Major Robert Odell Owens
(1936-2013)

The Archives and Special Collections librarian Yelena Novitskaya created this display in memory of
Robert Odell Owens, a Congressman, a poet, and an educator. She collected materials available at the
Archives and online and added some character to it by including Major Owens poetry.

MAJOR ROBERT ODELL OWENS
(1936–2013) U.S. Congressional Representative from New York

Major Owens was best known as Congress’s “rap poet.” The outspoken congressman wrote a number
of rap poems expressing his disgust with various governmental and societal outrages, and more than a dozen
were published in the Congressional Record. When not rhyming, he focused on improving education and
preventing child abuse.

Owens was born on June 28, 1936, in Memphis, Tennessee, to Ezekial and Edna Owens. After graduating from high school, he enrolled in Morehouse College and received a B.A. in mathematics in 1956.
The following year, he received an M.S. in library science from Atlanta University in 1957, and in 1958 he
moved to New York City to work for the Brooklyn Public Library. Over the next eight years, he specialized
in library education and information development. He also served for several years as the library’s community coordinator. In 1966, he left the library to become executive director of the Brownsville Community
Council.

Owens became involved in the Civil Rights movement shortly after moving to New York City. This
involvement led him into local politics, and he became active in the affairs of the Democratic Party. In 1964,
he was tapped to chair the Brooklyn Congress of Racial Equality and to serve as vice president of the Metropolitan Council on Housing. In 1968, he was appointed chairman of the city’s community development
agency, and in this capacity he administered the city’s programs for fighting poverty.

In 1973, Owens was elected to the New York state senate. During his eight years in the senate, he
championed civil rights and government reform. He also pushed for increased state funding of public and
school libraries. He was particularly interested in getting librarians and educators to work together to develop
state-of-the-art information delivery services. As a senator, he served on the governor’s commission on libraries and information sciences.
In 1982, Owens declared his candidacy for the congressional seat being vacated by Shirley Chisholm.
The outspoken Owens had angered a number of state Democrats by denouncing them for foot-dragging on
efforts to reform state government, and they denied him their support during his campaign. He managed to
eke out a narrow victory in the election when it was disclosed that his opponent had connections to organized
crime. He took his seat in 1983 and was appointed to the committees on education/labor and government
operations. As a congressman, Owens focused on issues pertaining to education. In his capacity as chairman
of the subcommittee on select education and civil rights, he wrote the act that reorganized the Office of Educational Research and Improvement. He also advocated reducing the military budget, especially after the
cold war ended, and spending the savings on education. Not surprisingly, many of his educational projects
include increased federal funding for libraries, and he urged librarians across the country to form their own
special interest group in order to gain more money for libraries via political action.

Owens’s interest as a congressman was not confined to education. He fought for passage of the Child
Abuse Prevention Challenge Grants Reauthorization Act, which protected federal funding for child abuse
prevention programs. He played a major role in the enactment of the Americans with Disabilities Act, which
mandates equal access in a number of areas for the physically disabled, and the Domestic Volunteer Service

Act, which breathed new life into a number of national volunteer service programs. He also worked to increase the minimum wage, preserve the Occupational Safety and Health Administration, and defend the political rights of labor unions.

In 2004, Owens was reelected to a 12th term. Choosing not to seek another term in 2006, Owens retired
from politics. Late that year, he accepted a post as a distinguished visiting scholar at the John W. Kluge
Center at the Library of Congress. In 2009, Owens also joined the Dubois-Bunche Center for Public Policy
at Medgar Evers College in New York City.
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STATEMENT ON THE PASSING OF FORMER CONGRESSMAN MAJOR OWENS

News of the death of the Honorable Major Owens has left the Medgar Evers College community with a
heavy heart. He was a beloved friend and teacher and one of the founders of this institution. As a prominent
member of the Democratic Party, Major Owens served in the United States House of Representatives from
1983 to 2007, retiring at the end of his term. He joined the faculty at his beloved Medgar Evers College in
2008 in the Department of Public Administration and proudly taught here until his passing.
He began his political career in the 1960s working on anti-poverty programs in the administration of New
York City Mayor John Lindsay, and was elected to the state Senate in 1974.

Congressman Owens dutifully served his country, his community, and our College with enormous distinction.
He was committed, in the words of his son, “to the empowerment of those with less power.” We were honored
to have Major Owens serve on the faculty at Medgar Evers College. He brought a special knowledge and
wisdom to the classroom, making a positive, lasting impact on thousands of students during his time at
Medgar Evers College.
On behalf of the faculty, staff, students and alumni, we extend our deepest condolences to his family. We
are all saddened by the loss of this phenomenal human being.

About Medgar Evers College

Located in Crown Heights, Brooklyn, Medgar Evers College is a growing institution offering both Associate
and Baccalaureate degrees. The nearly 7,000-member student body is primarily comprised of those who are
the first in their families to attend college. A senior college within The City University of New York
(CUNY) system, Medgar Evers College was established in 1970 with a mandate to meet the educational
and social needs of the Central Brooklyn community. With a commitment to students who desire a sound
academic foundation as well as an opportunity for personal development, Medgar Evers College seeks to
provide high-quality, professional, career-oriented undergraduate degree programs in the context of a liberal
arts education. For more information, visit WWW.MEC.CUNY.EDU

