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W: Good morning. Today is Thursday, September 23, 2010. I am Khama 

Weatherspoon along here with Nicole Cox, and we are with the esteemed Dr. 

Akinyele Umoja, professor of African American Studies at Georgia State 

University. Thank you, Dr. Umoja, for allowing us to interview you today. 

U: No problem. 

W: We’d like to begin with just a bit of background on, you know, yourself and your 

research, everything. 

U: Okay. Well, this is background. I mentioned to you, if you heard the presentation 

last night, I grew up in Compton, California. I was born in 1954. Actually, I was 

born in L.A. My family—my father was a minister, so we moved to Arizona for 

about a year. Then we moved to Oklahoma, till I was about—I finished 

kindergarten, and then we back to, we moved to Compton, where I went to first 

grade through high school. Then, I went to UCLA for a year, dropped out of 

school. Really, dropped out of school, not because I wasn’t doing that well—I did 

poor my first quarter, but, you know, I got pretty much A’s and B’s from there, the 

rest of the other two quarters—but I really had a passion to get active in the 

Movement in L.A. at that time. So, we’re talking about, right then, around 1972, 

[19]73, I got very active in working around political prisoners and active in my 

community, working with a couple of organizations. One, the African People’s 

Party, and the other one, now called House of Umoja, that’s where I got my last 

name from. I went back to school in 1977. I, initially, was an accounting major, I 

went to Cal State L.A.—California State University, Los Angeles—let me see. 
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But, I was in school, I really wasn’t taking it as serious. I was working for—I think 

one of the reasons I went back to school, now I think about it, was I got a job and 

they promised me they would pay me more money if I went back to college. So, I 

went back to college. 

C: That’s a good reason. [Laughter] 

U: I was working as a paraprofessional and they offered me more money. Then I 

started working on campus with a multicultural education program. But I really 

wasn’t—I put more into working the multicultural education program, and my 

work, my activism in community, I wasn’t really paying that much attention in 

college. In 1981, got married and, in 1983, my wife and I had our first child. We 

moved to Atlanta in 1984, I still didn’t have my degree. When I moved to Atlanta, 

it was different from Los Angeles. I was very well-networked in L.A., so I could 

always find meaningful work that paid me what I thought was a fair wage, and it 

was work that I enjoyed doing, whether it was working at multicultural education 

program or I was working with a parenting program where I organized workshops 

with parents and got parents to organize at particular schools. I worked at Pacific 

Radio in Los Angeles and I did some radio programming. But it was always work 

that motivated me, and I got paid—you know, a fair wage to contribute to my 

family. When I moved to Atlanta, it was different. I didn’t have that network 

anymore, so it forced me to go back to school. And I end up—when I looked at 

all the courses I take, even though I was an accounting major, it looked like 

African American studies was going to be my route. So, I graduated that way. I 

took classes in Georgia [inaudible 04:05], graduated, then I went back to get a 
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teaching credential. I went to George State when I worked to get that teaching 

credential. [Laughter] That was the first time I went to school, and I was really 

just kind of focused, and my grades were—you know, I was always on the 

Dean’s List. So, I thought, well, maybe I can do this school thing. [Laughter] I 

decided, once I got my teaching credential—particularly when I saw they were 

beginning to standardize curriculum—that I wanted to back to graduate school. 

First, I didn’t think a university would hire me, because I’m pretty radical in terms 

of my orientation. So I . . . I’m trying to remember, keeping it in sequence, 

because I don’t—I decided that I would go back to school so I could write 

curriculum, particularly with my experience teaching high school. I figured I knew 

that the curriculum needed to be more diverse, and it wasn’t very much rounded 

in terms of the history and culture of black folk. So, I decided I wanted to do that 

because I didn’t think a university would hire me. But I went back, I got in an 

interdisciplinary program at Emory University in American Studies, and I went 

there. That’s where I got my Master’s and my Ph.D., in that program. While I was 

there, I decided to do a paper on—in one of my classes—on the role of armed 

self-defense in the civil rights movement in the South. One of my professors 

said, wow, that would be a great dissertation topic. So I began to focus on that. 

The professor who worked with me the most while I was there—and this is at 

Emory University—was Robin Kelley. He was just starting his college teaching 

career. Now, he’s one of the most important American and African American 

historians. So, he and I were discussing, and he was saying, Akinyele, if you just 

do—if you do the entire South, you’re going to be in graduate school forever. It’s 
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too big of a topic. So, he said, why don’t you take a couple of states? Maybe 

Mississippi and Louisiana. So I came down to Mississippi, to Jackson, to 

Tougaloo College, looked in the archives. And just looking in the archives on a 

couple trips, I told him, we could forget Louisiana, it’s enough in Mississippi. So I 

just focused on Mississippi, and that became my primary research topic. That’s 

how that developed. Of course, I left, graduated from Emory, officially in 1997. 

Actually, finished my dissertation December [19]96, but they only have one 

graduation a year. I was hired at Georgia State, to my surprise, but even though I 

worked at Morehouse and Clark before that. I guess I could get a position in 

different colleges. I’ve been having people wanting me to work there, but at the 

time, I was thinking, nobody’s going to want me, I’m too radical, and no one will 

want to mess with me. But I guess a lot of people do. 

W: For clarification, you meant Clark Atlanta University— 

U: Clark Atlanta University. 

W: And Morehouse College. 

U: And Morehouse College, yeah, taught at both of those places. I taught at 

Morehouse from [19]91 to [19]95, and I taught at Clark Atlanta in [19]95-[19]96 

academic year. I’m still on some dissertation committees at Clark—not 

dissertation, thesis and dissertation committees. 

C: You had mentioned last night that you had some ties to the Delta. How did that 

shape your research in Mississippi? 

U: Wow, I haven’t thought about that a lot, but let me see if I can think through it 

now. You know, as I mentioned, my father was born in Alligator, Mississippi, 
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which is Bolivar County. He used to always tell me stories about Mississippi. I 

think—I don’t know about my direct research topic, but I think my father telling 

me stories a lot kind of influenced my desire to want to be a historian. We used 

to just sit and talk. He would lay out on the couch or whatever, and he would tell 

me all these stories about growing up and the Delta and talk about the levy and 

what would happen if the levy—you know, if there was damage to the levy and 

there was a flood, and how that would affect—because my father was a 

sharecropper, and that’s what I mentioned last night. He was a sharecropper, 

sharecropped till he was thirty.  He was fortunate enough to meet somebody who 

had a connection with a Christian school in Nashville, Tennessee, called the 

Nashville Christian Institute, which was a school for black kids. It must have took 

adults, too, because I knew other—I met at least one other adult who went there. 

So, my father took that opportunity to leave the life of sharecropping. I think he 

was maybe the first person in his family to get a high school education. The first 

male, maybe, I’m not sure. I have to go back and ask some of my aunts about 

that. But—so, he finished at thirty, and then he went to Southwestern Christian 

College, which was affiliated with that denomination, which is a historically black 

college in Terrell, Texas. He finished there and then he went to graduate school 

at Pepperdine. He was one of the first blacks to go to Pepperdine College at that 

time. Now, it’s Pepperdine University in Los Angeles, California. That’s where he 

met my mom. My mom had—her history was, she was born in Wewoka, 

Oklahoma, which was a town founded by the Black Seminoles, Seminole 

freedmen. My family’s not Seminole freedmen, though. My grandfather got into 
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some conflict with a white man in Houma, Louisiana, and he moved there. My 

mother was the first child in that family born there. My grandfather, also, was a 

sharecropper and a bootlegger. Made—you know, bootleg liquor to make ends 

meet. My mother went to Frederick Douglas High School there. She was a 

valedictorian of her high school but, at that time, there weren’t that many 

opportunities for black women, so she left Oklahoma and went—upon 

graduating—moved with a relative, where she went to L.A. Community College in 

the nursing program when she met my father. She got married to my father, she 

dropped out of school and was a civil servant. Both my parents were pretty 

much—they’re from poor backgrounds, but they were academically motivated, 

and they kind of encouraged that with us. You know, my father was a minister, 

so I’d always see books around the house. I remember my father was on the 

advisory board for the library in my community—in the neighborhood I grew up 

in—and they would have a plaque with his name on it. So I’d always go to the 

library to see his name when I was in the library. That kept me in the library a lot.  

C: That’s really neat. 

U: When I was in elementary school. So all those things, I think, helped shape who 

I am in terms of my background. Now, my father—and I mentioned this last night, 

too—he told me a story that I never thought about. It stuck in the back of my 

mind. One time—I didn’t tell it in full last night, but his family saw a black man 

hanging from a water tower. And my grandfather, who was actually born in 

Lumpkin, Georgia, grabbed his rifle and he was just going to go out and shoot 

the first white man he saw. He was angry. But my father said the family tackled 
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my grandfather and disarmed him, because they realized if he had done that, 

then everybody was going to die. You know what I mean? It was going to be 

consequences for the whole family. So, oftentimes I thought about that fear and 

living in that situation. On the other hand, I was kind of surprised, given my 

background of growing up in L.A. during the Black Power Movement and all that 

that, that people in the South had guns and were willing to use guns. So that was 

a difficult thing. But really what got me on my dissertation topic—and to think 

about this whole armed self-defense piece—was, when I was in college and, as 

a student activist I was a part of a group called the National Black Students 

Association. We had a meeting in Atlanta. I had met a brother from New Orleans 

and contacted him and asked him, could I go back to New Orleans with him after 

the meeting? When he came to the meeting, he was with some other activists. 

One person was Walter Collins. Walter Collins was an important draft resister 

during the late [19]60s, 1970s. If you read Angela Davis’s book, If They Come in 

the Morning, he’s one of the people profiled in that book. Walter was—I think he 

was affiliated with SNCC, and he also was affiliated with the Southern 

Conference Education Fund. He resisted the draft and was incarcerated 

because he didn’t want to go to—you know, he didn’t feel, as a black man, he 

should be fighting in Vietnam. Or in the military during that period of time. Then 

Walter’s mother, Virginia Collins—also known as Dara Abubakari—and, if you 

read Gilda Lerner’s Black Women in White America, she’s profiled in that book. 

She’s a very important activist in the civil rights days, also associated with the 

Southern Conference Education Fund. She—her parents were in the Garvey 
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Movement and she was also one of the leaders of the Republic of New Africa, 

particularly one of the primary leaders who was from the South. But they were 

both at the meeting. So, my friend—whose name was Joe Taylor—I rode back 

with Walter and Virginia Collins to New Orleans. When we’re driving back, I 

remember we went through Alabama—and I think it was Birmingham, I’m pretty 

sure it was Birmingham—and they mentioned how, at some of the 

demonstrations, that, while people were nonviolent in the demonstrations, 

there’d be people who were having guns on the periphery. I never heard that 

before. They also talked about different places in the South where guns were 

buried, and then them being from Louisiana, they talked about Deacons for 

Defense. And I never heard about this before, this aspect of the Southern 

Movement, so that was something that always stuck with me. I heard about 

Robert Williams, I heard about Deacons for Defense, but then hearing about all 

these other Southerners who I never heard of being involved in self-defense and 

it being a tradition, I just never thought about it. But I still kind of thought it was 

exceptional until being in graduate school, I did the research and found out it was 

really a common thing. It wasn’t just a few people, but it was part of the culture. If 

you remember Curtis’s presentation last night, he talked about Southerners and 

guns, and so it was pretty much a part of the culture. What I do think, from 

interviewing folks, was different from today’s world is because the 

interconnectedness of families and maybe the distance and the struggle around 

that today. During that time, you had young people who were taught about 

weapons, taught about how dangerous they were, and talked about your life. 
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They usually taught about weapons from their families, their parents, and it was 

a part of surviving in terms of hunting, but then I know some black women who 

talked about their fathers taught them how to use guns to protect themselves 

from rapists. So I think it was a different culture from the way kids get guns 

today, usually from peers, and it’s not connected to survival in the same sense. 

Sometimes, it’s connected to criminality, so I think it’s a distance from what we 

experience as a gun culture today and what we experienced then. So I don’t 

know if that helps explain how the topic— 

W: Yes, it does. How instrumental do you think the use of guns were in Mississippi? 

U: [Laughter] Well, I think— 

W: In terms of civil rights. 

U: Oh no, no, no. I think there’s more use of guns than there was nonviolence. I 

think nonviolence becomes the exception, particularly in Mississippi. If you check 

the history of Mississippi, you don’t see too many nonviolent direct action 

campaigns. You see it in McComb during the first voter registration campaigns, 

but it really wasn’t connected to voter registration. Because, you all can 

remember if you study the history of SNCC, there was a split in SNCC over 

whether there should be emphasis on voter registration or if it should be 

emphasis on direct action. And so, when Bob Moses came down here, he was 

part of the voter registration aspect of the Movement. Marion Barry and others 

came to McComb to teach people around nonviolence, and so you had Hollis 

Watkins, Curtis Hayes—now, of course, Mohammed—and others who engage in 

these nonviolent direct action campaigns. That was one of the only places—I 
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mean, you had some in Jackson, you had a little bit, sort of, in Greenwood when 

you had the demonstrations there in 1963, I believe it was. It was either [19]62 or 

[19]63, my memory is kind of challenging me now. It’s when they had their 

marches and demonstrations. That really wasn’t a big emphasis. Going as far 

back as when you had the birth of what we might could say is the civil rights 

Movement here in Mississippi, right here in this county, which the Regional 

Council of Negro Leadership, and under the leadership of T.R.M. Howard, they 

always had guns. A reporter from Jet, at that particular time—his name escapes 

me—comes down here and he writes a book about the Movement in Mississippi. 

Really, about the black struggle in general. He has a couple chapters on the 

Movement in Mississippi. He argued that any civil rights program in Mississippi 

had to involve guns, from what he observed, when he observed that 

organization. Of course, Medgar Evers, if you read biographies about him, 

always carried guns wherever he went. He had armed security. It was 

unfortunate, the night he was assassinated, the security had been relaxed, from 

what people who were close to him told me. So, it was—from the birth of the 

modern civil rights movement here in Mississippi, you saw guns being involved 

from the inception of it. A lot of the SNCC workers told me, when they to these 

communities, whether it was McComb, whether it was Greenwood, whether it 

was Forrest County, Hattiesburg, they always had people in that community who 

were part of these informal self-defense networks. Let’s even go back to even 

prior to that, during the Emmett Till case when Medgar Evers, Amzie Moore, and 

Ruby Hurley are doing the investigation around the Till case. Ruby Hurley 
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mentions in Howell Raines’ book how there were men with shotguns who were 

protecting them as they were concealed wearing sharecropper’s clothing, right? 

So, it was very much a part of the culture in the South to protect folk. What I 

argue in my book, that this self-defense in the early part of the Movement is kind 

of more covert, informal networks of black folk. But you have self-defense on 

some levels and, in other places, you have what I call retaliatory violence. So, for 

instance, in Wathaw County in Tylertown—I believe this is around [19]61—you 

had some black folks who capture a night rider and kill him and sever his head 

from his body and put it on a bridge that separates the black community and 

white community. That stops night riders coming in their community. So you 

have that extreme form—it’s not really self-defense, because if you capture a 

guy and kill him, that ain’t self-defense. I’m not putting up a value judgment on it, 

but that’s the type of thing that did occur. You had other elements like that. Now, 

not to go into all my research right now. Of course, by 1965, you had the 

development of the Deacons for Defense in Louisiana—really, it developed in 

[19]64—in 1965, you see it developed in Mississippi. It’s not necessarily the 

same organization, even though you do have the Louisiana deacons coming 

over here from time to time, particularly in Hattiesburg after Vernon Dahmer was 

murdered in 1966. Of course, they come here during the murder march, the 

Louisiana deacons come and provide security during that point. But in Natchez 

and Port Gibson and . . . Jefferson County, in what do you call it, Hattiesburg—

not Hattiesburg, Hazelhurst, and in Crystal Springs, you see different groups or 

different people, units, calling themselves Deacons for Defense that exist here in 
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Mississippi. So, you see more of a paramilitary, formal organization taking place 

in that case. My study actually ends in the late 1970s, where you have a series 

of boycotts in the northern part of the state, where you see black people carrying 

guns to support those boycotts—even having confrontations and standing down 

the Klan in certain situations. So I think it’s a very important part of the 

Movement, but what I argue in my book is that it plays an important role in 

breaking fear and intimidation. Because—and this is one part of it, it’s not the 

only part of it, but it’s a big difference in black Mississippians and white 

Mississippians by the time you get to the late [19]70s, from the period of time of 

the 1950s. You have a lot of people carrying guns, and I think the white 

community’s kind of conscious of it, and black people feel more empowered 

because they feel they have the capacity to defend themselves and to fight back. 

They feel like the other side knows that, too, so I think it’s a different equation in 

that point. In certain communities, of course. You know, some places, you have 

uneven development, where some communities don’t move or change—change 

doesn’t occur as fast, you know, as others. So, but that’s what I argue. 

C: I wonder if you could talk a little more—you kind of mentioned the activism that 

you’re engaged in. Could you talk more about that? 

U: Well, like I said, when I was eighteen, the first thing—well, I’ll even go before 

that. I’m still eighteen or about seventeen, I graduated from high school, and I 

grew up in a period where there was a lot of activism around me. From the time 

I—I mean, I can even go, I remember my father taking me to go door-to-door, 

encourage people to come out to vote. It had to be [19]66, around there, I can’t 
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even remember. I was a kid. But during the move from that to seeing the whites, 

seeing the whites uprising when I was a kid, and having people who went to 

church with me or school with me that were, like, saying that they were opposed 

to the war and it was a white man’s war, we shouldn’t get involved in it. And the 

whole thing about Muhammad Ali being my hero and saying he wasn’t going to 

the war. And the Olympic protests, Tommy Smith and John Carlos, all those 

things had an impact on me. So, by the time—I remember I graduated from high 

school, I remember Kathleen Cleaver, who was one of the leaders of the Black 

Panther Party, came to speak in South Central L.A. She was coming to speak, 

but she was also coming from Algeria at that time, where her and her husband 

were in exile. And she was going to testify at the trial of Geronimo Pratt or, now 

know as Geronimo ji-Jaga, who was a political prisoner. I won’t go deeply into his 

case. I went to that rally, I tried to get involved in that, but a lot of the Panthers 

were kind of paranoid at that point, so they weren’t really taking on new people. 

C: Sure. 

U: So I ended up going to college, as I mentioned, my freshman year, and I began 

to read about this other political prisoner by the name Max Stafford. Okay? Also 

known as Mohammed Agmen. He was captured in 1972 and the defense 

committee was forming for him. At the time, I was a freshman at UCLA, I was 

working on the black student newspaper and I volunteered to go to the meeting. I 

became very much involved in his case, and people who are associated with 

him, they had a group called the African People’s Party in L.A.—also, the House 

of Umoja, which is, the House of Umoja is a very little-known organization. Both 
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these organizations were, what do you call it, successful organizations—you ever 

heard of Revolutionary Action Movement? Revolutionary Action Movement, or 

what was called RAM, was established in Philadelphia and Ohio in 1964. Philip 

Oden, and they were also in Detroit, San Francisco. Other places, too. 

Cleveland. It came under a lot of attention from the government, so, by 1968, 

they stopped using that name. On the West coast, they started using the name 

House of Umoja, and then, throughout the country they became—first, they were 

the Black Liberation Party and then it became the African People’s Party. So, I 

joined those organizations and was active in those organizations. In Los 

Angeles, where I was at, we had a community center—first called the Umoja 

Center, then it became the Center for Black Survival. There, we had certain 

activities. We had martial arts classes. We had welfare rights advocacy from 

there. We also did consumer rights advocacy. I remember there was one time 

we had a campaign in South Central where we found a store that was selling 

meat that was—you know, too old, and Similac that was too old. So, we did 

protests in front of that store and got media attention. Then they moved—you 

know, they improved the conditions of quality of produce in that store. So, we 

involved in things like that. We always worked around political prisoners, whether 

it was the case of Assata Shakur or the Republic of New Africa 11 or Gary Tyler, 

who was this young kid in Louisiana who was charged with murder. He’s still 

incarcerated, was sixteen years old. It looked like it was bogus circumstances. 

We worked on . . . we would work on trying to get unity with other organizations 

in our community. So that was a lot of the activism I was involved in, in that 
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period. Our organization kind of morphed into a group—it formed in 1984—called 

the New African People’s Organization. Then, now we have a group that’s a 

spinoff of that called the Malcolm X Grassroots Movement, which I’m active with 

today. Again, we do a lot of work around the same type of issues, whether it’s in 

doing work around police brutality, whether it’s doing work around support for 

political prisoners, that’s something I worked on since I was eighteen. I’m fifty-six 

now. Whether it’s—you know, we were in the forefront of fighting around survival 

rights around Katrina, so we were very much involved in that struggle and still 

are. We have people still—a chapter in New Orleans, now, that works around 

that. We’ve also—as recently, a lot of work I’ve been doing recently is working 

around solidarity with the people of Haiti. As I mentioned last night, I just 

returned from Haiti. I was there from August 21 to August 27. First time I was 

there was in 2007. Because we were working in support of Haiti long before the 

earthquake. It wasn’t just—you know, it didn’t reach our consciousness just 

because of the earthquake. But now, because of the earthquake it’s a crucial 

period of time, so we kind of put a greater emphasis on it. So I don’t know if that 

helps. 

C: Yeah. 

U: That’s just a little bit and that’s quick. Because you’re talking about, from 

eighteen to fifty-six. 

C: That’s a lot of time. That’s a lot of ground to cover. [Laughter] I guess one 

question that I had, too, you kind of mentioned what it was like, moving from L.A. 

or California, where you had this network and these contacts, and then moving to 
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Atlanta. Could you talk more about your perceptions of what it was like, moving 

to the South, sort of, where things are— 

U: Okay. [Laughter] When I was in college, I visited the South a lot. We always had 

this kind of perspective that black people have more potential for power in the 

South, because that’s the greatest area of—well, black concentration, right? So, I 

always visited, had friends that went to school at Morehouse. I would visit, as I 

mentioned before, Louisiana. I had a friend, one of my mentors, went to 

graduate school at UGA—University of Georgia—so I would go visit him. I always 

liked the South, you know? I liked the culture, I liked the food, the women were 

beautiful to me. I didn’t realize at the time I would be allergic to the environment, 

but I liked how the move from California—Southern California—I liked the 

change of seasons. I liked, especially, the fall and the spring. I loved that. 

Because, you know, I didn’t experience all that in L.A. So, when I was married, 

my wife and I, we were living in South Central. We didn’t want to raise a family 

there. So we formed—I mentioned, in [19]84, we formed a New African People’s 

organization. We volunteered to move to the South, and so that year we moved, 

1984. I moved the year the Olympics started. I still love living in the South. It 

wasn’t a hard transition. Excuse me—ooh. The hardest transition was the whole 

employment thing, which I described to you before. That was the hardest thing 

but, you know, I liked the people. Unlike some other folk who might have moved 

from the West or the North there, I seemed to fit in. Maybe it was because I was 

just the first-generation person living out of the South, really. You know what I 

mean? A lot of people thought I was from there that I connected with, so I didn’t 



MFP-070; Umoja; Page 17 
 

have a hard time blending in, and I’m pretty—I make friends real easy, so that 

wasn’t a hard transition for me. It was just employment, trying to get myself 

situated. But I oftentimes feel like, if I didn’t move to the South, I probably would 

never be a Ph.D. now. Because, again, I was comfortable in L.A. I was very well-

networked, I could find employment I liked. Being a father, moving there, I felt 

responsible and I needed to find employment that would make the—stabilize my 

family. That really motivated me, career-wise and professionally, in that I never 

really was that—I was really more motivated by my activism. So, that kind of 

motivated me in that part of my life. But, you know, I don’t see myself ever 

moving back to Los Angeles. It would have to be a catastrophe or something of 

great benefit, like somebody promising me a whole lot of money to make me 

move back or move out of the South. [Laughter] Because I feel very connected. 

My daughter was a year and a half when we moved there. I have grandchildren 

there now. I have, you know, my son was born there, grew up there. I have a 

very strong extended family. That’s—Atlanta is very much important. Then I have 

friends in Jackson and other places; South Georgia. So, you know, that’s where I 

really want to be. If I left for any period, I would be back. It would just be a short 

period to make some money or something or achieve some task, and I would 

come back. That’s pretty much who I am and what I’m connected to. I don’t know 

if that completes the circle for you. 

C: Yeah, it does. I had another question, if it’s okay. You kind of—as somebody 

that’s taught different levels, at the university, but also at high school, and also 

spent a lot of time working on curriculum and things like that— 
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U: When I was in L.A., I worked with kids, too, elementary school kids. 

C: That’s right, okay. Well, I was just wondering why you think, maybe through the 

country, people know so little about the movement in Mississippi and kind of 

what went on here. 

U: Well . . . why do I think? Hm . . . I think . . . much of the civil rights movement and 

how it’s being marketed, whether it’s through curriculum or in the media, is 

through Dr. King. And Dr. King didn’t spend that much time in Mississippi, only 

primarily through the follow-up to the Meredith March. So, if you looked at the 

civil rights struggle from the bottom up—and really, you think about it, in terms of 

the national organizations, Mississippi was the territory, really for SNCC and an 

element of CORE. The NAACP, of course was here, but we’re not talking about, 

the national leaders weren’t here. Roy Wilkins wasn’t down here, right? 

C: Right. It was more people like Ella Baker. 

U: Well, Ella Baker—yeah, and really, if you think about, Baker didn’t do much 

organizing here, really, but her influence is here, her orientation is here. But, you 

really think about people more like Fannie Lou Hamer when you think about 

Mississippi. You’re thinking more about a person like E.W. Steptoe, who’s an 

NAACP activist, right? Or, when you think about Medgar, who was a national 

activist, but then we even get a sanitized version, generally, of Medgar. You don’t 

really get the real Medgar Evers. If you read this recent book by Myrlie Evers and 

Manning Maribel, it’s called The Autobiography of Medgar Evers. You kind of get 

a different perspective when you hear about him. But usually, the Medgar we get 

is—if you watched any of the movies that have been made about him or 
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whatever, you don’t really get the sense of, really, who he was and what he 

believed in, his background. But, you know, Mississippi was a place of all these 

very important, powerful grassroots activists and leaders. We would get a whole 

different picture of the story. Like, I think I told you all the story last night of C.O. 

Chan, who was a bootlegger. You just get a whole different perspective when 

you looked at those folk. But I think, I agree with a lot of historians and a lot of 

activists who have more sensitivity to the struggle than—Mississippi actually was 

the place, in terms of the Movement, if you’re talking about the civil rights period 

of the Movement. And, really, when I say civil rights period, I’m talking about 

from the 1950s through, like, 1965, [19]66. But, even if you talk about the lion’s 

share, what people talk about as Black Power, Mississippi is very significant. To 

me, that’s another untold story in terms of some of the activism that occurred 

here in West Point during that period, West Point, Mississippi. If you look at 

some of the activism that occurred in Yazoo County during the late [19]60s, early 

[19]70s, and the boycott movements that occurred in Southwest Mississippi. 

That’s another part of the story, I think, that people are kind of missing. I think 

Emilye Crosby did a great job in her book, Common Courtesy, in talking about 

that in her communities she grew up in in Claiborne County and Port Gibson, 

Mississippi. So—because people are cutting the struggle off at a certain period, 

and it was some activism, you know. Like I said, my study is going to go into 

1979, where you had boycotts in the northern part of the state; towns like Tupelo 

were shut down. You know what I mean? So, I think there’s a lot more that 

needs to be looked at. But, going back to your original question on this, I just 
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think much of our Movement history is superficial, anyway. I always—well, I 

teach a class on social movements, and I tell my students that what social 

movements are, is everything they didn’t teach you in your civics class, in your 

political behavior class or government class in high school. Because no system 

is going to teach you or really reinforce how you change it. [Laughter] Right? 

Like, they want to maintain the status quo. So you only going to get that, really, 

from people who want to go beyond just maintaining the order and seeing that it 

does need to be changed, continuously made in society. I think it is something 

that has to be continuous, until you have a more democratic society than what 

we have right now. I think we have a democracy for the rich, but we don’t have a 

democracy for everybody. Everybody can vote, but the way the system is 

organized right now, you’re only voting for the lesser of two capitalist parties, you 

know? [Laughter] 

C: That’s a good point. 

W: That is a very good point. So, as someone with extensive research in social 

movements and community activism, do you believe that there is a modern civil 

rights movement in Mississippi? 

U: There’s modern activism in Mississippi, yes, there’s modern activism going on. 

The thing I participated in most recently in Mississippi is, a friend of mine, 

Chokwe Lumumba, who’s in the same organization I belong to, he ran for City 

Council in 2009, I believe it was. I can’t remember now if it was [200]8 or [200]9. 

[Laughter] I’m getting Alzheimer’s. But, the thing that was different about his 

campaign is he’s established some people’s assemblies that came up with his 



MFP-070; Umoja; Page 21 
 

platform. Then, after winning an election—which he won, I think, about 63 

percent of the vote or whatever . . . he won the most in a primary of about seven 

or eight candidates. Then, when it was a runoff, he won, I think, about 63, 69, 

somewhere in this, below 70 percent of the vote. He maintained that assembly, 

that kind of gives him direction on how he should vote on issues. I thought that 

was sort of a different way to deal with politics, because one of the things we 

didn’t talk about last night—we did talk about how there’s been an advance in 

terms of black political power, but that hasn’t necessarily translated in a change 

for life chances of black people in this state. Because it’s still within a framework 

of the same system, right? Oftentimes, I’ll give you an example. I won’t name the 

place right now, but I went to a city to interview somebody who I’d never gotten a 

chance to interview, okay? In South Mississippi. And I noticed you have black 

municipal prisoners doing work out in the street, right? Which you see in a lot of 

places. But then, I saw at the housing development—which is owned by this 

politician—black municipal prisoners cutting the grass there. I saw them wash 

the car of this political official who was black. So it’s like the old system that was 

still in order: black people, black politicians, have just inherited now. What I liked 

about Chokwe Lumumba’s campaign and how he’s trying to set up this people’s 

assembly that helps give him input and direction from folks as he’s in office, is it 

makes him accountable to somebody. It’s not just, we elect you, you go in there, 

you do whatever the hell you want to, and then you pay off a few of us from time 

to time to keep this happy. So it’s a patronage system going on, with some key 

elements in our communities; some preachers here, some preachers there. We 



MFP-070; Umoja; Page 22 
 

keep everybody in line. But we actually need to come up with a new form of 

politics and a different type of democracy. So, I think that’s a step in that 

direction, by him doing that. So, that’s one development I see here in Mississippi. 

There are others where you see Mississippi folk fighting around issues. Like last 

Wednesday, they had the demonstration around the Scott sisters in Jackson. 

You have people fighting around issues of police brutality, things of that nature 

here in the state. So, you still see it. It’s not as—you know, the reason I hesitate, 

it’s not what we experienced in the 1960s, though. And, really, when we talking 

about Mississippi, we can’t—Mississippi is not in isolation from the rest of the 

country, right? And so the issues now are not as clear, particularly now that you 

have black people who are somewhat, or more, represented in the system, and 

sometimes part of the problem, too. You know what I mean? So it’s not—I 

always, I have a colleague who told my students, what are you mad about now? 

He said, when I was a kid, we saw signs and stuff. When I lived in Oklahoma, as 

I mentioned to you all as a kid, there were places I couldn’t go. That was very 

clear to you, okay? And I’m not saying, we are oppressed now, but it’s a more 

sophisticated oppression, right? On one level. So, that’s one element. I think 

there are a lot of distractions, and if you can look on T.V. and see, well, wow. 

There’s Michael Jordan, or—he’s a millionaire. Or, there’s this person and that 

person. They can keep you chasing a particular dream, and you’re not nearly 

necessarily fighting on systemic issues, you know? Shoot, now you can say, 

there’s Obama. [Laughter] You know what I mean? Obama, on one level, is the 

epitome of the civil rights movement, on one level. But, on the other level, there’s 
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certain things that we haven’t achieved. Some of it has to be achieved, from my 

perspective—and I told you I was radical—has to be a new social order. So, for 

instance, if you think the system we live in is oppressive, Obama’s presidency is 

like a black person being an overseer on a plantation. You know what I mean? 

So, it’s still—and we did have black overseers, but slavery was still in effect. And 

I’m not saying Obama’s a bad person, I’m not making that argument. I know that 

get me lynched in the black community. We’re not in general America right now, 

but in the black community, it’d get me lynched. So, I’m not saying he’s a bad 

person, but what I’m saying is, that doesn’t necessarily improve our life chances. 

You know what I mean? It’s a good thing it happened, and I’m happy for him and 

happy for everybody. I always think, you know, what would my father think about 

this now? You know what I mean? A black man being a president. He would say, 

a Negro being president? What would that do? How would he feel about it? I 

know my mother was very happy. I was happy. My kids were happy. But, at the 

same time, remember right after he was elected, you had Oscar Grant being 

shot by the police in Oakland, right? Right after you happened, you had another 

kid shot in New Orleans and a kid shot in Houston, days after the election. So 

it’s—something different about the social order that has to be change, beyond 

Obama being elected. So, getting back to your original question, I think it’s more 

difficult to mobilize a movement now than it was in 1968. The fear isn’t there like 

it was. There’s still fear; but it’s a different type of fear. It’s a fear more of losing 

your job. You know? Things of that nature. It’s not necessarily a fear of getting 

lynched, a fear of your house being burned down. At least—in the majority of the 
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state. Let’s put it that way. Because I know in the [19]90s you had people in 

McComb, still, there were some fires and people suspected they were racially 

motivated. But I’m just saying that the things are a lot different today, I would 

argue. 

C: Building on that, what sort of lessons do you think that we can take from the civil 

rights movement? 

U: Well, I think it’s the important of having, being organized. You know, the people 

have to be organized. I think that’s the most critical lesson. And if you’re not 

organized, you’re not going to be able to achieve social change. That there is—

the people do have power. At that time, you know, black folk in Mississippi, you’d 

have thought to have no power at all. But if you’re organized, you do have power. 

And there are places you can locate yourself, that can put pressure in the right 

places. I think that’s very important. I think what Mississippi shows us, more than 

any other place, is that poor people with little formal education can be leaders. 

Okay? And if they’re given a space, they can lead a movement. Now, this is 

something I’ve grappled with for a long time, because what we call the Ella Baker 

Model, in terms of grassroots leadership, I think . . . people ask, well, then, 

what’s the role of the intelligentsia in that? What’s the role of the intellectual in 

that? I think if you are an intellectual then you have access to information, and 

you have time or whatever to get information that might not be readily available, I 

think you have to be a servant, to provide that information and lay out options for 

people. Unless people give you—and say, look, you just go ahead and make that 

decision because I’m not concerned about what our position should be on what’s 
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going on the Middle East right now, because we’re dealing with how we’re going 

to eat every day. Then, you know, if you’re in some sort of organization, 

something like that. But I think Mississippi clearly shows that, it shows the 

potential of people who are poor and who have limited formal education for 

leadership in a social movement. So, those are some of the things, I would think 

. . . that can be learned from the Mississippi Movement. It just showed 

Mississippi folk—and so much, when I go to Haiti now, reminds me of the same 

thing, that they were very resilient. They were very—showed a lot of resistance, 

in spite of being repressed, and so much fear. Because, as I said in my 

statement last night, prior to the formal movement being established—when 

there was a lot of oppression here, people organized, but the organized quietly 

and they organized businesses and institutions and organizations that I think 

kind of provided the net—when I talked about, there were informal self-defense 

networks, some of that stuff began decades prior to a formal movement jumping 

off. So, I think people showed that capacity, if we really looked back and looked 

beyond the surface of what was happening here. 

C: Sure. Thank you.  

U: All right. 

C: I think that was my last question. Khama, did you have anything? 

W: No—well, there’s just, on a curious note, your last name Umoja is from the 

organization that you were involved in? 

U: Mm-hm. 

W: And your first name, Akinyele— 
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U: Akinyele. 

W: Yes, where is it derived from? 

U: Akinyele is a Yoruba name. It means, a hero befits the house. When—I 

remember, and I’m going to put on tape what my name was before that, it’s not 

like nobody’s looking for me or anything, but I just don’t put it down there. When I 

was, I guess, about thirteen, fourteen, I read an autobiography of Malcolm X. He 

talked about, in a book, about how many of the names we had were connected 

to our slave masters, particularly our last names. And the whole thing about the 

[19]60s with Muhammad Ali and all that, I wanted to change my name. So, when 

I left high school and I met these people and they all had African names, I said, 

can I get an African name? They said, sure. And they told me they were going to 

look for a name for me. I remember the night before I was going to find out what 

my name was, I had a car accident and messed up my mother’s Mustang. So 

they had to come pick me up, take me to this party. When I got to the party, 

everybody was calling me Akinyele, so that’s how I received my name and they 

told me what it meant. They picked that name for me. So a lot of people during 

the House of Umoja were taking Umoja as their last name, so I just decided to, 

too, which automatically gave me a family and other people with my name. It just 

so happened that my brother took the last name, too, so all my mother’s 

grandchildren have that last name. 

W: Beautiful. 
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U: Well, yeah, her grandchildren, because my daughter married—her great-

grandchildren have another last name, which in Inkonga. [Laughter] So, yeah, 

that’s how I received the name.  

W: Okay. 

C: Did you have anything you wanted to add, or—? 

U: No, I can’t think of anything. I talked to y’all quite a bit. [Laughter] 

C: Yeah. Thank you, thank you again, so much for doing this. 

W: You see I’m long-winded. 

[End of interview] 
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