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In Omaha, Nebraska, Malcolm X was
born Malcolm Little, the son of Earl and
Louise Little. Earl Little followed Marcus
Garvey, who instilled racial pride among
masses of African Americans. Little died at
a relatively young age, leaving his wife and
eight children in extreme poverty, “We
would be so hungry,” Malcolm X later re-
ported, “we were dizzy.” Malcolm Little
quit school at age fifteen and moved to
Harlem where, he recalled he became a
thief and a drug dealer.

At age twenty, Little entered prison
and began to educate himself. When he
learned about the Nation of Islam (or
Black Muslims), led by Elijah Muhammad,
he became an eager convert. He accepted
Elijah Muhammad’s doctrine that white
people were devils and rejoiced in a new-
found racial identity. Leaving prison, he
met Elijah Muhammad and replaced his
own last name with “X,” which stands for
the African name his ancestors lost when
brought to the United States in slave ships.

Malcolm X became an extremely pop-
ular evangelist for the Nation of Islam, re-
cruiting new members and emphasizing
African American pride. With brilliant fa-
bles, analogies, and turns of speech, he el-
evated the spirits of urban blacks trapped
by segregation. He condemned hypocriti-
cal whites for preaching love and democ-
racy while treating blacks as subhuman. In
“Message to the Grass Roots,” he criti-
cized African Americans for their submis-
sion to whites:

As long as the white man sent you to Korea,
you bled. He sent you to Germany, you bled.
He sent you to the South Pacific to fight the
Japanese, you bled. You bleed for white peo-
ple, but when it comes to seeing your own
churches being bombed and little black girls
murdered, you haven’t got any blood. You

bleed when the white man says bleed; you
bite when the white man says bite; and you
bark when the white man says bark. I bate
to say this about us, but it’s true.

Malcolm X also castigated Martin Luther
King, Jr., but his fiery, uncompromising mil-
itance helped prepare whites to accept
King’s message, which, by contrast, seemed
moderate and palatable.

“The Ballot or the Bullet” is an address
delivered in 1964, shortly after Malcolm X
announced his break with the Nation of Is-
lam, He had learned of Elijah Muhammad’s
flaws and became bitterly disenchanted
with the man who “had virtually raised me
from the dead.” Recovering from disillu-
sionment, he made a pilgrimage to Mecca,
met white followers of Islam, and became
more accepting of some whites. After re-
turning to the United States, he formed the
Organization of Afro-American Unity. In
1965, however, black assailants murdered
him in a hail of gunfire.

Mourned by Harlemites and praised
by portions of the Third World press, Mal-
colm X had been damned by the estab-
lished American media. The New York
Times, for example, had branded him an
“irresponsible demagogue.” The eloquent
Malcolm X, however, had the last word.
He had dictated his life story to Alex Ha-
ley. The posthumous Autobiography of Mal-
colm X portrays a person capable of the
most startling self-transformation: from a
starving child, to a parasitic criminal, to an
angry but uplifting orator, to a notably more
tolerant leader worthy of a world stage.
Though challenged over some of its details,
the best-selling Autobiography of Malcolm X
brilliantly portrays American race relations.

Keith D. Miller
Arizona State University
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from The Autobiography of Malcolm X

from Chapter 19: 1965

I kept having all kinds of troubles trying to develop the kind of Black Nationalist or-

gan.ization I'wanted to build for the American Negro. Why Black Nationalism? Well,

in the competitive American society, how can there ever be any white-black solidar-
ity before there is first some black solidarity? If you will remember, in my childhood

I had been exposed to the Black Nationalist teachings of Marcus Garvey—which, in
fact, I had been told had led to my father’s murder. Even when I was a follower of
Elijah Muhammad, I had been strongly aware of how the Black Nationalist political,
ec.;onomic and social philosophies had the ability to instill within black men the racial
fhgnity, the incentive, and the confidence that the black race needs today to get up off
its knees, and to get on its feet, and get rid of its scars, and to take a stand for itself,

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 so-
clety in which there could exist honest white-black brotherhood—was that my ear-
lier public image, my old so-called “Black Muslim” image, kept blocking me. I was
trying to gradually reshape that image. I was trying to turn a corner, into a new re-
gard by the public, especially Negroes: I was no less angry than I had been, but at the
same time the true brotherhood I had seen in the Holy World had influenced me to
recognize the anger can blind human vision.

Every free moment I could find, I did a lot of talking to key people whom I knew
around Harlem, and I made a lot of speeches, saying: “True Islam taught me that it
takes al/ qf t‘he religious, political, economic, psychological, and racial ingredients, or
charic'fensucs, to make the Human Family and the Human Society complete.

_ Since I learned the #ruth in Mecca, my dearest friends have come to include i/
kmds—»:-some Christians, Jews, Buddhists, Hindus, agnostics, and even atheists!
hgve friends who are called Capitalists, Socialists, and Communists! Some of my
friends are moderates, conservatives, extremists—some are even Uncle Toms! My
friends today are black, brown, red, yellow, and white!”

I'said to Harlem street audiences that only when mankind would submit to the
One God who created all—only then would mankind even approach the “peace” of
which so much #a/k could be heard . . . but toward which so little action was seen.

I said that on the American racial level, we had to approach the black man’s
struggle against the white man’s racism as a human problem, that we had to forget
hypocritical politics and propaganda. I said that both races, as human beings, had
the obligation, the responsibility, of helping to correct America’s human problem.
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The well-meaning white people, I said, had to combat, actively and directly, the
racism in other white people. And the black people had to build within themselves
much greater awareness that along with equal rights there had to be the bearing of
equal responsibilities.

I knew, better than most Negroes, how many white people truly wanted to see
American racial problems solved. I knew that many whites were as frustrated as Ne-
groes. I'll bet I got fifty letters some days from white people. The white people in
meeting audiences would throng around me, asking me, after I had addressed them
somewhere, “What can a sincere white person do?”

When I say that here now, it makes me think about the little co-ed I told you
about, the one who flew from her New England college down to New York and came
up to me in the Nation of Islam’s restaurant in Harlem, and I told her that there was
“nothing” she could do. I regret that I told her that. I wish that now I knew her name,
or where I could telephone her, or write to her, and tell her what I tell white people
now when they present themselves as being sincere, and ask me, one way or another,
the same thing that she asked.

The first thing I tell them is that at least where my own particular Black National-
ist organization, the Organization of Afro-American Unity, is concerned, they can’t join
us. I have these very deep feelings that white people who want to join black organiza-
tions are really just taking the escapist way to salve their consciences. By visibly hover-
ing near us, they are “proving” that they are “with us.” But the hard truth is this isn’t
helping to solve America’s racist problem. The Negroes aren’t the racists. Where the re-
ally sincere white people have got to do their “proving” of themselves is not among the
black victims, but on the battle lines of where America’s racism really is—and that’s in
their own home communities; America’s racism is among their own fellow whites. That’s
where the sincere whites who really mean to accomplish something have got to work.

Aside from that, I mean nothing against any sincere whites, when I say that as mem-
bers of black organizations, generally whites’ very presence subtly renders the black or-
ganization automatically less effective. Even the best white members will slow down the
Negroes’ discovery of what they need to do, and particularly of what they can do—for
themselves, working by themselves, among their own kind, in their own communities.

I sure don’t want to hurt anybody’s feelings, but in fact I'll even go so far as to
say that I never really trust the kind of white people who are always so anxious to
hang around Negroes, or to hang around in Negro communities. I don’t trust the
kind of whites who love having Negroes always hanging around them. I don’t
know—this feeling may be a throwback to the years when I was hustling in Harlem
and all of those red-faced, drunk whites in the after-hours clubs were always grab-
bing hold of some Negroes and talking about “I just want you to know you’re just as
good as I am—” And then they got back in their taxicabs and black limousines and
went back downtown to the places where they lived and worked, where no blacks
except servants had better get caught. But, anyway, I know that every time that
whites join a black organization, you watch, pretty soon the blacks will be leaning on
the whites to support it, and before you know it a black may be up front with a title,
but the whites, because of their money, are the real controllers.

I tell sincere white people, “Work in conjunction with us—each of us working
among our own kind.” Let sincere white individuals find all other white people they
can who feel as they do—and let them form their own all-white groups, to work try-
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ing to convert other white people who are thinking and acting so racist. Let sincere
whites go and teach non-violence to white people!

We will completely respect our white co-workers. They will deserve every credit,
We will give them every credit. We will meanwhile be working among our own kind,
in our own black communities—showing and teaching black men in ways that other
black men can—that the black man has got to help himself. Working separately, the
sincere white people and sincere black people actually will be together.

In our mutual sincerity we might be able to show a road to the salvation of
America’s very soul. It can only be salvaged if human rights and dignity, in full, are
extended to black men. Only such real, meaningful actions as those which are sin-
cerely motivated from a deep sense of humanism and moral responsibility can get at
the basic causes that produce the racial explosions in America today. Otherwise, the
racial explosions are only going to grow worse. Certainly nothing is ever going to be
solved by throwing upon me and other so-called black “extremists” and “dema-
gogues” the blame for the racism that is in America.

Sometimes, I have dared to dream to myself that one day, history may even say
that my voice—which disturbed the white man’s smugness, and his arrogance, and
his complacency—that my voice helped to save America from a grave, possibly even
a fatal catastrophe.

The goal has always been the same, with the approaches to it as different as mine
and Dr. Martin Luther King’s non-violent marching, that dramatizes the brutality
and the evil of the white man against defenseless blacks. And in the racial climate of
this country today, it is anybody’s guess which of the “extremes” in approach to the
black man’s problems might personally meet a fatal catastrophe first—“non-violent”
Dr. King, ot so-called “violent” me,

Anything I do today, I regard as urgent. No man is given but so much time to ac-
complish whatever is his life’s work. My life in particular never has stayed fixed in
one position for very long. You have seen how throughout my life, I have often
known unexpected drastic changes.

I am only facing the facts when I know that any moment of any day, or any night,
could bring me death. This is particularly true since the last trip that I made abroad.
I have seen the nature of things that are happening, and I have heard things from
sources which are reliable.

To speculate about dying doesn’t disturb me as it might some people. I never
have felt that I would live to become an old man. Even before I was a Muslim—when
I'was a hustler in the ghetto jungle, and then a criminal in prison, it always stayed on
my mind that I could die a violent death. In fact, it runs in my family. My father and
most of his brothers died by violence—my father because of what he believed in. To
come right down to it, if I take the kind of things in which I believe, then add to that
the kind of temperament that I have, plus the one hundred percent dedication I have
to whatever I believe in—these are ingredients which make it just about impossible
for me to die of old age.

I have given to this book so much of whatever time I have because I feel, and I
hope, that if I honestly and fully tell my life’s account, read objectively it might prove
to be a testimony of some social value,

Malcolm X The Autobiography of Malcolm X » 2631

I think that an objective reader may see how in the society to which I was ex-
posed as a black youth here in America, for me to wind up in a prison was really just
about inevitable. It happens to so many thousands of black youth.

I think than an objective reader may see how when I heard “The white man is
the devil,” when I played back what had been my own experiences, it was inevitable
that I would respond positively: then the next twelve years of my life were devoted
and dedicated to propagating that phrase among the black people.

I think, I hope, that the objective reader, in following my life—the life of only
one ghetto-created Negro—may gain a better picture and understanding than he has
previously had of the black ghettoes which are shaping the lives and the thinking of
almost all of the 22 million Negroes who live in America.

Thicker each year in these ghettoes is the kind of teenager that I was—with the
wrong kinds of heroes, and the wrong kinds of influences. I am not saying that all of
them become the kind of parasite that I was. Fortunately, by far most do not. But still,
the small fraction who do add up to an annual total of more and more costly, danger-
ous youthful criminals. The EB.L not long ago released a report of a shocking rise in
crime each successive year since the end of World War II—ten to twelve percent each
year. The report did not say so in so many words, but I am saying that the majority of
that crime increase in annually spawned in the black ghettoes which the American racist
society permits to exist. In the 1964 “long, hot summer” riots in major cities across the
United States, the socially disinherited black ghetto youth were always at the forefront.

In this year, 1965, I am certain that more—and worse—riots are going to erupt, in
yet more cities, in spite of the conscience-salving Civil Rights Bill. The reason is that the
cause of these riots, the racist malignancy in America, has been too long unattended.

I believe that it would be almost impossible to find anywhere in America a black
man who has lived further down in the mud of human society than I have; or a black
man who has been any more ignorant than I have been; or a black man who has suf-
fered more anguish during his life than I have. But it is only after the deepest dark-
ness that the greatest joy can come; it is only after slavery and prison that the sweet-
est appreciation of freedom can come. ;

For the freedom of my twenty-two million black brothers and sisters here in
America, I do believe that I have fought the best that I knew how, and the best that I
could, with the shortcomings that I have had. I know that my shortcomings are many.

. My greatest lack has been, I believe, that I don’t have the kind of academic edu-
cation I wish I had been able to get—to have been a lawyer, perhaps. I do believe that
I might have made a good lawyer. I have always loved verbal battle, and challenge.
You can believe me that if I had the time right now, I would not be one bit ashamed
to go back into any New York City public school and start where I left off at the ninth
grade, and go on through a degree. Because I don’t begin to be academically equipped
for so many of the interest that I have. For instance, I love languages. I wish I were an
accomplished linguist. I don’t know anything more frustrating than to be around peo-
ple talking something you can’t understand. Especially when they are people who
look just like you. In Africa, I heard original mother tongues, such as Hausa, and
Swahili, being spoken, and there I was standing like some little boy, waiting for some-
one to tell me what had been said; I never will forget how ignorant I felt.

Aside from the basic African dialects, I would try to learn Chinese, because it
looks as if Chinese will be the most powerful political language of the future. And
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already I have begun studying Arabic, which I think is going to be the most power-
ful spiritual language of the future.

I would just like to study. I mean ranging study, because I have a wide-open
mind. I'm interested in almost any subject you can mention. I know this is the rea-
son I have come to really like, as individuals, some of the hosts of radio or television
panel programs I have been on, and to respect their minds—because even if they
have been almost steadily in disagreement with me on the race issue, they still kept
their minds open and objective about the truths of things happening in this world.
Irv Kupcinet in Chicago, and Barry Farber, Barry Gray and Mike Wallace in New
York—people like them. They also let me see that they respected my mind—in a way
I know they never realized. The way I knew was that often they would invite my opin-
ion on subjects off the race issue. Sometimes, after the programs, we would sit
around and talk about all kinds of things, current events and other things, for an
hour or more. You see, most whites, even when they credit a Negro with some intel-
ligence, will still feel that all he can talk about is the race issue; most whites never feel
that Negroes can contribute anything to other areas of thought, and ideas. You just
notice how rarely you will ever hear whites asking any Negroes what they thing about
the problem of world health, or the space race to land men on the moon.

Every morning when I wake up, now, I regard it as having another borrowed
day. In any city, wherever I go, making speeches, holding meetings of my organiza-
tion, or attending to other business, black men are watching every move I make,
awaiting their chance to kill me, I have said publicly many times that I know that they
have their orders. Anyone who chooses not to believe what I am saying doesn’t know
the Muslims in the Nation of Islam.

But I am also blessed with faithful followers who are, I believe, as dedicated to
me as I once was to Mr. Elijah Muhammad. Those who would hunt a man need to
remember that a jungle also contains those who hunt the hunters.

I know, too, that I could suddenly die at the hands of some white racists. Or I
could die at the hands of some Negro hired by the white man. Or it could be some
brainwashed Negro acting on his own idea that by eliminating me he would be help-
ing out the white man, because I talk about the white man the way I do.

Anyway, now, each day I live as if I am already dead, and I tell you what I would
like for you to do. when I a7 dead—I say it that way because from the things I know,
I do not expect to live long enough to read this book in its finished form—1I want you
to just watch and see if I'm not right in what I say: that the white man, in his press,
is going to identifying me with “hate.”

He will make use of me dead, as he has made use of me alive, as a convenient

symbol of “hatred”—and that will help him to escape facing the truth that all I have
been doing is holding up a mirror to reflect, to show, the history of unspeakable
crimes that his race has committed against my race.

You watch. I will be labeled as, at best, an “irresponsible” black man. I have al-
ways felt about this accusation that the black “leader” whom white men consider to
be “responsible” is invariably the black “leader” who never gets any results. You only
get action as a black man if you are regarded by the white man as “irresponsible.” In
fact, this much I had learned when I was just a little boy. And since I have been some
kind of a “leader” of black people here in the racist society of America, I have been
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more reassured each time the white man resisted me, or attacked me harder—be-
cause each time made me more certain that I was on the right track in the American
black man’s best interests. The racist white man’s opposition automatically made me
know that I did offer the black man something worthwhile.

Yes, I have cherished my “demagogue” role. I know that societies often have
killed the people who have helped to change those societies. And if I can die having
brought any light, having exposed any meaningful truth that will help to destroy the
racist cancer that is malignant in the body of America—then, all of the credit is due
to Allah. Only the mistakes have been mine.
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