
Assata Shakur is one of the most disputed figures in modern American history because 
the basic facts of her life sit inside a larger battle over race, policing, political violence, 
government misconduct, and the meaning of justice. To the State of New Jersey and the 
Federal Bureau of Investigation, she is Joanne Chesimard, a convicted murderer who 
escaped prison and fled the country. To many Black activists, she is Assata Shakur, a 
revolutionary who survived political persecution and was convicted despite serious 
questions about the physical evidence. Neither description by itself explains the full 
history. Understanding her requires looking directly at the violence committed by armed 
revolutionary groups, the documented crimes committed by government agencies 
against Black political movements, and the contested evidence from the case that placed 
her in prison. 

She was born JoAnne Deborah Byron on July 16, 1947, in New York City. Her parents 
divorced when she was young, and she spent part of her childhood with grandparents in 
Wilmington, North Carolina. The South of her childhood was governed by Jim Crow 
segregation. Black people faced separate facilities, unequal schools, economic 
exploitation, racial humiliation, and the constant threat of violence. These conditions 
were not simply the result of individual prejudice; they were supported by laws, police 
departments, courts, employers, and local governments. 

Her grandparents operated a small business and expected discipline, education, and 
independence from her. They also taught her not to behave as if white people were 
naturally superior. That lesson mattered in an environment designed to train Black 
children to lower their eyes, accept insults, and recognize racial boundaries. Assata later 
described learning that dignity could itself be treated as defiance when society expected 
submission. 

She eventually returned to New York and lived with her mother and aunt. As a teenager, 
she became increasingly rebellious, left home for a period, and experienced the 
instability of trying to survive without a clear direction. Her aunt, Evelyn Williams, took 
her in and became one of the most important people in her life. Williams was an attorney 
and exposed her to books, political discussion, travel, and a wider understanding of 
Black history. 

Assata attended the Borough of Manhattan Community College and later the City College 
of New York. College during the 1960s was not isolated from the political struggles 
happening outside. Students debated the Vietnam War, African independence, police 
brutality, racism in education, housing discrimination, poverty, capitalism, and the 
direction of the civil rights movement. Black students demanded courses and 
departments that treated African and African American history as serious fields rather 
than side notes to European history. 

She married Louis Chesimard, a fellow student activist, in 1967. The marriage did not 
last, but she continued using the surname Chesimard in legal records. As her political 



identity developed, she adopted the name Assata Olugbala Shakur. The new name 
represented a deliberate break from an identity she believed had been shaped by slavery 
and white American expectations. “Assata” is commonly understood as “she who 
struggles,” while “Shakur” carries the meaning of thankfulness. 

Changing a name did not change the conditions surrounding her. It did declare that she 
would participate in defining herself. Many Black activists during that period adopted 
African or Islamic names for the same reason. The practice rejected the idea that 
identities inherited through slavery and forced assimilation had to remain permanent. 
Critics sometimes treated the changes as theatrical, but for the people making them, 
naming was connected to history, dignity, and political consciousness. 

The civil rights movement had won major federal victories by the middle of the 1960s. 
The Civil Rights Act of 1964 attacked legal segregation, while the Voting Rights Act of 
1965 expanded federal protection for Black voting. Those achievements were enormous, 
but laws did not immediately remove residential segregation, unemployment, unequal 
schools, police violence, or economic deprivation. Riots and rebellions erupted in cities 
across the country as frustration moved beyond the legal structure of Jim Crow. 

A younger generation began questioning whether integration alone could produce 
freedom. Malcolm X had challenged Black people to develop self-respect, political 
independence, economic strength, and the ability to defend themselves. His 
assassination in 1965 did not end his influence. Black Power organizations carried parts 
of his thinking into new movements. 

The Black Panther Party was founded in Oakland, California, in 1966 by Huey P. Newton 
and Bobby Seale. The Panthers became famous for carrying firearms and monitoring 
police activity, but armed self-defense was only part of their program. They organized 
free breakfast programs, medical clinics, political education, transportation, clothing 
distribution, and other community services. Their platform demanded decent housing, 
employment, education, an end to police brutality, and freedom from military service in 
wars against oppressed people. 

The Panthers also embraced revolutionary socialism and described American policing as 
part of a larger system protecting capitalism and racial control. Their uniforms, weapons, 
and confrontational language attracted young people who believed ordinary politics had 
failed. The same image made them a primary target of law enforcement. Some members 
practiced disciplined community organizing, while others became involved in internal 
abuse, criminal activity, armed conflict, or personal power struggles. 

Assata joined the Black Panther Party in New York and worked in community programs. 
She helped with breakfast programs and political education while learning how the 
organization operated internally. She became dissatisfied with what she considered weak 
political education, sexism, ego, and rigid hierarchy inside parts of the party. A 
movement could speak about liberation while reproducing control within its own ranks. 



She eventually separated from the Panthers and became associated with the Black 
Liberation Army. The BLA was not always a clearly structured organization with a public 
membership list and central national command. It functioned more like a loose 
underground network of Black revolutionaries, including people who had left or broken 
with the Panthers. Members believed the United States government was waging war 
against Black communities and that armed struggle was a legitimate response. 

BLA-associated individuals were accused of bank robberies, prison breaks, bombings, 
and attacks on police officers. Some members described robberies as revolutionary 
expropriations—taking money from capitalist institutions to finance the movement. 
Political language did not change the danger. Bank employees, police officers, 
bystanders, and participants could be injured or killed regardless of how revolutionaries 
described the objective. 

The BLA emerged during real government repression. The Federal Bureau of 
Investigation operated a secret program known as COINTELPRO, short for 
Counterintelligence Program. It targeted political groups the FBI considered dangerous, 
including communist organizations, antiwar activists, Puerto Rican independence 
groups, the American Indian Movement, civil rights leaders, and Black liberation 
organizations. The program went beyond legitimate investigation of crimes. 

FBI agents and informants infiltrated organizations, spread false information, 
encouraged distrust, sent forged letters, interfered with employment, manipulated news 
coverage, and attempted to create conflict between leaders. FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover 
treated independent Black political power as a national-security threat. Martin Luther 
King Jr. was surveilled and subjected to a secret campaign intended to discredit and 
psychologically break him even though he publicly advocated nonviolence. 

The campaign against the Panthers included infiltration, raids, prosecutions, and 
cooperation between federal and local law enforcement. In Chicago, information supplied 
by an FBI informant helped police locate Panther leader Fred Hampton inside his 
apartment. Police killed Hampton and Mark Clark during a 1969 raid. Hampton was 
twenty-one and was apparently asleep when the raid began. Authorities initially 
described the event as a gun battle, but physical evidence severely damaged that 
account. 

Documented government misconduct gave Black activists strong reasons to distrust 
police reports and official prosecutions. It also created a problem that remains important: 
proving that the government acted illegally against a movement does not prove that 
every accused member of that movement was innocent of every crime. COINTELPRO and 
BLA violence could exist at the same time. An honest history must examine the evidence 
in each case instead of using one side’s wrongdoing to erase the other’s. 

During the early 1970s, Assata became the subject of an intense law-enforcement search. 
Authorities connected or attempted to connect her to bank robberies, shootings, and 



other crimes. Her photograph appeared on wanted posters, and newspapers described 
her as dangerous before many charges had reached trial. She lived underground, used 
different identities, and moved between locations. 

Multiple prosecutions against her ended in acquittals, dismissals, or mistrials. These 
outcomes strengthened her supporters’ belief that police were filing charges based on 
political association rather than reliable evidence. Authorities answered that 
underground groups used false names, shared vehicles and housing, and operated 
through secrecy, making conventional investigations difficult. Both circumstances 
increased the danger of guilt being decided through political identity. 

The event that defined Assata’s life occurred shortly after midnight on May 2, 1973. She 
was traveling on the New Jersey Turnpike with Sundiata Acoli, whose legal name was 
Clark Squire, and Zayd Malik Shakur. Acoli was driving, Zayd sat in the front, and Assata 
was in the back. State Trooper James Harper stopped the vehicle, reportedly because of 
a defective taillight and questions connected to the car or its occupants. 

Trooper Werner Foerster arrived as backup. What happened during the next several 
minutes remains fiercely disputed. Gunfire erupted. When it ended, Foerster and Zayd 
Malik Shakur were dead, Harper and Assata were wounded, and Acoli had fled. 

Foerster had been shot multiple times, including with his own service weapon. Zayd 
suffered fatal gunshot wounds. Assata sustained serious wounds to her upper body and 
arm. Acoli escaped into the surrounding area but was captured after a large search. 

The State of New Jersey argued that the vehicle’s occupants had participated together in 
an armed attack on the troopers. Prosecutors presented Assata as an active participant 
and later argued that she could be legally responsible for Foerster’s death as an 
accomplice even if uncertainty remained over which person fired the fatal shots. Under 
accomplice liability, a person intentionally participating in a serious crime can sometimes 
be convicted of a killing committed during that crime. The law does not always require 
proof that the defendant personally fired the fatal bullet. 

Assata maintained that she had not shot either trooper. She said she had raised her 
hands and was then shot. She described becoming physically unable to participate in the 
gun battle because of the severity of her wounds. Her defense argued that the medical 
and forensic evidence supported her account. 

A medical expert testified that the path of one bullet was consistent with her arm being 
raised. The wound damaged a major nerve and would have seriously affected her arm’s 
function. Tests did not identify gunshot residue on her hands, and her fingerprints were 
not found on the weapons presented as evidence. Her attorneys argued that these 
findings made it physically unlikely that she had fired a weapon during the encounter. 

The absence of residue or fingerprints does not automatically prove that a person never 
touched or fired a gun. Testing methods have limitations, weapons do not always retain 



usable prints, and residue can be lost. At the same time, forensic findings cannot be 
pushed aside merely because the defendant belonged to a radical organization. The 
prosecution’s theory had to account for evidence suggesting she was shot while her 
hands were raised and then physically disabled. 

The exact sequence of the shooting was difficult to reconstruct because the surviving 
participants gave conflicting accounts. Trauma, darkness, rapid movement, divided 
attention, and self-interest can all affect testimony. Foerster and Zayd could not speak. 
Acoli later offered an account supporting Assata, but prosecutors and critics questioned 
his credibility because he was also involved and convicted. 

The human beings killed that night must not disappear inside political arguments. 
Werner Foerster was a thirty-four-year-old state trooper, husband, and father. Whatever 
one believes about the trial, his death caused permanent loss to his family. Zayd Malik 
Shakur also lost his life, and his political beliefs did not make his death less real. 

Assata was not immediately tried for Foerster’s killing. She faced several other 
prosecutions while receiving medical treatment and being moved through jails and 
prisons. She was pregnant during part of her imprisonment and gave birth to a daughter 
in 1974. The baby was raised mainly outside prison by family because Assata remained 
incarcerated. 

Her confinement became another source of criticism. She was held under severe security 
conditions and spent long periods isolated from ordinary prison populations. At times, 
she was confined in facilities designed mainly for men. Authorities described the 
measures as necessary because they considered her dangerous and believed supporters 
might attempt a rescue. Her attorneys argued that the treatment was punitive, politically 
motivated, and damaging to her health. 

The murder trial finally took place in 1977 in Middlesex County, New Jersey. Pretrial 
publicity had repeatedly identified Assata as a revolutionary fugitive and accused killer. 
Her defense argued that this made it extremely difficult to select jurors who had not 
already formed an opinion. The final jury contained no Black members, a fact that 
intensified distrust around a case involving a Black revolutionary and white state 
troopers. 

Race alone does not determine whether a juror can evaluate evidence fairly. An all-white 
jury is also not automatic proof that a verdict is false. However, racial representation 
matters when the defendant belongs to a population with a documented history of 
exclusion from juries and unequal treatment within the courts. The issue becomes 
especially serious when political fear and extensive news coverage have already shaped 
public opinion. 

Assata’s behavior in court also affected how the trial was understood. She refused to 
present herself as a conventional defendant seeking acceptance from the system. She 



described herself as a Black revolutionary and argued that the trial was political. 
Supporters saw this as honesty and resistance. Jurors could have understood it as 
evidence that she rejected the authority of the law itself. 

In March 1977, the jury convicted her of murder, assault, and weapons offenses. The 
court sentenced her to life imprisonment plus additional years. The conviction remains 
legally valid. No court has overturned it or declared her innocent. 

Her supporters call the verdict a political conviction built upon guilt by association, racial 
prejudice, hostile publicity, and physical evidence inconsistent with the prosecution’s 
portrayal. Her critics answer that a jury heard the evidence and convicted her as a 
participant in a deadly armed confrontation. The accomplice-liability theory makes the 
argument more complicated because the legal question was not limited to whose finger 
pulled the trigger. 

This distinction is often lost when her story is shortened. Saying that forensic evidence 
did not prove she fired the fatal shot is not the same as proving she had no role in the 
confrontation. Saying that she was convicted of murder is not the same as proving she 
personally fired the bullets that killed Foerster. The law reached a verdict, but historical 
examination can still ask whether the process and evidence justify complete confidence 
in that verdict. 

Assata was eventually held at the Clinton Correctional Facility for Women in New Jersey. 
On November 2, 1979, armed supporters entered the prison while posing as visitors. 
They took guards hostage, gained control of a vehicle, and removed her from the facility. 
No one was killed during the escape, but weapons and threats were used. 

An escape is not simply a symbolic declaration of freedom. It placed prison employees 
and other people at risk and violated the legal sentence under which she was being held. 
Assata believed she was escaping political imprisonment. The government viewed the 
operation as additional proof that she belonged to an armed underground network willing 
to use force. 

She remained hidden in the United States for several years. Underground survival 
required false identities, trusted safe houses, money, transportation, and people willing 
to risk prosecution. By the mid-1980s, she had reached Cuba. The government of Fidel 
Castro granted her political asylum. 

Cuba presented itself as a revolutionary state opposing American racism, capitalism, and 
imperialism. It had previously welcomed other American radicals and people fleeing 
prosecution. The Cuban government regarded Assata as a victim of political persecution. 
The United States regarded Cuba as a government protecting a convicted murderer and 
prison escapee. 

Assata established a life in Cuba and published Assata: An Autobiography in 1987. The 
book combines personal memories, political analysis, trial experiences, prison 



conditions, poetry, and her account of the New Jersey Turnpike shooting. It does not 
read like a neutral court record. It is her attempt to define a life she believed the 
government and press had deliberately misrepresented. 

Her writing helped transform her from a fugitive known mainly through police 
descriptions into an influential political voice. She discussed racism as a system rather 
than merely individual hatred. She connected police violence to housing, employment, 
education, prisons, foreign policy, and economic power. Her analysis placed Black 
liberation inside a wider struggle against capitalism and imperialism. 

This is one reason her influence lasted beyond the organizations of the 1970s. Readers 
did not have to understand every faction of the Black Panther Party or BLA to recognize 
her descriptions of surveillance, racial fear, family separation, and unequal justice. Her 
writing gave younger activists a language of resistance, healing, self-definition, and 
collective responsibility. It also sometimes made her history easier to admire without 
confronting the armed movement surrounding it. 

Assata became connected culturally to Tupac Shakur, although she was not his 
biological aunt. The Shakur name represented a network of political and family 
relationships rather than one simple bloodline. Tupac’s mother, Afeni Shakur, had been a 
Black Panther, and his stepfather, Mutulu Shakur, was a revolutionary activist later 
convicted in connection with serious crimes. Assata was commonly described as 
Tupac’s godmother or aunt within that extended political family. 

Tupac’s music carried some of the same contradictions surrounding Assata. It could 
express tenderness, Black pride, social criticism, anger, violence, vulnerability, and 
revolutionary influence. Through hip-hop, Assata’s name reached young people who had 
not been alive during the Black Power period. Artists referred to her as a symbol of 
resistance, while law-enforcement organizations continued presenting her as a 
dangerous fugitive. 

In 2013, the FBI placed Joanne Chesimard on its Most Wanted Terrorists list, making her 
the first woman added to that list. Federal and New Jersey authorities offered a combined 
multimillion-dollar reward for information leading to her capture. The government argued 
that her history with the BLA, murder conviction, armed prison escape, and continued 
fugitive status justified the designation. It continued demanding that Cuba return her. 

The terrorism label did not result from a new trial proving a new act. It was an 
administrative law-enforcement designation applied decades after the Turnpike shooting 
and escape. Supporters viewed it as an attempt to rewrite a disputed 1970s case through 
the language of the post-September 11 security era. Critics argued that political motives 
did not make armed revolutionary violence less terrifying to its victims. 

Cuba repeatedly refused American demands for her return. Diplomatic discussions 
between the countries occasionally revived the issue, especially when relations 



temporarily improved. The Cuban government maintained that she had received 
legitimate political asylum. Without Cuban cooperation, American authorities had no 
ordinary method for taking custody of her. 

Assata’s image became common within later protest movements. Activists repeated 
words associated with her about collective duty, freedom, and winning. Some Black 
Lives Matter organizers acknowledged her influence. Murals, songs, college discussions, 
clothing, and social media posts transformed her into a symbol larger than the details of 
her case. 

Symbols simplify people. The symbolic Assata is a fearless Black woman who resisted 
an oppressive government and escaped its prison. The symbolic Chesimard is a 
domestic terrorist who murdered a police officer and avoided justice. Each symbol 
removes evidence that complicates the desired conclusion. 

The government’s record must remain inside the story. COINTELPRO was real, Black 
organizations were infiltrated, leaders were targeted, and law-enforcement agencies 
sometimes lied about raids and shootings. Media coverage often treated Black 
revolutionaries as guilty before trial. Those facts make skepticism toward the 
prosecution reasonable. 

The BLA’s record must also remain inside the story. Armed revolutionaries participated 
in robberies, shootings, bombings, and prison escapes. Calling an action revolutionary 
does not bring back a dead officer, employee, activist, or bystander. Government 
injustice does not give every opponent of the government unlimited moral permission. 

Assata’s case sits where those two forms of violence meet. The state possessed far 
greater power, including police departments, courts, prisons, surveillance systems, and 
the ability to shape public information. Underground revolutionaries possessed 
weapons, secrecy, political commitment, and a belief that ordinary legal channels had 
failed. Once both sides treated the conflict as war, truth became another battlefield. 

Her gender also shaped the way authorities and supporters presented her. Law 
enforcement portrayed her as unusually dangerous, while supporters emphasized the 
image of a wounded Black woman facing an all-white jury. Black women inside 
revolutionary movements often experienced racism from the state and sexism within 
their own organizations. Assata wrote about both, refusing to pretend that men became 
free of domination merely because they spoke about Black liberation. 

She challenged the idea that revolution required emotional hardness. Her writing 
discusses love, motherhood, fear, loneliness, and healing alongside political struggle. 
This gave her work a different emotional range from revolutionary language built entirely 
around weapons and confrontation. She understood that a movement unable to care for 
people could reproduce the same dehumanization it claimed to oppose. 



The most responsible conclusion does not require pretending every question has been 
settled. Assata Shakur was convicted of participating in the murder of Werner Foerster, 
and that conviction has never been overturned. She escaped from prison through an 
armed operation and accepted protection from Cuba. Those are not rumors or 
inventions. 

It is also true that no gunshot residue was identified on her hands, her fingerprints were 
not found on the weapons, and medical testimony supported the possibility that she had 
been shot while her arms were raised. Multiple other prosecutions against her failed, her 
jury contained no Black members, and government agencies were conducting illegal 
operations against Black political movements during the same period. Those facts do not 
automatically establish innocence, but they prevent the case from being treated as 
morally simple. 

The question surrounding Assata is larger than whether someone considers her a hero 
or criminal. It concerns how a society determines guilt when police, prosecutors, 
activists, witnesses, and news organizations are all operating inside a political conflict. It 
concerns whether a legal verdict ends every historical question and whether documented 
state misconduct justifies rejecting every verdict. It also concerns whose pain receives 
recognition: the family of a dead trooper, the family of a dead revolutionary, or the Black 
communities that experienced government violence. 

Assata Shakur remains powerful because America never completely resolved the 
conditions that created her. Arguments over police shootings, political surveillance, 
unequal imprisonment, protest, Black self-defense, and government truth continue. Her 
life warns against allowing the state to define every opponent as a threat without 
evidence. It also warns against allowing revolutionary language to excuse every act 
committed in the name of liberation. 

Her complete story refuses comfort. A person can face political persecution and still 
make dangerous choices. A government can prosecute a real crime while using 
dishonest and racist methods against the wider movement. A jury can produce a lawful 
verdict without settling every reasonable doubt in the public mind. Assata Shakur lives 
inside those contradictions, which is why her name continues to divide people more than 
half a century after the gunfire on the New Jersey Turnpike. 

 


