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T IS A FUNDAMENTAL TEACHING AND UN-
contested contention in Kawaida philos-
ophy that there is an endless library of 

lessons and legacies in our history and culture 
which we can learn from and live by in good 
and meaningful ways. Ever mindful of this, 
one of the ways I want to commemorate this 
60th anniversary of my conceiving and intro-
ducing the Nguzo Saba, the Seven Principles, 
and of the world African community’s begin-
ning embrace of them is to discuss them in 
the context and commemoration of the 20th 
anniversary of the combined natural and 
manmade catastrophe of Katrina. And I want 
to do this in respectful remembrance and 
deserved praise of our people and due reflec-
tion on our people’s being their own first 
responders and self-savers in this catastrophe 
and in other similar disasters throughout his-
tory. Likewise, I want to reflect on how, in 
weathering these hurricanes of history, they 
exemplified and reaffirmed the values and 
vision of being in community vital to our 
lives, work and struggles as a people. 

Someone could easily ask how could a 
people practice the Nguzo Saba if they didn’t 
know them? Leaving aside the fact that there 
was a strong and influential Nguzo Saba 
community, Ahidiana, in New Orleans and 
elsewhere founded in the 70s, it is important 
to remember that an authentic value system 
evolves from the people themselves. And 
they themselves choose from options of his-
tory and life open to them. Indeed, my grand-
mothers and grandfathers and other ancestors 
embraced and practiced love, truth speaking, 
justice doing and care for the poor and vul-
nerable before they became Christians. As we 
say and teach in Kawaida, our people did not 
come here naked and in need, but fully 
clothed in their own culture, which was good, 

beautiful and resourceful and sufficient in 
itself.  

Moreover, we also speak of knowing 
without knowing, knowing the principle and 
practice without being concerned with its 
meaning as a consciously worked out life-en-
hancing way to relate in the world. Therefore, 
they helped each other and did not call it rec-
iprocity, and they did good of all kinds and 
did not always have names for it or a need to 
claim it. Rather, they did it as a part of how 
they understood themselves in community. 
And it is in this context that they and we 
became and are our own first responders, our 
own self-savers, and ultimately, our own lib-
erators. Indeed, we are injured physicians, 
who do and must continue to heal, repair, 
renew and remake ourselves in the process 
and practice of repairing, renewing and 
remaking the world which has injured and 
continues to injure us in various pathologi-
cally oppressive ways.  

Also, in explaining our knowing with-
out knowing, it is important to reaffirm here 
that, as African people, our ancestors and 
their views and values remain in us. How-
ever, because of the Holocaust of enslave-
ment, colonialism and other forms of oppres-
sion, they are often half or wholly forgotten 
and appear as derived from later sources. But 
they are in us, in our deep consciousness, liv-
ing lessons and legacies from our past. And 
this is why from Nana Maria Stewart and 
Nana Martin Delaney to Nana Haji Malcolm 
and Nana Fannie Lou Hamer, we are called 
to wake up to our history and humanity in the 
fullest sense. And in spite of the savage and 
seductive calls and coercion of all oppressors 
to the contrary, we must wake up and stay 
woke, ever conscious, deep thinking and 
thoroughly committed in our constant striving 
and struggling to be ourselves, free ourselves, 
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flourish and come into the fullness of our-
selves. 

Thus, our people in New Orleans and 
elsewhere were already practicing principles 
of community before the coming of the catas-
trophe of Katrina. And among these values 
were the Nguzo Saba, both as a conscious 
value system, but also and more so as values 
of community without the African language, 
formal order and particular philosophic 
emphasis of the Nguzo Saba themselves. The 
Nguzo Saba: Umoja (Unity); Kujichagulia 
(Self-Determination); Ujima (Collective 
Work and Responsibility); Ujamaa (Cooper-
ative Economics); Nia (Purpose); Kuumba 
(Creativity); and Imani (Faith), drawn from 
our culture, capture and codify these commu-
nitarian principles, now upheld and practiced 
throughout the global African community. 
Therefore, as the storm clouds appeared and 
the waters began to rise, there was a coming 
together to practice principles of community 
essential to our people’s survival, sustain-
ment, development and flourishing. And the 
Nguzo Saba, the Seven Principles, are evi-
dent in these practices.  

Our people knew from prior experi-
ences and evolving additional evidence that 
whenever the officials decided to come and 
whatever they actually did, they, themselves, 
would need to act together in the interest of 
their own good. In a word, they, themselves, 
would have to be their own first responders 
and self-savers, and build the relations and 
spaces of safety, support, survival and recov-
ery they needed. Our people knew it was 
ultimately up to them regardless of what the 
federal and local governments were obligated 
to do. For early on, it was clear, they did not 
count as high priority in the calculation of the 
urgent. 

 In the face of imperfect information, 
delayed rescue and resources and constantly 
deteriorating conditions, it was on them to 

decide to act against the odds and with the 
absence of assistance that preferred peoples 
and their pets receive as a matter of course 
and of racial and class calculation. Indeed, 
unlike in favored places in which other peo-
ple live, the people of New Orleans were 
referred to as refugees in their own country, 
and denied immediate and adequate life-sav-
ing aid, paralleling the savage treatment and 
mass killing of other devalued peoples like 
those of Haiti, Sudan, Congo and Palestine 
and other peoples and places various presi-
dents and their fellow oppressors and geno-
cidal allies designate as disposable. And they 
knew without knowing its many names and 
notions that racial and racist capitalism culti-
vates and dines on disaster, grows fat and 
fetid on the oppression of the vulnerable and 
seeks to realize depraved dreams of genocide, 
gentrification, and luxury hotels on the hid-
den graves of its victims. 

During this time of the growing disaster 
and great suffering 20 years ago, I wrote in 
these pages a greatly deserved praise of our 
people who again embodied the best of our 
values in being their own first responders and 
self-savers in the face of a callous and crimi-
nal neglect by various levels of  government. 
I said, as always, we should pay homage to 
our ancestors and in this case, to those who 
died undeserved and avoidable deaths caused 
by the criminal neglect of the established 
order and to those who gave their lives saving 
others. And I continued saying, “Let us also 
praise the people for their resilience in the 
face of such immense and overwhelming 
devastation, for their courage under water, 
fire and the gross failure of their government 
to serve and save them, and for their kindness 
and compassion toward each other”. Moreo-
ver, “Praise is due to those who shared their 
meager food and drink and sacrificed seats to 
evacuate others, to parents who stayed behind 
to send their children to safety, to younger 
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people who watched and pushed the wheel 
chairs of the ill and aged, and to those who 
deferred in line to the elderly, the ill and the 
infant”, as did husbands, wives, friends and 
other family members.  

And I wrote and repeat here, “Let us 
also praise the national African American 
community as a whole for its immediate out-
pouring of unity, empathy and aid on every 
level, and who acted swiftly to issue the call 
for aid and began at once to mobilize and 
organize to deliver it: funding groups, profes-
sional organizations, activist organizations, 
religious institutions of all faiths, artists, 
actors and athletes and children as well as 
adults. They knew that, in the final analysis, 
we are our own liberators and must heal and 
repair ourselves in the process of repairing 
the world”.  

N THESE DUE PRAISES ARE A CLEAR POR-
trait of a sacred and soulful people, resili-
ent and resourceful, practicing unity, in 

their gathering together to save themselves 
and do good for each other; self-determina-
tion, in their self-assertive decisions and ini-
tiatives; collective work and responsibility, in 
their mutual caring, and rescuing and recov-
ery efforts; cooperative economics, in their 
pooling and sharing what little they had and 
could get; purpose, in their choosing and 
cherishing life in the constant face of death; 
creativity, in their making ways out of no way 
and lifting up the light that lasts; and faith, in 
their belief in the Divine, themselves and the 
ultimate triumph of the Good through right-
eous and relentless struggle, regardless of the 
odds and adversaries against us.▲  
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