighting an armed struggle against racism and police
brutality.

The BLA emerged as an offshoot of the Panthers. Its members believed that true freedom
required direct confrontation with what they viewed as an oppressive state. They saw
themselves as revolutionaries, though the government considered them domestic
terrorists.

During this period, law enforcement across the U.S. — especially under the FBI’s
COINTELPRO program — was aggressively targeting Black activists. COINTELPRO
aimed to “neutralize” groups like the Panthers by infiltration, surveillance, and
disinformation.



Assata Shakur was one of many activists under constant government observation.
Between 1971 and 1973, she was accused of participating in several robberies and
violent acts linked to the BLA — charges she consistently denied.

On May 2, 1973, she and two companions, Zayd Malik Shakur and Sundiata Acoli, were
stopped by New Jersey state troopers on the New Jersey Turnpike. A confrontation
followed that left one trooper, Werner Foerster, and Zayd Shakur dead.

Assata was seriously wounded, shot twice while her hands were raised — one bullet
went through her shoulder and another through her arm. She was taken into custody,
charged with murder, and eventually convicted despite her claims that she had been shot
before any exchange of gunfire.

Her trial was one of the most publicized of the decade. Supporters saw her as a victim of
racial and political persecution; critics saw her as a dangerous radical.

In 1977, she was sentenced to life in prison plus 33 years. She was sent to a
maximum-security prison for women in New Jersey, where she was often isolated and
subjected to harsh conditions.

But in 1979, with the help of allies, Assata Shakur escaped from prison — an event that
shocked the nation. She was aided by members of the BLA, who broke her out and
helped her disappear underground.

For years, her whereabouts were unknown. Then, in the 1980s, she resurfaced in Cuba,
where the government granted her political asylum. She has lived there ever since, under
the protection of the Cuban government.

Cuba justified her asylum by saying she was a victim of political repression in the United
States, while U.S. authorities maintain that she is a convicted murderer and fugitive.

In 2013, the FBI placed Assata Shakur on its Most Wanted Terrorists List, making her the
first woman ever to be included. They also doubled the reward for her capture to $2
million.

Shakur has continued to speak and write from exile. Her autobiography, Assata: An
Autobiography (1987), tells her story in her own words — blending political reflection,
poetry, and personal testimony.

In her book, she describes her transformation from a confused student into a committed
activist, her experiences of surveillance and imprisonment, and her enduring belief in
liberation and dignity for oppressed people.

She portrays herself not as a criminal, but as a freedom fighter — part of a long tradition
of resistance stretching back to slavery and colonialism. Her critics argue that her
justifications romanticize violence and overlook the deaths involved.



Her story raises difficult questions: What is the line between resistance and crime?
Between justice and revenge? Between law enforcement and repression?

For supporters, Assata Shakur symbolizes the ongoing struggle against racial injustice
and state violence. For opponents, she remains a reminder of the violent radicalism of
the 1970s.

She once wrote, “The only real wealth is life, and we are killing ourselves to get it.” That
line captures her philosophy — a belief that liberation begins in consciousness, not
conflict.

Today, Assata Shakur is a cultural and political icon. She is cited in music, literature, and
activism as a symbol of strength, defiance, and survival. Her story connects the civil
rights era to modern movements like Black Lives Matter, which also challenge systemic
racism and state violence.

To study Assata Shakur is to confront uncomfortable truths about America — about
justice, rebellion, and the ways governments respond to dissent. Her life sits at the
intersection of idealism, fear, and the price of conviction.



