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Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:00:02] My name is Ijeoma Nwakuche, and today's date is 
Thursday, October 28, 2021. I am a Policy Management Master's Student at McCourt 
School of Public Policy, Georgetown University. And today, I'll be interviewing Mr. Felix 
Obi, an esteemed alumnus of Georgetown University. This interview is part of the We are 
Georgetown Celebrating Our Black History Oral History Project, a project sponsored by 
the Georgetown University African American Advisory Board. Mr Felix, we are grateful that 
you accepted to participate in this project. Thank you.  
 
O. Felix Obi [00:00:44] Thank you. Thank you very much for inviting me. It's a pleasure to 
speak with you. And it's a double pleasure to speak with fellow McCourter. So thank you 
again.  
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:00:57] OK. So during the course of this interview, we'll try to cover 
three broad phases of your lives. We'll start with your pre-Georgetown life. We'd like to 
hear a little about your childhood and the path that led you to Georgetown. Then we'll talk 
about your Georgetown life, academic activities, campus lives, D.C. life, any major 
experiences you want to share with us. I will end by talking about your life, post 
Georgetown, what you've been doing since and what you're doing right now. So just stop 
the start. I'd love to learn a little about you. If you could tell us your name, the Georgetown 
class on your program?  
 
O. Felix Obi [00:01:47] Well, my name is O. Felix Obi, and the reason I have an "O" is 

because my son is also Felix Obi.  Don't ask me what "O" means because it just means 
"O".  I am an alumnus of the McCourt School of Public Policy as you are, as you metioned, 
and have a Masters of Policy Managment as you, and Class of 2011.  
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:02:14] OK. So can you tell us where you're originally from?  
 
O. Felix Obi [00:02:18] Uh huh.. So I am of Nigerian heritage, came of age in New York 
City, I grew up with the Nicks, in the age of Patrick Ewing and therefore Georgetown. So 
you could see that direct line. So of course, I'm now in Washington, D.C., area resident, 
but I came of age in NY, a part of me that I would always consider me to be a New Yorker.  
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:02:43] OK. So to go into your pre-Georgetown life, just like we 

were saying. What were the major experiences or events besides the Ewing story that's 
made it clear to you that Georgetown with a place to pursue graduate studies?  
 
O. Felix Obi [00:03:03] Well, actually, it was kind of backward. My undergrad is in global 

business management and public policy and going into grad school, I wasn't quite clear 
about what direction I wanted to go. I could have gone down the MBA route, which I 
actually originally began to, or I could have gone  the public policy route. But once I had a 
few semesters of MBA and I realized that wasn't really what I wanted to do the rest of my 
life, I thought about the best public policy school in the country. The discriminating factor of 
course was that others told me and promised me that I would have at least a summer in 
Washington, D.C.. And it is true, they's place you in Washington, D.C. for at least the 
summer. The difference, of course, is that what Georgetown University is in Washington, 
D.C. and as was explained to me, "We're in Washington, D.C., you'll have access 
throughout your program and you have access to the university through graduation and 
crucially, you'll become part of the Georgetown alumni network." The Hoya world. And 



that, really plus the legacy of Patrick Ewing and I cannot underestimate that, that really 
drove me to the university. And I like to think that I made the right choice.  
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:04:24] So you mentioned earlier that your program was a policy 
management program, which incidentally, is my program. And you talked a little about your 
interests in public policy, but is there any deeper reason why you were drawn to public 
policy and policy management specifically?  
 
O. Felix Obi [00:04:44] So a little bit of the Obi legacy. My dad had a business degree. 

And I've always imagined that I was going to be an MBA, as is true for two of my elder 
brothers. And once I realized that it wasn't, my major interest was to try to draw a 
connection between commerce and improvement in humanity, quality of life, and at some 
point it occurred to me that societies are actually not prosperous exclusively because of 
commerce. Societies are prosperous because of the interconnection between commerce, 
public policy and largely politically, the economies of society, and it became obvious to me 
that the major that would better for me to be able to contribute to this new world is public 
policy would have biased towards international policy and development. And Georgetown 
was the place and it still is the place. Actually, you guys are much luckier than we are. You 
have that much more resources, but as far as I'm sure you also know, the critical factor 
about policy management is up the applied public policy. So we don't just get to think 
through what the optimal policy may be, we get to think through how to apply and earn 
political support for that policy because there's not enough traction.  I remember the first 
day in class as well if you just simply did "X" and the professor said to me, Well, Felix, it's 
going to be up to you to do "X", so how would you propose you get "X" done? And that 
was an aha moment for me. We just didn't deal with public policy in the abstraction; we are 
policy management. We get to think through the implementation, that viability of 
implementation.  
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:06:47] Yeah. The public management program currently resides in 

the McCourt School of Public Policy, and I know that when you were at Georgetown, it 
wasn't called the McCourt School of Public Policy.  
 
O. Felix Obi [00:07:04] Right. We were the Georgetown Institute of Public Policy Institute, 

and we also had much, much less resources than you do now.  
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:07:14] You mentioned that a couple of times.  
 
O. Felix Obi [00:07:15] Yes. Because I want you to realize how good you guys have it. 
And we had great, at least for the era. The great thing about the university is that 
everything gets better, both the the opportunities that are within the university, 
opportunities that are outside of the university and post-graduation, the necessary 
involvement of the Black community in all things Georgetown is even more profound now, 
as it was when I was at Georgetown. And the beauty of it is that we strive to get better as 
an institution and as a community. So I say that with a lot of pride to note that we're part of 
an institution, a storied institution that gets better, which we're just not good because of 
legacy, we get better because of ongoing and consistent effort at getting better at who we 
are and what we do.  
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:08:12] OK, I want to get a little more specific. I'd like to know what 

your assessment of the culture at McCourt School, which was the GPPI. What's your 
assessment of the culture at the school was at the time?  
 



O. Felix Obi [00:08:28] So the one constant, it's obviously is academic excellence. 

Coming back as I do often at the Hilltop, because of the different roles that I played within 
the university community, what I do realize is that there are more people that look like you 
and I.  And if you don't mind my mentioning I see your last name, Nwakuche, and I suspect 
is also of Nigerian heritage as I am.   Would I be correct?  
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:08:59] Correct.  

 
O. Felix Obi [00:08:59] Okay, so and I think this speaks to the difference between when I 

was at Georgetown and today.  When I was at Georgetown, there were there were roughly 
two, maybe three Black people at the McCourt School. I think maybe three, because one 
of the three, I'm not sure or she could have been Indian from Asia or she could have been 
Ethiopian, and I wasn't sure, but there were clearly two Black folks in the McCourt school 
and my best friend at the time was out of the School of Government, Wilmot Allen. Motty 
[as we call Wilmot] was the PhD candidate in political economy, and we got on because 
we were the only two Black guys we know. Now, fast forward. It just so happens that there 
is enough community that incidentally, an American, two Americans of Nigerian heritage is 
having a conversation, are having a conversation about the Black experience at 
Georgetown. And I think that's the biggest difference. When you come from  my reality, 
which was two maybe three people to a random selection of about . . . that  just happens 
to be two Black people of Nigerian heritage at Georgetown. And this really speaks 
volumes to the more robust engagement and the more necessary inclusion of Black, 
African-American and people of color. In short, I think has been the major difference. We 
have better presence, we have better visibility, and as we continue to engage the 
university hopefully it will encourage others like us to show up.  
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:10:45] Very important points to make. So now I'd like to know what 

the most memorable classes you took at McCourt or GPPI at the time? And what was it 
about those classes that made you consider them memorable?   
 
O. Felix Obi [00:11:05] So I think decision making, because that's really the critical point. 

There are technical skills and the quantitative skills. Those are a given, but decision 
making and I think that Professor Simone Bunse, but I I think I got her last name right.  
And it was a profound class in being able to think through policy and being able to even 
discuss rationality, rationality as part of a rational choice theory and beginning to 
understand how to motivate folks and how folks think and how irrational irrationality can 
be. I think that was a very profound class.  And another professor that that that really 
opened my eyes to a better understanding of how bureaucracy works at a much higher 
level, at the most senior level was Professor Joe Ferrara, who incidentally, is now the chief 
of staff of the university. Professor Ferrara, I was fortunate to be in his last class as a 
professor, so I just got really lucky and his class was really profound for me. And those are 
some of the few classes that continue to resonate with me.  
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:12:30] Yes. Professor Bunse is one of the professors still teaching 
at the school now, and we're benefiting from the wealth of her wisdom and abilities.  
 
O. Felix Obi [00:12:40] That's good to know. I should stop by and say hello one of these 

days.  That is really good to know.  
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:12:49] OK, so I'd like to know if you engaged in any special 
projects, if you had a capstone project or anything like that while you were at the school.  
 



O. Felix Obi [00:13:04] Yes. I actually I remember I was in class with some folks from the 

JCS [Joint Chiefs of Staff].  I had another classmate. The diversity of background in the 
MPM program was really very impressive. I remember I had a class project with the JCS 
students and it also included another class of mine, Amy. And we worked on an anti-drug, 
anti-narcotics intervention. And one of the profound things about Georgetown University is 
that our project advisor was, I believe, General McCaffrey, who led the US anti-drug 
interdiction at the time, drug interdiction at the time. And that's really one of the most 
profound beneficial aspects of Georgetown University that I was, that we were able to work 
with the person who was in the United States government  in the drug interdiction 
program. Of course, on that program that I really did enjoy with it, I had a professor, Dr. 
Barak Hoffman, who continues to be a very good friend of mine. Dr. Hoffman at the time 
was the executive director of the Center for Democracy and Civil Society, and we . . . he 
hired me as a research associate, and we did an invaluable job trying to research, trying to 
tease out the drivers of violence. At the time, Ghana and Kenya had just had elections, 
and as you may remember, the elections in Kenya devolved into violence. While that was 
the smooth transition of power in Ghana, and we wanted to begin to get a sense of what 
the drivers were, and we also wanted to see if there were the direct connections between 
democratic processes, access to U.S. AGOA [The African Growth and Opportunity Act 
(AGOA) is a United States Trade Act for democratic African countries] and therefore knock 
on effect on economic development. So those were really profound opportunities and I 
continue to be very grateful for them.   
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:15:20] OK. This next question refers officially to your academic 

experience at Georgetown. On graduation day, how prepared did you feel to go out and 
take on the world, start your career and do big things?  
 
O. Felix Obi [00:15:38] Well, the big thing, you know, I haven't quite lived off of that yet, 

but, you know, I was pretty confident on graduation day. Listen, as I'm sure you know, you 
go through Georgetown, you graduate, you're pretty sure you're one of the best at what 
you do. I will concede that there was a challenge when I initially got in. I always was not 
very sure whether I actually belong. I wasn't quite sure if I was smart enough. You know, 
that was a bit of an imposter syndrome and I was worried if those guys were going to find 
out that I'm not really as good, don't even know how I got in, how I made it. And at some 
point, it's all important issues, most important issues other than Georgetown. I was at the 
Tombs with one of, some of my classmates and the issue came up actually, somebody 
asked, Does anybody feel like an impostor being in Georgetown? I'm like, Well, and 
everybody laughed and it turned out that everyone had the. But what begins to happen is 
that you work on projects, and you begin to earn A after A, after A, after A, after A, as I did, 
I graduated with all A's and that is a totally different conversation. But, you begin to realize 
that I began to realize that I belong here. Not only do I belong to you. I'm really good at this 
and there's is a swagger and a confidence that comes with it. And again, as I mentioned, 
there are other reasons that informed that hard work, that continues to, I hope, fills he 
things that I do professionally now. So I was pretty sure, to answer your question, I was 
pretty sure I was going to do well upon graduation. I started to feel the school had 
preferred me.   
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:17:37] So your comment about imposter syndrome at the 

beginning of your time at Georgetown, take me to my next question. And I feel it's a 
question a lot of Black students, international students and other students of color that 
come to this great institution deal with. Do you feel those feelings of unworthiness or 
inadequacy have anything to do with the color of your skin, the way your name sounds, or 
a little accent? Did you feel that at the time?  



 
O. Felix Obi [00:18:13] Well, it wasn't so much that I felt inadequate. I, you know, part of 
the thing part of the benefit of being of Nigerian heritage is that your mother gets to teach 
you, so I am sure your mom probably taught you that you're better than everybody else. 
And you do come second in class, then your mom would want to know what happened to 
the person that came first. You know, why would you know, you have just as much brain 
as they do, so you grow up with a mother like that and with all the siblings that really 
imbibed that and you're pretty sure about your place in life. But I was not unaware of the 
fact that there weren't too many people who looked like me, especially at the McCourt 
School. And I was very sober about the fact that that came with some responsibility, that I 
have to represent people who look like me and that I had to embody a level of excellence 
in the way I carried myself, and in the way I performed in class.  And that's really what I 
was speaking to, it is interesting you are teasing that out of me. That's what I was referring 
to when I said, there are reasons why I graduated with all A's.  I thought that I wanted 
folks; it occurred to me that it may not be impalpable for folks to realize that I belong here 
and the people who look like me can be rock stars in class. And I want to do my part, and 
I'm doing that.  
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:19:45] Thank you for sharing that with us. It's really personal,  

that's very important. Now on to some lighter stuff. Let's talk about campus life.  Before we 
go into campus life just to get it out of the way, I'd like to know if you were a working 
student or a full time student.  
 
O. Felix Obi [00:20:04] Oh, I was both. I was hustling, I am really a Nigerian American, 
and I can do it all. I was a full-time student and I had a full time job.  At a point, as I had 
mentioned, I actually got lucky. And my professor at this time, Barak Hoffman and I, we 
remain very close friends and professional associates, we actually applied for a China-
Africa research initiative grant some years ago. I think maybe seven years ago, six years 
ago, at the Johns Hopkins University and we we engaged the diplomatic administration, 
the deputy secretary of commerce, to compare the the the competing theory of change 
between the United States and China for improving Africa's electricity generation deficit. 
And you know, we've gone on to do other things since then as well. But I was very 
particular and very focused about the benefits of the Georgetown education and the 
importance of taking advantage of the resources within the university.  
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:21:16] Did you get any chance to study abroad or take advantage 
of any of the opportunities the school offers for?  
 
O. Felix Obi [00:21:25] Well, no, and in all honesty, I didn't think I needed that. I mean, I 

was an international kid. I went to boarding school overseas and I was well-traveled before 
undergrad, so I kind of understood how the world worked. I grew up in New York City with 
my sister, who at the time was a diplomat with the United Nations and ssentially retired as 
an ambassador. So I had a good grasp of the international systems. I went to a boarding 
school like, probably not very dissimilar from you if you grew up in Nigeria, where the kids 
who were in my school were literally Nigerian-Norwegian, Nigerian-UK citizen and I literally 
have friends in most major capitals of the world, so I had that part of it covered. By the 
time I got to the Hilltop, I really wanted to be the best policy  management graduate upon 
graduation? And that was my focus. So to answer your question, no, I did not, I did not. I 
did not. I didn't do any of that.  
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:22:38] Yeah, it makes sense you already had a lot of the 

international experience, so you wanted to focus on what you came to do at Georgetown. 



What kinds of activities or social clubs or student organizations did you participated 
actively or semi-actively, if you did at all?  
 
O. Felix Obi [00:23:02] Okay, so I have to come back and I don't want to sound like the 
guy that keeps coming back and hammering on how much better you guys have it now. 
But I only say that because it is true. You guys really do have it a lot and we had it great 
for the time. But as most things in life, we get better with time. And certainly the McCourt 
School at Georgetown University has gotten better with time, as all good things are in life.  
That said, when I was on campus, we did not, for instance, have an Africa policy group. I 
understand you have that now at the McCourt School. I'm not sure if you have participated, 
and I encourage you to play a role in that if you don't already do. That would have been 
something that would have interested me, of being of interest to me. We did not have a 
fully fleshed out association, as you do now. However, I also was really more focused in 
the technical aspect of the job. So while there were other clubs, and  some students really 
got involved with clubs I was really more focused on the research associate side of things 
and that came from the department of Government and that came from my research 
associate gig at the Center for Democracy and Civil Society. I was more keenly focused on 
trying to figure out why societies prosper more than others. Why societies are able to 
assimilate into the Democrat Democratic universe than others. And those were issues that 
were very important to me, and that's what I kinda focus on.  
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:24:47] Very few issues are more important than that as a public 
policy students, so thank you.  
 
O. Felix Obi [00:24:54] Thank you. I knew someone would understand. Thank you for 

being that person. Although I still encourage that, that that if you're not already that you 
become part, you are aware of the public policy, what you're doing the interview. But are 
you aware of the public policy school at the McCourt school, the African policy 
organization?  
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:25:12] I was going to answer your question further down in the 

interview, but since you posed the question, I'll just say this. I have a board member of the 
Africa Policy Students Association. So yes, I'm not just a member of a member of the 
board. So you guessed correct.  
 
O. Felix Obi [00:25:33] And that is great. And this goes to the trajectory to be the tip of the 
spear when it comes to the US Africa policy. And this is the kind of resource that we had 
not fully developed when I was there and this would have been something I would have 
liked to be part of. But in my case, of course, I really was more involved in the practical 
aspect of a of electioneering on the continent. So I'm glad you're part of that. 
Congratulations. Thank you.  
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:26:07] Yes, we feel really privileged to have the resources and the 

access to high level policy practitioners that have so much experience about the continent 
and about the relationships between the US, on the continent, at our fingertips. So it's it's 
it's really sometimes I have to pinch myself to to establish that I'm really here and I'm really 
doing this. So yes, I'm excited about it and we're happy to be part of the organization.  
 
O. Felix Obi [00:26:41] Well, that's the Black experience at Georgetown. That's how we 

get better. So I'm glad you're part of it as well.  
 



Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:26:49] So back to the interview. What do you remember more 

generally about the culture at the larger Georgetown University when you attended? We 
talked about the McCourt School earlier? Well, the larger university Georgetown 
community, what was your assessment of the culture there?  
 
O. Felix Obi [00:27:08] So obviously the most obvious is the academic culture that is 
second to none. I mean, that's just that's the standard.  But Georgetown also has a 
tradition, and I think this is really what distinguishes Georgetown University from other elite 
universities is that the whole notion of cura personalis where the university really cares 
about the entire person. The university has a vested interest in the development of the 
student and that translates, and I think that that also informs why and how it's important to 
people of color in the university and for the university to be sure that folks who look like us 
that there is a necessary and conscious effort to treat us well and make sure that we get 
the entire Georgetown experience. And I think that's really a critical issue benefit to coming 
to the university. I mean, you get you get to attend an elite university, you get to be tested 
every day because everybody in your class is just that good. You get to be tested every 
day because your professors demand that you think more critically and be the best person 
you can be. And I think those things are probably true for many universities that are the 
elite level. The distinguishing factor, of course, is that Georgetown goes beyond that. It 
cares about the whole person. It has an interest in the kind of human being that it 
graduates. And testament to this conversation, it is important to the university that all 
Hoyas feel like stakeholders and that we get to tell our story.   
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:29:04] Your comments bring me to another question as a board 
member of the Africa Policy Students Association and in the McCourt leadership, I've been 
thinking seriously about what we can do to ensure that more Black students sign up for 
leadership and public policy programs. I think it's absolutely crucial for our development as 
a people. What is your advice for people like us who have a passion for seeing to see 
increased diversity in these spaces?  
 
O. Felix Obi [00:29:41] So the first thing is that you get to be heard. Right, and you have 

to give, the reality is that there are a number of things we can do with our time. And you 
have to show demonstrate why there is opportunity cost of coming to your programing, 
coming to Georgetown University. It's worth it. And one of the ways is you have this do you 
have a native and contextual knowledge. I'm sure if you are in the McCourt School, you 
do. And and the challenge is to engage alums, bring them to the hilltop, and talk about 
issues. These are issues that resonate with the community. As an example, there is a 
post-COVID world where the economies of society have not organically returned to optimal 
performance.  What are some of the endogenous issues, policy choices that the United 
States can make from a United States point of view? And what are some of the 
endogenous issues the international community or the continent, the African continent that 
it can make to begin to spur growth, begin to hedge against the challenges of the next 
pandemic. Hopefully there wouldn't be any more for 100 plus years.  But these are some 
of the issues that I would encourage you and the group to think through, and I'm sure 
you're probably already doing, and I'm glad to have that conversation in more detail than 
with more specificity at a later point. But I just hope that you try to understand what the 
issues of the day are or try to anticipate what the upcoming issues will be. The Hoya 
network is rich with resources, with practitioners at the highest level being able to bring 
them to campus, whether physically or virtually, we're all getting better at virtuall 
conversations, and have them address this issue in a manner that brings value to those 
who who are from our community. And they need not even be  from the Georgetown 
undergrad to attend. I would encourage you to look beyond Georgetown University, look at 



Howard University, look at GW, the undergraduate schools are University of Maryland, my 
undergraduate alma mater, and try to bring them into the conversation. And let them come 
up to the Hilltop and get the Georgetown experience and see the true face of Georgetown 
that the true face of Georgetown looks like us, they look like you, they look like me, and 
they look like all the races of the world. So, you know, again, I'll be glad to have granular 
conversation further down the road.    
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:32:51] Thank you for that. Please, you mentioned earlier that there 
were only two or three Black faces when you were there. The situation is significantly 
better now. Diversity levels are much better than they were then, but you can only get 
better. It can always get better.    
 
O. Felix Obi [00:33:10] Absolutely. And I'd like to think that some of that has to do with the 

work we do with th AAfrican-American Advisory Board. We not only try to be sure that that 
our voice is heard within the university, but we also try to represent the full spectrum of 
what Hoyas look like as we engage the community as a society. So and at the McCourt 
level, at the Africa Policy Student Association level, you know, there is also a role for you 
to play, to continue to engage the world and let them know that this is really a broad 
spectrum of of what Georgetown looks like.  
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:33:53] Now we're going to go back to your time on campus. I know 

you were on campus at the time and had the first Black president. So it was a pretty 
significant period for people like us. Were there any other events you can talk about your 
experience of that, but were there any other events as well that were exciting or 
noteworthy at the time? And these are events not necessarily on campus in the general 
D.C. area, in the nation?  
 
O. Felix Obi [00:34:25] So, obviously, it was a very major event and that the United States 
had elected its first Black president or first president, that is of of that is Black because he 
was president of the entire country, not the Black vote in America. So, there were a 
number of issues, and that's really the theme when you move out of the Hilltop, I guess 
when when I socialize outside of the university, President Obama's presidency tended to 
be the major conversation. But when you're at the Hilltop, it is one of the several critical 
conversations. Just if you were to focus in on public policy and foreign policy and 
development policy, you would realize that at the time we were really getting out of the 
recession, a global recession, and it was a major event that the United States and indeed 
the rest of the industrialized world had to really articulate what the new economy would 
look like. We have to figure out how to regulate the banks, but a lot of them are not 
dynamic so that they pose less systemic risk. We have to think through, for instance, in 
Afghanistan, I remember at the Center for Democracy and Civil Society, there was a major 
issue about how to how best to provide assistance to the Afghan government. So at issue 
was one of the major issues of their time was that we needed to provide development 
assistance to support the government. The government for a number of reasons, most of 
them cultural, were struggling with integration of women in society, in government, access 
to, unfettered access to schools, especially higher education. And the challenge became 
was how do we, the United States, support the country with tax dollars that probably 50 
percent of it was paid by American women to prop up a government that is not as 
accommodating of women as our values. On the other hand, how far do you push this 
government and then it would disintegrate and implode? And that was, you know, that 
wasn't a conundrum that I don't think got as much traction in the press, as they did within 
policy circles. so, there were a number of issues that that always cropped up, and of 
course, with President Obama, it also became about how to govern. How do you get how 



do you build consensus across the parties to be able to govern? How do you build a 
governing coalition that went beyond party affiliation? And that was an issue also that that 
really resonated within the university community, certainly beyond just the excitement itself 
of having the first president that is Black.  
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:37:42] Next, we'd like to know about figures in the Georgetown 
community other than the professors and academic figures you spoke about earlier that 
impacted your overall Georgetown experience, maybe custodial staff, cafeteria workers, 
Georgetown police officers, anybody other than the academic figures that left a memorable 
mark on your life, on your Georgetown experience. Can you tell me any?  
 
O. Felix Obi [00:38:19] Well, you know, so I have to set the context a little bit here, so I'm 
not sure what the situation is like now but parking was expensive. It was really, really 
expensive. And of course, there is free parking. The problem then, probably the same as 
now, is that parking as a two hour limit, class is three hours. If you have to have a 
conversation before class, that pushes three plus hours. If you have to have conversation 
after class, you're pushing four hours. So, my first week of class,  I ran into the 
Washington, D.C., parking attendant, and I was parking in the street and I saw his bike 
and he was walking just close to my car, and I saw his badge and it said Starks.  And I go, 
well, how interesting is that part of my interest in Georgetown University at my younger 
years with Patrick Ewing, of course, Patrick Ewing's wing man, his name is John Starks. 
And I just said I asked him if he was related to John Starks of the New York Knicks and he 
said, of course he said, as if he was. And then he asked if I was a student at Georgetown, 
if I worked at Georgetown. I said, No, I'm a student. And he was a little taken aback and I 
saw him and I said to him, but I do have a problem that I see the parking is for two hours 
and class is going to be three plus hours.  And Mr. Sparks jokingly said to me, you know, 
you just go in there and keep doing well. present us wee, and you'll be fine. And I never 
got a ticket throughout my years at Georgetown, parking in the streets. And I held my own 
end of the bargain, I like to think that I represented us well. So. I'd like the privilege and 
honor of one day running into him again. He was the parking attendant for the city, but he 
was he played a profound role in my time at Georgetown. Costs was an issue and he 
made the cost that much more bearable. Of course, there were also others who were more 
admin staff.  I could not forget Jinny Amundson.  Jinny was the director of the MPP 
rogram. She anticipated all the anxieties that I was going to have during the application 
process, and she was able to anticipate them and she was able to help me navigate 
through them. I would have been that much more challenging had I not run into her.  And 
interestingly, I think it was your earlier this year, I happened to be reading The Washington 
Post and and Vice President Kamala Harris' husband went to a bookstore in Annapolis. 
And they go the bookstore owner, Jinny Amundson, I'm like, no way that I know that name. 
And I Googled the bookstore and it turned out to be Jinny. So she now runs the bookstore 
in Annapolis, still doing great things, hosting the the first, the second gentleman of the 
United States. So it doesn't surprise me she's doing great things, but she was very 
instrumental in helping me with  my Georgetown experience. The former Dean, Ed 
Montgomery, who is now president of Western Michigan University.  Ed was simply a 
genious, he is a policy genius, he is an administrative genius, and he is a leader. I don't 
know how he happened to have time for me. I must have thought that I was that important.  
Now, I realized that the Dean as a thousand and one better things to do, but he always 
had time for me and my colleagues. He was very understanding of all issues we had. And 
he always remembered my name. And I like to think that Ed and I are still friends and we 
met with each other every once in a while on LinkedIn.  But these and I'm sure I'm 
forgetting quite a number of other people, but these are people, some of the people who 



were instrumental to my success. And Mr. Starks is on top of that food chain.  Thank you 
Mr. Starks.   
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:43:03] Lots of great stories there, but I have to say that the parking 
meter story is so heart warming, and it just reminds us that little acts of kindness go a long 
way in making other people's lives better. And I am sure, all the people you mentioned 
would be absolutely thrilled if they watch this video and realize that you still remember 
them, and remember the things they did to you, the things they did for you, and the way to 
shaped your life and your Georgetown experience.  
 
O. Felix Obi [00:43:38] And you know, this is really what I would encourage every 

potential applicant to the university, all current students to realize that the relationships you 
form at Georgetown are really going to be lifelong relationships. I am going to make an 
effort to reconnect with Mr. Starks. But really, the friendships, the bonds that I found at the 
university, they continued to endure and they continue to enrich and inform my career 
choices. The guys who are fellow alums and the ladies on several boards and initiatives 
that I serve for the university, those are real friends. Those are reliable friends.  And that's 
really the Georgetown Way. That's the Hoya way.  
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:44:27] Now on to some lighter stuff.  
 
O. Felix Obi [00:44:30] I like the lighter stuff.  
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:44:32] I see. We're going to talk about the Georgetown 
neighborhood and the D.C. social scene. Anything you can remember, any memorable 
experiences?   
 
O. Felix Obi [00:44:47] You know,I was pretty much I was I was businesslike in my 
engagement with Georgetown. The the one of the benefits that I enjoyed, you get what 
you want out of the university and there are really lots of benefits to being at the Hilltop. I 
rather enjoy the opportunity to network within policy circles in Washington, D.C. I rather 
appreciated the the the the support in having access to the people who mattered, and that 
was invaluable to me. That's what I wanted out of the university. I am a Washingtonian. 
I've lived in the Washington, D.C. metro region before Georgetown. I realized the value of 
the university. What I really wanted to get was to be part, first of all, to upskill as a policy 
person as much as I could be, and then to have an enabling network. That's what I really 
want out of the university. But every now and then we were known to go through the 
Tombs and get a little rowdy and, you know, work off the tension. But one of the things that 
the university did for me that was really critical was the ability to go out there with the 
credibility you enjoy of being a Hoya, and when you go to a professional circle, then you 
introduce yourself. That was really invaluable and it continues to be very valuable.  
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:46:22] So like the course of this interview, you've mentioned a few 

names of professors, administrative staff and other people that helped you at one point 
during your journey.  Is there one name, one person who you could say singularly inspired 
you, supported you and give you the wings to fly while you were at Georgetown? 
 
O. Felix Obi [00:46:52] You know, if I think about that and I really did give that some 
thought, I don't know if that came through. I think that one of the most profound friendships 
that I . . . that I formed while at Georgetown, and he continues to be a good friend is Dr. 
Barak Hoffman. He will probably chuckle and go, Oh, really, Felix? But really, I remember 
he said to me, I walked into class, the first time we met, and it was a class on a . . . on 



counterinsurgency and the distinction between counterinsurgency and counterterrorism. 
And when I walked in and introduced myself to the class, he was really nice. A couple of 
weeks later, we were having pizza in his office and he goes, You know, when you walked 
into class, I said, Oh my God, I'm going to get found out. That is a real African, and he's at 
Georgetown which means that he is very bright. And he might just figure out that I don't 
know enough. Well, that Barak being Barak and really being very, very kind. The reality of 
it is that I continue . . . that friendship continues to enrich my professional knowledge and 
my professional life. He is simply a brilliant, man. And he is simply one of the kindest 
professionals that I've had the privilege to know. And he continues to be a very good friend 
and I hope that we continue to do great things in the future. But, there have been others, I 
mean. And I go back to Dean Montgomery at a time when there wasn't enough Black 
people at the university, there was Dean Montgomery, right, and he is the dean.  And the 
beauty about Dean Montgomery was that he just was. He was an accomplished policy 
maker. He is an accomplished policy maker, he's an accomplished academic. He is a 
brother, but he just was. He didn't wear any of those things on his sleeve. He's just 
embodied them and wrapped them in a bundle of excellence.  And I think that was really 
instructive for me. He modeled the pattern of behavior on how to engage professionally, 
and I appreciate that. The other thing also is that I'm lucky because the family that I come 
from, I have older siblings; I have parents that I would do well to model their professional 
conduct a lot better. So I have those benefits as well, and it's fair that I give them credit.  
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:49:45] OK, so we get to the point of the interview where we discuss 
something I find personally interesting. And I also expect a lot of Georgetown graduate 
students at even undergrad students will be interested in what you've done since leaving 
Georgetown. We need to hear something inspiring so that we can have something to 
aspire to. What have you done?  
 
O. Felix Obi [00:50:10] Well, I certainly hope that I don't disappoint you because I'm 
personally aware that there are Hoyas that have really done exceptionally well. And I think 
that folks want to be careful, I think what Georgetown prepares you to be skilled and then 
to follow your passion. For me, my passion is aligning public policy with commercial 
strategy. I'm a fervent believer in the economic theory of convergence, where less 
developed regions, less developed societies are given an opportunity to catch up. 
Economics call it the catch up fact. So I've had . . . I now have, of course, I worked in 
economic development at the Office of Innovation and Entrepreneurship during the Obama 
administration. I had the good fortune of actually leading engagement with top research 
universities across the country to increase the level of innovation and commercialization of 
public universities and to strengthen the universities integration to regional economic 
development. Post-graduation and back at the Hilltop, I also have the fortune of being part 
of the global future of development. And that is a partnership between the university and 
the World Bank Group, and I provide thought leadership and monitoring and evaluation of 
economic indicators on the continent and being able to provide some thoughts on how to 
advance political stability and macroeconomic stability. I also now have the privilege of 
serving as the commissioner in my great state of Maryland, and I chair my governor's 
Economic and Trade Development Task Force. Most recently, I serve the GOCI Maryland 
Business Forum, GOCI being, of course, the Governor's Office of Community Initiatives. 
Most recently, I conceived the GOCI Maryland Business Forum is working with the House 
Foreign Affairs Subcommittee on Africa and Global Health to address disparities in access 
to health on the continent. So I should mention that the mandate of the GOCI is to create, 
to promote and support commerce between the continent and especially in Maryland 
institutions. And there is a knock on effect on the larger U.S. private sector. So, as I 
mentioned earlier, society and economies are not organically returning to optimal 



performance. And my sense is that that economic growth, sustained economic growth and 
improvement in human development index would require deliberate intervention by the 
public sector. I also noticed that Maryland has roughly $12 billion dollars in exports, but 
domestically we have over $18 billion dollar bio-health budget and life sciences sector. 
What this suggests to me is that the $18 billion dollar bio-health and life sciences sector 
has potential to scale internationally. But with respect to Africa, part of the challenge has 
always been the cost of therapy. So what I'm working on is to work with the House Foreign 
Affairs Subcommittee on Africa to have a better sense of the funded mandate and the 
policy priorities of the Foreign Affairs Subcommittee. And then coalesce the necessary 
resources from Maryland's . . . University of Maryland Medical System, Johns Hopkins 
University, NIH and other affiliated organizations. And then bring them to the table, and 
hopefully we can create value that expands markets for Maryland's therapeutics and 
improve quality of life on the continent. So these are just some of the deliberate efforts that 
I think we can all take.  Concurrent to that, and this is really more a recent development 
and this is how much we [GOCI Maryland Business Forum] have become an institution. So 
in February of last year before COVID really locked down the economy, the Governor's 
Office of Community Initiatives in which I led the engagement, engaged in a trilateral with 
African Union Commission and USAID as a proxy for Prosper Africa [Initiative, a U.S. 
government trade and investment program with Africa] and what we intended to do and 
continue to work on is to increase the volume of trade and the rearticulation of international 
trade supply chains through the ports of the Maryland, be it the Port of Baltimore or BWI 
Airport. And as a direct consequence of that, we now have  a Senegal direct flights from 
Senegal to BWI with a stopover at JFK Airport. Obviously, this improves opportunities for 
Marylanders, especially at BWI Airport and also at JFK. And of course, for Senegalese, not 
to mention, they are convenient for international travel between the destinations. So these 
are some of what I'm working on. This is really what a Georgetown education is about. It's 
about having the skills to pursue your passion. So I don't think folks have to necessarily 
have to aspire to do the same things that I do, but it would be helpful for folks to want to be 
the best at the things they are passionate about, and Georgetown would certainly provide 
the skills to do that. The Black Alumni Network, if you're a person of color, would certainly 
provide you the support to achieve this. And that's probably true for me, and I'm very 
grateful for all the support and encouragement.  
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:56:00] Inspired, I am inspired, and I must say this is the beauty of 
the oral history project. It gives Black students a picture of what can be. I know you said 
people can aspire to don't necessarily have to aspire to do what you did, yes, but it gives 
people the picture of the possibility so that young students or graduate students that are 
people of color and maybe don't have a lot of examples or a lot of role models can look at 
this series of interviews and realize that the sky is the limit or probably above the sky.  
 
O. Felix Obi [00:56:41] Absolutely. And you know, I could not have said better "above the 

sky".  The one thing that I'll always encourage everyone to do, especially those of us who 
are in public policy. And I know that the Hoya network and the Black Alumni Network is 
much broader than public policy. But the one thing that I will encourage every Black Hoya 
alum or student to engage in is electoral politics. You don't have to run for office. But 
support an issue, possibly support a candidate, go out there and get the issues that you 
are passionate about to have as the late Congressman John Lewis would say "go out 
there and make good trouble."  So and I had the privilege among several roles, I was the 
chair of policy and communications for the Biden-Harris 2020 campaign for African 
Diaspora and Black engagement. I was lucky to work in a very technical area for the 
campaign of which, you know, I'm profoundly grateful to those experiences that I will 
forever cherish. But more importantly, those those experiences and the work that we did, 



I'm pretty sure has created a demonstrably have created the opportunity for the policy 
agendas that were that that is important to our community to become law. I'm looking at 
the president today and went up to the Hill and went up to Capitol Hill to advance his 
governing agenda. I like the thing that I know, and I'm comforted by the knowledge that 
what we did at the campaign level has made it possible for today's events to happen. And I 
look forward to this set of parameters to become legislation and the President finally 
signing them. So please get involved. Embrace the issues that are important to you, 
support the candidates that advance those issues, and go out there an make "good 
trouble."   
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:58:56] Good advice.  

 
O. Felix Obi [00:58:56] Thank you.  

 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [00:59:00] Looking back, how would you describe the impact of your 

Georgetown experience and your Georgetown education on your professional life and your 
personal life? All these accomplishments you achieved and all the people you've met, the 
high ranking public policy officials and practitioners you've had business meetings with. 
Can you draw straight lines from your Georgetown education to some of these 
accomplishments achievements and relationships?  
 
O. Felix Obi [00:59:39] I'm gonna draw a straight line, but but I'm going to, first of all, 
make a more general statement . . . begin with a more general observation. So it doesn't 
matter what school you attend in Georgetown. The magic is that if you can graduate, you 
have something special. And the world will recognize that you have something special and 
you will know the world recognizes it because you will get a sense that when you speak, 
people think they should . . . it's probably better to listen.  And that is credibility. That is the 
first thing you realize when you graduate from the university, and if you graduate, if one 
can graduate, they realize that knowledge, the wisdom lesson, then when you want to 
speak, you really have something profound to say. But you realize that the university and 
the Georgetown experience can inform a lot of the things that happen. So. I'm thinking 
about a gentleman, Dr. Okpaku. Dr Okpaku, and he's going to watch this interview and 
he's going to smile. He's of Nigerian heritage. He's an academic, grad school Stanford, 
Ph.D. Northwestern University. Real, bright guy. His son, Junior, is an alum of the Law 
Center. And. Dr Okpaku and I met and he realized that his son and I should be very good 
friends.  And we went on to have this profound conversation about public policy, about 
international affairs, etc. The man is brillant and very kind.  And one of the benefits was 
again, going to Georgetown University is that people think they need to listen to you 
because I think in another world, Dr.Okpaku doesn't give me the time of day. But the 
credibility that comes from the university actually meant that we had a conversation 
actually meant that his son, who went to the Law Center and at the time was the vice 
president for global affairs at Lyft, really were excited to engage with me. Eventually, an 
African diplomat, a permanent representative to the United Nations for an African country 
was posted to New York City and the person reached out to Dr. Okpaku because he is 
known in international circles, that he wanted to form a coalition of brilliant foreign policy 
experts that he could tap into and hope could serve in ad-hoc capacity at  the United 
Nations work as well. I can give you a name and you can work out the details with him, 
and he gave my name and I didn't know the gentleman and the gentleman's office called. 
I'm like, Okay, I got stuff to do. I never got around to returning the call. Finally, a number 
was calling my phone and I didn't know the number, and he sent me a text, and goes: this 
is ambassador so-and-so. I'd appreciate it if you would take my call. So I called him back, 
and I apologized that I didn't know the number. Anyhow, we eventually hung out. We 



brought our sons,  Dr. Okpaku brought his son, I brought my son, and the ambassador 
brought his son. We had a great time in Manhattan. And that has led to opportunities and 
professional relationships I could not have imagined. And this is all because . . . And I 
should also mention that the gentleman went on to become president of the United 
Nations General Assembly, and this has led to opportunities I could not imagine. And this 
has led . . .  and informed my hope that there are technocrats from the continent who are 
embedded in international systems who can lead the resurgence of African countries. And 
for a guy whose professional life is rooted in economic theory of convergence, the catch 
up effect - that is very comforting to me and this all . . . draws a direct line to Georgetown 
University. I have captains of industry on the continent who want to reach out to me to 
have conversations about global risk management. I don't know them. They know me by 
reputation, and I'd like to think that Georgetown University has something to do with that. 
There are a number of this organizations that have private dialog invitation only dialog, but 
I think that a Georgetown University pedigree is instrumental to the credibility because 
people have to listen first. And that's the key. It allows folks to want to hear what you want 
to say. And again, as I say, I don't care what your discipline is. If you graduate from 
Georgetown, you have something important to say and you are going to make that sale.  
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [01:05:10] Thank you for that.  

 
O. Felix Obi [01:05:12] My pleasure.  

 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [01:05:13] Earlier in the interview, you shared with us your advice on 

how we could encourage more Black students to get involved in public policy and 
leadership initiatives within the Georgetown community and from outside our community. 
I'd like to know if you have any more advice for Black students at Georgetown beyond 
what you said earlier?  
 
O. Felix Obi [01:05:39] So and I think your story as you've just narrated it is the blueprint. 

You have to assume leadership positions. You have to seek them out and you have to 
excel, at least put in your best effort. I think people really respect that. Sometimes 
outcomes can be other factors can affect outcome. Well, the one factor that we can all 
control is effort. And the biggest effort is showing up. So what I would encourage is that we 
show up. Give it your best effort by and by word and deed, you are telling our own story. 
And be sure that the issues include those that resonate with our community, the issues, 
the organizations that are issues that resonate, include those that resonate with our 
community. Be part of the Black Student Alliance. When you graduate joined the Black 
Alumni Summit, attend and be part of the event.  And I know that sometimes it can be just 
by percentage of the population, we're not going to be one of those that we're likely not 
going to have high numbers at event, social events and otherwise. And it can sometimes, 
be discouraging, and not very encouraging when you show up and you're one of a handful. 
But that's also an opportunity; that means you be easy for folks to remember who you 
were if you just showed up and if you just put in your best effort. There is actually an 
advantage to that. What I would encourage is to follow your blueprint, whether it is at the 
McCourt School, the Law Center, the McDonough School, the School of Foreign Service, 
be part of an organization. Vie for the leadership, have ideas on how to bring value, and try 
to execute. In just doing these things, you are manifesting Black excellence. If you are able 
to successfully execute on any of them, you've just advanced the Black agenda. And just 
your being there is a  testament that we're just simply as good and better than most. And I 
hope others have the right to also think of themselves as being better than most. But the 
idea is we have to show up and we have to count. So now I'm going to go out of my way to 
deliberately look for events out of the McCourt School and hopefully in collaboration with 



other schools from the Black African Policy Group. And I look forward to watching those 
events, and I wish you guys good luck. What you're doing, at least as I understand it, is 
what you're supposed to do and that's how you drive the value of  Black excellence.   
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [01:08:56] Thank you for the kind words. And of course, we work hard 

to ensure that we imbibe some of these ideals that have been left to us for people like you 
and other great Black alumni members of the alumni community. We're going to end the 
interview with a question that is a bit personal but still connected to the previous question. 
What do you, Mr. Felix, will be to be Black at Georgetown? What did it mean for you to be 
Black in the community, which, like you said at the time, wasn't nearly as diverse as it is 
now?  
 
O. Felix Obi [01:09:45] You know, the interesting thing is that I've never, on some level. 

I've always lived my life trying to be the best version of myself. Not trying to be perfect, but 
being the best version of myself. My parents would always tell us when we were kids that 
we were ambassadors of his home and that when we go out with have a duty to be the 
best version of ourselves, not to be perfect. Nobody is. So I've always felt that I had a duty 
to carry myself in a manner that brought values to my community. I always felt that both in 
attitude, mannerism and character, that I try to establish and reinforce a narrative that, you 
know, you mean, that we are despite all that the Black race has gone through, that we are 
capable of as brilliant, as passionate just as much as anybody else. That was how I tried to 
live every day, and I know that can be a bit of a pressure, but I was comforted with the 
hope that that would make it easier for the next generation of Hoyas. And see how you 
and many others are thriving, I think that's a little bit of truth in there. And I can't imagine it 
is all that easy, even for you. But and I hope that you share in in my in the comfort that I 
had in the knowledge that whatever we do, whatever marker of excellence that we lead in 
makes it easier for the generations to come. So, I would just say that if I had a chance to 
do it a thousand times, I'll be a Hoya and I could not be more proud of my years at 
Georgetown and I could not be more proud to be a Hoya.   
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [01:11:59] Thank you very much, Mr. Felix. Thank you for sharing 

personal information. Thank you for sharing your perspectives. And thank you for spending 
the time with We are Georgetown: Celebrating our Black History Oral History organization 
today. We hope we can engage with you in the future and that you will always be available 
when we call for similar activities. Thank you very much.  
 
O. Felix Obi [01:12:29] Oh my pleasure. It's been a privilege and a joy. Hope to see you 

soon.   
 
Ijeoma Nwakuche [01:12:34] You too.  
 


