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The Life of Malcolm X

Before you read, familiarize yourself with the following groups and persons.

Nation of Islam : An African political and religious movement with the goals of improving the
mental, social, and economic condition of African Americans.

Elijah Muhammad : Founder of the Nation of Islam

Pan Africanism : A worldwide movement with the goal of strengthening solidarity of all people
of African descent.

Ku Klux Klan (KKK) : A white supremacist hate group founded in 1865.

Marcus Garvey : Originally from Jamaica, he moved to the U.S. and started the Universal Negro
Improvement Association and other organizations. He had a vision of Africa
unifying into one party which he would lead. He led the “Back-to-Africa”
movement and urged American blacks to migrate to Africa.

Uncle Tom : A black person who is eager to please or cooperate with whites. Uncle Tom is the

main character from Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 1852 novel, Uncle Tom’s Cabin.

(Excerpt of a speech by Malcolm X)
“Who taught you to hate your own kind? Who taught you to hate the race that you belong to?
So much so, that you don’t want to be around each other?.... You should ask yourself who

taught you to hate being what God gave you?”

When thinking of the subject of black civil rights, most people immediately think about
Martin Luther King, Jr. However, there was another charismatic, influential leader who also
became a global voice against racism. What makes this man’s story even more amazing is that
he overcame huge obstacles to become a voice for black people all over the world.

Malcolm Little (Malcolm X) was born in 1925 in Omaha, Nebraska. The 1920s were an
important time in black civil rights history. Various black leaders emerged and started to
organize black people to fight for their civil rights. Malcolm’s parents were supporters of the
Pan-African activist Marcus Garvey. However, this caused them to be harassed by the Ku
Klux Klan (KKK). Their house was burned down by the KKK. Malcolm’s family moved to
Michigan to escape the violence, but they continued to be harassed and attacked by the KKK.
When Malcolm was six, his father died in a suspicious “streetcar accident.” His mother believed
the KKK murdered him. In addition to this, four of Malcolm’s uncles were killed by white
racists. To make matters worse, his mother was committed to a mental institution when
Malcolm was 13, and he was sent to a foster home. Despite all this, Malcolm was an extremely
bright student and wanted to become a lawyer. However, one day his teacher told him that
becoming a lawyer was an unrealistic dream for a black boy. Discouraged, Malcolm dropped

out of school.



Eventually, Malcolm moved to Harlem in New York City at the age of 18, where he became
involved in crimes such as robbery and drug dealing. Malcolm was arrested and was sent to
prison for eight to 10 years. Being in prison was perhaps the low point of Malcolm’s life, but it
was also where Malcolm transformed into a future leader of the civil rights movement.

During his time in prison, Malcolm began to learn about the Nation of Islam and his leader,
Elijah Muhammad. Elijah Muhammad preached that whites were “devils” who were not
superior to black people. He urged his followers to separate from whites and promoted black
independence. Elijah Muhammad’s message was attractive to Malcolm. He started exchanging
letters with Elijah Muhammad and eventually became a member of the Nation of Islam.
Members of the Nation of Islam were encouraged to give up their given family names because
they were “slave names.” In this way, Malcolm Little became Malcolm X and began his journey
as a new man.

After Malcolm X was released from prison, he became very active in the Nation of Islam
under Elijah Muhammad’s instruction. He soon became assistant minister of a Nation of Islam
Temple in Detroit, Michigan. He then went on to establish and expand temples in Boston,
Philadelphia and New York. In a twist of fate, Malcolm returned to Harlem in New York—this
time not as a criminal, but as a leader of a temple.

Malcolm X urged blacks to obey the law and be respectable, but “not turn the other cheek”

to violence and racism from whites. Simply, his message was to stand up and fight, and

demand civil rights. He emphasized that blacks had the right to defend themselves against
violence. He also accused Martin Luther King Jr. of being an “Uncle Tom” for his message of

loving one’s enemies.

Then in 1957, members of the Nation of Islam were beaten and arrested by the New York
City police. Malcolm went to the police station and helped arrange medical and legal assistance
for them. Outside, an angry crowd of more than 4,000 people gathered. Malcolm X was able
to control the crowd and showed that he was truly a leader that black people would listen to.

However, Malcolm X began to have moral disagreements with Nation of Islam leader Elijah
Muhammad, and criticized him in public. Then in March of 1964, Malcolm X announced that he
was leaving the Nation of Islam. He felt his life was in danger because of his feud with Elijah
Muhammad.

Malcolm X then started to study the teachings of Sunni Islam. He performed Haji, the
Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca. During this pilgrimage, he saw how Muslims treated all persons,
black or white, as part of the same human family. He also met African leaders and other
leaders, which globalized his view of the fight for black liberation. He encouraged blacks
around the world to work together to battle inequality, and founded the Organization of Afro-
American Unity, an organization promoting Pan-Africanism.

Malcolm X continued to urge blacks to be strong and not put up with the oppression of the
white man. Then, on February 21%, 1965, he was assassinated by three Nation of Islam
members. Malcolm X’s message and life can still be seen in music, film and literature. His

autobiography was selected as one of the 10 most influential non-fiction books of the 20" century.
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