Malcolm Little (1925-1941)

Malcolm Little was an average youngster who wanted a
good life but was stopped by racism
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Malcolm X was born in Omaha,
Nebraska, May 19,1925. Check it
out: Rowena Moore and some of
her friends have set u p the Malcolm
X Foundation in Omaha and are
planning to build a major youth
center and museum o n the site of
his birth.
His father, Reverend Earl Little, was
a Baptist preacher and his mother a
housewife from Grenada. Both
parents were activists in the
Universal Negro Improvement
Association led by Marcus Gamey
Malcolm X was born into a cauldron
of the radical Black tradition.
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After being run out of Omaha by
racists, his father was killed by other
racists in Michigan. (Another name
for racist murder is lynching!) This
helped to destroy Malcolm's family.
His mother faced great difficulty
keeping the family together,
suffered emotional problems, and
was given little support from the
welfare system. In fact, the welfare
system finally broke up the family
and Malcolm was forced to live in a
foster home separate from his
brothers and sisters.
Malcolm was a good kid, smart,
ambitious, and full of energy
However, the racism that murdered
his father and drove his mother into
a mental institution began to work
on him. He was reduced to being a
"mascot" in settings with whites.
And even his teachers failed to
support him.

Somehow, I happened to be alone in the classroom with
M E Ostrowski, my English teacher (in 8th grade) ... I had
gotten some of my best marks under him, and he had
always made me feel that he liked me...He told me,
“Malcolm,you ought to be thinking about a career: Have
you been giving it thought?’ The truth is, I hadn’t. I never
havefigured out why I told him, “Well,yes, sir; I’ve been
thinking I’d like to be a lawyer:”...He kind of half-smiled
and said, “Malcolm,one of life’sfirst needs isfor us to be
realistic. Don’t misunderstand me now. We all here like
you, you know that. But you’ve got to be realistic about
being a nigger: A lawyer --that’s no realisticgoal for a
nigger. You need to think about something you can be.
You ’regood with your hands -- making things. Everybody
admires your carpentry shop work. Why don’t you plan
on carpentry? People like you as a person -- you’d get all
kinds of work. The more I thought afterwards about
what he said, the more uneasy it made me...it was then
that I began to change -- inside.
(Autobiography,pp 36-37)

Malcolm was born into a strong family, but it was
destroyed. How did this happen? What role did racism
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Malcolm moved to Boston to live
with his half-sister, Ella Collins.
Even during his teenage years
Malcolm despised the hypocrisy of
the Black middle class. He refused
to accommodate himself to the
conventions of a "straight" life, and
took to the streets. He turned to
fast livin' flashy clothes, easy
money, hot dance steps, and plenty
of reefer (and any other kind of
drugs he could get his hands on).

-
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Back in Omaha, Nebraska and
Lansing, Michigan, Malcolm had
accepted the racial taboo of staying
away from white girls. However, as
Detroit Red, his name as a young
gangster, Malcolm defied this racial
taboo and took for his girl friend a
married white woman. He brashly
flaunted her as a symbol of racial
and sexual conquest.

Malcolm had become a criminal, a
petty thief, a ghetto hustler. Again,
he violated every moral teaching of
his father and mother, of his
community, of his radical Black
tradition.

As you would expect, since he
wasn't killed (although the close
calls were too frequent for comfort)
he ended up in jail. He was so
totally a criminal that even the other
inmates gave him the nickname
"Satan". But it was here in prison
that Malcolm began a new journey
21

I was a true hustler -- uneducated, unskilled at anything
honorable, and I considered myself nervy and cunning
enough to live by my wits, exploiting any prey that
presented itself I would riskjust about anything. Right
now, in every big city ghetto, tens of thousands of
yesterday's and today's school drop outs are keeping
body and soul together by some form of hustling in the
same way I did. And they inevitably move into more and
**

&

more, worse and worse, illegality and immorality. Full
time hustlers never can relax to appraise what they are
doing and where they are bound. As is the case in any
jungle, the hustler's every waking hour is lived with both
the practical and the subconscious knowledge that if he
ever relaxes, if he ever slows down, the other hungry,
restlessfoxes, fewets, wolves, and vultures out there with
him won't hesitate to make him their prey.
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Malcolm X (1952-1963)
Malcolm X was a Black nationalist Muslim minister
who exposed the racist barbarism of American life

Malcolm was fortunate because he
was saved. He met Bimbi, a prison
house intellectual, a man who
taught Malcolm X the power of
language and thought. He was
steered by Philbert, Reginald,
Wilfred, Ella, and Hilda, his brothers
and sisters, to Elijah Muhammad
and Islam. For the first time, in
spite of prison not because of it,
Malcolm recovered the radical Black
tradition intellectual study and
high moral discipline.

-
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Malcolm X established Temples in
most major cities, but spent the
majority of his time in Harlem,
Muslim Mosque #7. He also set up
the organization’s newspaper
Muhammad Speaks. This became a
major publication for radical Black
activists of the 1960’s.

His lasting impact is how he
represented the radical Black
tradition in confronting the white
establishment mainstream. He went
on radio and TV talk shows and
debated journalists (Black and
white), he went into every type of
academic setting and debated the
professors and students, and he
debated left wing white radicals as
well.
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EIijah Muhammad spoke of how in
this wilderness of North America,
for centuries the " blue-eyed devil
white man" had brainwashed the
"so-called Negro". He told us how,
as one result, the Black man in
America was "mentally, morally,
and spiritually dead". Elijah
Muhammad spoke of how the Black
man was the Original Man, who
had been kidnapped from his
homeland and stripped of his
language, his culture, hisfamily
structure, hisfamily name, until
the Black man in America did not
even realize who he was. He told
us, and showed us, how his
teachings of the true knowledge of
28

ourselves would lift up the Black
man from the bottom of the white
man’s society and place the Black
man back where he had begun, at
the top of civilization.
(Autobiography, p.. 199)
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Omowale (1964-1965)

:

Omowale was an anti-imperialist, panafricanist who
expanded his religion and nationalism toward world
brotherhood

Malcolm X became a major leader in
the Black liberation movement as
well as the leading spokesperson of
the Nation of Islam. But these two
roles were soon in conflict. He
broke with the NO1 and began to
strive for greater unity throughout
the entire Black liberation
movement.

Malcolm formed two new
organizations: The Organization of
Afro-American Unity (OAAU), a
political organization, and the
Muslim Mosque Incorporated, a
religious organization.
During the last year of his life, he
traveled outside the United States as
much as he traveled within
including extensive travel in Africa.
In fact, when he was in Nigeria he
was given a traditional Yoruba
name, Omowale, meaning the son
who has returned home.
Malcolm took his message to
Europe as well. He lectured in
France and England. He had
debated at Harvard University in the
USA, and then was invited to debate
at Oxford University in England as
well. He was regarded as a
revolutionary spokesperson for
Blacks in the USA, for the African
diaspora, and for Third World
liberation forces in general.

Malcolm was assassinated February
21, 1965. His greatest lasting
political message directed our
attention to the necessity of militant
unity in action. His message was to
struggle for unity against a common
enemy His message was important
for Black people. His message was
important for all people. Actually
this isn’t all that surprising because
every time a major leader of Black
people in the USA has emerged they
have contributed to the expansion
of democracy for everyone in the
country. Malcolm is no exception
in the radical Black tradition. He
fought for freedom, justice, and
equality for Black people and for

It was a big order -- the
organization that I was creating in
my mind, one which would help to
challenge the American Black man
to gain his human rights, and to
cure his mental, spiritual,
economic, andpolitical

sicknesses. But if you ever intend to do anything
worthwhile, you have to start with a worthwhile plan,
Substantially, as Isaw it, the organization I hoped to
build would differ from the Nationof Islam in that it
would embrace allfaiths of Black men, and it would
carry intopractice what the Nation of Islam had
preached...One of the major troubles that I was having in
building the organization that I wanted -- an all-Black
organization whose ultimate objective was to help create
a society in which there could exist honest white-Black
brotherhood -- was that my earlierpublic image, my socalled "Black Muslim" image, kept blocking me. I was
trying to gradually reshape that image. I was trying to
turn a corner, into a new regard by the public, especially
Negroes; I was no less angry than I bad been, but at the
same time the true brotherhood I had seen in the Holy
World had influenced me to recognize that anger can
blind human vision.
(Autobiography, pp 320,381)

Check it out!

In the last year of his life,
Malcolm created two
organizations: Muslim Mosque
Inc. and the Organization of
Afro-American Unity (OAUU) .
What are the differences
between them? Also, one of the
greatest points of controversy
about Malcolm is the extent to
which his life changed in the last
2 or 3 years. Think about what
changes took place in
Malcolm's point of view.
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The End ofWhite World Supremacy

One of the greatest strengths of our radical Black tradition
is its relentless opposition to Eurocentrism. The
Eurocentric viewpoint is that Greece and Rome laid the
foundation for the eternal white European dominance of
the world. Elijah Muhammad continued the radical Black
tradition of exposing this lie and in its place articulated an
Afrocentric philosophy of history that links the fall of
countries to the extent that their wealth was based on
exploitation, "the sin of slavery". Malcolm X stressed this
point to liberate our consciousness to consider a postAmerican history of the world.

The Honorable Elijah Muhammad
teaches us that as it was the evil sin
of slavery that caused the downfall
and destruction of ancient Egypt
and Babylon, and of ancient
Greece, as well as ancient Rome, so
it was the evil sin of colonialism
(slavery, nineteenth-century
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European style) that caused the
collapse of the white nations in
present-day Europe as world
powers. Unbiased scholars and
unbiased observers agree that the
wealth and power of white Europe
has rapidly declined during the
nineteen-yearperiod between
World War II and today. So we of
this present generation are also
witnessing how the enslavement of
millions of Blackpeople in this
country is now bringing White
America to her hour of judgment,
to her downfall as a respected
nation. And even those Americans
who are blinded by childlike
patriotism can see that it is only a
matter of time before White
America too will be utterly
destroyed by her own sins,and all
traces of herformer glory will be
removed from thisplanet forever.
What do you think?

December; 1963
(Autobiography, pp 121-122)

While in the Nation of Islam, Malcolm spoke out against US
imperialism based on world history and religion. One
aspect of this was limited to a Black perspective, while in
another sense it suggests a universal understanding of
history. How and why does Malcolm explain the rise and
fall of countries?What "sins" are being committed against
Black people in the USA? Why will the USA fall?

The church played an important role in the civil rights
struggle. -After all, Martin Luther King was a Baptist
preacher (just like Malcolm's father), church songs were
rewritten to focus on the struggle, and church buildings
were used for mass meetings and centers of mobilization.
But this was the connection between religion and
nonviolence, and Malcolm X represented an alternative
view to this.
Malcolm X was a Muslim, but when he did focus on the
Bible it was more likely to be the Old Testament maxim of
moral payback!
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peacefuIIy. Our religion teaches u s
to be inteIIigent. Be peaceful, be
courteous, obey the law, respect
everyone; but if someone puts his
hand on you, send him to the
cemetery. That's a good religion. In
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Economic Exploitation
Black people have been so thoroughly exploited and
oppressed by their white captors and descendants that it is
easy to see the revolutionary implications of moral and
political reciprocity
But some would say that slavery ended well over 100 years
ago, and we have had important changes since then. They
say we have a system of democracy and economically the
highest standard of living in the world, especially for Black
people. Malcolm was critical of this point of view,
especially when Black people believed it!

What kind of economic system
is Malcolm X talking about?
Was Malcolm a Black capitalist
or a Black socialist?
I

You tell me what kind of country this is. Why should we
do the dirtiestjobsfor the lowestpay? Why should we do
the hardest work for the lowestpay? Why should we pay
the most moneyfor the worst kind offood and the most
moneyfor the worst kind of place to live in? I'm telling
you we do it because we live in one of the rottenest
countries that has ever existed on this earth. It's the
system that is rotten...It's a system of exploitation, a
political and economic system of exloitation, of outright
humiliation, degradation, discrimination -- all of the
negative things that you can run into...And the things that
theypractice against you and me are worse than some of
the things that theypracticed in Germany against the
Jews...And you run around heregetting ready to get
drafted and go someplace and defend it. Someone needs
to crack you up 'sideyour head.
(By Any Means Necessary, pp 4748)
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Message to the Grass Roots

During the 1960’sthe term “grass
roots” gained in popularity in
opposition to “elite" civil rights
leaders. One of the most important
speeches by Malcolm X is his
“Message to the Grass Roots”. This
speech was delivered all over the
country in late 1963 and laid the
basis for the Black liberation
movement that coalesced with the
war cry of “BlackPower“ in 1966.
Malcolm made (what to many people was) a frightening
critique of white racism, and challenged Black people to
unite for self defense. He challenged the notion that white
liberals were different - a point that focused on their
“white-skinprivilege” and ability to choose when to be
outspoken about their liberal identity
The main impact that Malcolm had was on the masses of
Black people, common everyday sort of people in the
Black community. They loved Malcolm X because he spoke
from their reality, and he dared to violate the conventions
of race relations etiquette that had been institutionalized
by white liberals and the Black middle class.
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...America has a very serious problem.

Not only does
America have a very serious problem, but our people have
a very serious problem. America’s problem is us. We’re
herproblem...Once you face this as a fact, then you can
startplotting a course that will make you appear
intelligent, instead of unintelligent...We have a common
enemy. We have this in common: We have a common
oppressor; a common exploiter; and a common
discriminator. But once we all realize that we have a
common enemy, then we unite -- on the basis of what we
have in common. And what we have foremost in
common is that enemy -- the white man. He’s an enemy
to all of us. I know some ofyou all think that some of
them aren’t enemies. Time will tell.

November 1963

(MalcolmX Speaks, pp 4-5)

I

In this speech Malcolm
discusses common problems
and Black nationalism. In this
way he lays the basis for Black
unity in an overall way.
However, he also discusses the
differences between the house
slaves and the field slaves, a
difference that still exists today.
Both issues should be
considered. The issue also
involves leadership: how can we
develop progressive working
class leadership within the
Black community?

The Ballot or The Bullet

Malcolm X made a great contribution in helping to clarify
the relationship between reform and revolution, between
solving problems through electoral action versus solving
problems through retaliatory violence. He stressed that
Blacks were kept down through the force of racist violence
and murder. But Malcolm X did more than this, because he
attempted to lay down a program of Black unity, what he
called Black nationalism. The issue he raised is the
relationship of Black nationalism to reform and revolution.
This is an ideological issue of great importance.
At the time of World War I1 there were about 30 Black
elected officials in the entire US! By the time of Malcolm’s
assassination this number had increased nearly ten-fold,
but it remained a fraction of what it would have been in a
true democracy.

Malcolm X stressed the philosophy of Black nationalism,
the view that Black unity was an essential precondition to
the progress of Black people.

A

T h e political philosophy of Black
nationalism means that the Black
man should control the politics
and the politicians in his own
community.. .The economic
philosophy of Black nationalism is
pure and simple. It only means
that we should control the economy
of our community...The social
philosophy of Black nationalism
only means that we have to get
together and remove the evils, the
vices, alcoholism, drug addiction,
and other evils that are destroying
the moralfiber of our community.
We ourselves have to lift the Ievel of
our community, the standard of
our community to a higher level,
make our o w n society beautiful so
that we will be satisfied...,We’vegot
to change our own minds about
each other. We haue to see each
other with new eyes. We have to see
each other as brothers and sisters.
We have to come together with
warmth so we can develop unity
Dia this! and harmony that's necessary to
get this problem solved ourselves...if
Over the last 25 years there has
we seef i t then toform a Black
been a great practical struggle,
nationalist party, we’llform a
mostly dealing with electoral
Black nationalist party. I f i t s
struggle (especially with the
necessary toform a Black
election of Black mayors, and
nationalist army, we 'll form a
campaign on the state and
Black nationalist army. It’ll be the
national levels). The electoral
ballot or the bullet. It’ll be liberty
experience needs to be thought
or it’ll be death.
about and summed up in terms
April, 1964.
of who benefits and whose life
has remained the same or
(Malcolm X Speaks, p p 38-41)
gotten worse. Furthermore, we
have to find a way to carry out
Malcolm X s program at the
grass roots level.
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International Power Structure
The slave trade spread Black people
all over the world, and in various
places they suffered the specific
oppression of whichever European
power had control over them.
Sometimes this led people to think
that the problem was in the
domination they experienced the
USA, or France, or England.

-

Imperialism, especially today in the
International Monetary Fund and
the World Bank, is a total system in
which all of these countries
participate and share in the profits
of exploitation. Overall, it is one
system!
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Think about the "international power structure" today. How
will the unity of Europe in 1992 change things; and what
kind of OAAU do we need to build today? What rules of
struggle should we follow?

What do you think?

There is a worldwide revolution going on...what is it
revolting against? The power structure. TheAmerican
power structure? No. The French power structure? No.
The English power structure?No. Then whatpower
structure? An international Westernpower structure. An
internationalpower structure consisting of American
interests, French interests, English interests, Belgian
interests, European interests. These countries that
formerly colonized the dark manformed into a giant
international combine. A structure, a house that has
ruled the world up until now. And in recent times there
has been a revolution takingplace in Asia and Africa,
whacking away at the strength or at thefoundation of the
power structure.
(Malcolm X: The Last Speeches, p.127)
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The global pattern of exploitation
takes advantage of racism and is
mystified by the theoretical lies of
Eurocentrism, but it is not limited to
the "darker"peoples of Asia, Africa,
and Latin America. What about
Ireland? What about Eastern
Europe? Even within Europe itself
Everywhere in the world people are
rising up to fight against exploitation.
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I believe that there will ultimately be a clash between the
oppressed and those that do the oppressing. I believe that
there will be a clash between those who wantfreedom,
justice and equalityfor evey o n e and those who want to
continue the systems of exploitation...It is incorrect to
classify the revolt of the Negro as simply a racial conflict
of Black against white, or as a purely Americanproblem.
Rather we are today seeing a global rebellion of the
oppressed against the oppressor, the exploited against the
exploiter:

January, 1965
(Malcolm X Speaks, pp 232-233)
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1. Follow Malcolm Xs Example

There are more myths than truth about Malcolm X. The
first task is to study what Malcolm actually said and what
he did. It is important to follow his entire life and not just
one part of the four stages. The challenge for us is to
begin where Malcolm X left off, therefore the most
important speeches are those he gave in the last six
months of his life. There are no easy answers, no readymade solutions. We have to be serious, disciplined, and we
have to study.
2. Spread the Word

In order that others will able to follow Malcolm X's
example, we have to make sure that his books are available
to as many people as possible. We have to make sure his
books are in every library and bookstore. Every home
library should have books by Malcolm X, and toward this
end, his books should be given as gifts on birthdays and
holidays. Students should do research on Malcolm X in
school.
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3. Organize Community Self Defense
Self respect requires self defense against all forms of attack.
Black people are attacked on all fronts: mentally,
culturally, socially, politically, and physically. In the USA,
racist attacks have always threatened the survival of Black
people. What we need is the local organization of militant
activist study groups. These groups have to be independent, engage in study, use only community-based
resources, develop collective democratic decision making,
and stay away from the news media. The main tactic of self
defense is to educate and mobilize the community to arm
themselves with knowledge, and then to fight their
oppressors by any means necessary to gain freedom and
justice.

4. Respect and Protect Black Women
Black women have the responsibility to build an independent movement to fight for their special rights and to make
a special contribution to building the overall self defense
of the community Special effort should be made to
develop women as leaders, mastering the skills of public
speaking and political analysis.

5. Build International Solidarity
Malcolm X directed us to a global analysis and he stressed
unity with friends. It is critical now to unite through
concrete acts of solidarity with our friends in South Africa,
Eritrea, Palestine, Cuba, El Salvador, and Haiti. Moreover,
we must prepare for the overall world struggle against new
forms of imperialism and the neocolonial state in Africa,
Asia, and Latin America.
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1. Eurocentrism: This is an ideologicalframework that argues that
Europe is superior to all other areas of the world. Actually, it is a
rationalizationfor European military conquest and domination of other
countries by force. In general, this begins with the Renaissance and
the voyages of Christopher Columbus in 1492. Check Samir Amin,
Eurocentrism (NY: Monthly Review, 1989)

2. Imperialism: This is an economic system of world domination

whereby the banks and corporations in powerful countries control the
natural resources, labor and markets in Asia, Africa, and Latin
America. The main development of imperialism as a stage of
capitalism took place early in the 20th century. Since World War II, the
USA has been the leading imperialist country in the world, and while
today its economic dominance is over, it remains the main imperialist
military power.
3. Racism: This is the theory that some people are superior to others

based on biological or cultural traits. The main form of racism is white
racism that functions as part of Eurocentrism. Racism involves
prejudice (attitudes of negative prejudgment) and discrimination
(exclusionary behavior). This is expressedthrough individual acts,
institutional patterns, and the structures and norms of the overall
society.
4. Black Liberation: This is the general objective of the struggle for

justice, peace, and freedom by Black people everywhere in the world.
In every case it is the defeat of white racism, Eurocentrism, and
imperialism. It is the final goal of a process of social transformation
through which a society is redefined to be based on equality and
cooperation. The fight for Black liberation is a global struggle yet to be
won anywhere, but it is being carried out everywhere.
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TheAutobiography of Malcolm X
The Text and the Tradition
This is the most important book published in the 1960s.
It is a classic of 20th century autobiography and has been
cherished by progressive people everywhere in the world.
It ranks with the best: St. Augustine (the African Catholic
saint), Frederick Douglas (great African American abolitionist), and Kwame Nkrumah (father of independent
Africa). The autobiographical text, beginning with the
innovative slave narratives, is the foundation of Black
literary tradition.

The Autobiography of Malcolm X is required reading to
understand the contemporary black experience. This book
covers life as lived by the masses of people, what Malcolm
called "bottom of the pile Negroes." Here are the problems
of family life, street life, drugs and violence, crime and
prison. But we can also find religious transformation and
moral discipline, consciousness and commitment, study
and struggle.

Malcolm X dictated this book to Alex ask#*
drwExHALEy
Haley who provided him with edito- Jhrl)rrdknti"
rial support. He finished it shortly
before he died, but it was published
after he was murdered.
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Of all our studies, history is best
qualified to reward our research.
And when you see that you’ve got
problems, all you have to do is
examine the historic methods used
all over the world by others who
have problems similar to yours.
Once you see how they got theirs

