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INTRODUCTION

From Malcolm X’s vivid denunciations of racism outside of Harlem’s gritty storefronts, to Stokely Carmichael’s dramatic call for Black Power in Mississippi, radical black political activists during the civil rights and Black Power era openly questioned America’s capacity to extend full citizenship to African Americans. However, Malcolm’s and Carmichael’s confrontational styles and combative words have obscured their pivotal roles in transforming American democracy. Hailed as bold oracles of racial militancy, their defiant identification with underdogs, ranging from prisoners to sharecroppers, made them particularly attuned to democracy’s shortcomings and jagged edges. The image of Malcolm, his fingers stabbing the air to make a point about racial oppression in America, remains searing. Likewise, the vision of Carmichael, eyes blazing on a humid Mississippi evening as he asserted that only raw political power could definitively protect the lives of African Americans living in the South, persists in our cultural history. Like ancient museum artifacts, these images offer a powerful—if flattened—image of the past. But the popular memory of Malcolm and Carmichael remains misunderstood, focused as it is more on their fiery rhetorical style than the substantive meaning behind their words. Despite their volatile images, Malcolm and Carmichael played crucial roles in America’s extraordinary journey from Black Power to Barack Obama.

Since the nation’s inception, black Americans have been among the most vocal, eloquent, and longstanding proponents of American democracy. Yet due to their status as chattel slavery until 1865 and their subsequent legal disenfranchisement during the Jim Crow era that followed, African Americans’ relationship to democracy remains star-crossed.

In spite of the obstacles, however, black political leaders have held steadfast to a belief in the redemptive values of citizenship in pursuit of larger  goals of racial, political, and economic equality. This has remained true from Frederick Douglass’s famous 1852 speech extolling the paradoxical nature of Fourth of July celebrations in a nation scarred by slavery, to Ida B. Wells’s passionate antilynching crusade, and to W E. B. Du Bois’s groundbreaking work as a founder of the NAACP It is now common knowledge that the civil rights movement went a long way toward turning the rhetoric of democracy into a living reality for African Americans. The struggle for civil rights is characterized by a heroic period between the May 17, 1954, Brown Supreme Court decision and the August 6, 1965, passage of the Voting Rights Act. Out of this period, iconic images of activists have become enshrined in American memory, such as those who persevered through a long-shot bus boycott in Montgomery, Alabama, braved snarling German Shepherds and fire hoses in Birmingham, Alabama, and endured mob violence in Little Rock, Arkansas, and Oxford, Mississippi, all before reaching a symbolic mountaintop at the August 28, 1963, March On Washington. As a poetic capstone to this era, the November 4, 2008, presidential election of Barack Obama has become instant folklore: “Rosa sat, so Martin could walk, so Barack could run, so that your children can fly.”

 

As emotionally powerful as these words may be, they make for poor history. America’s civil rights era remains a far more complex, scattered story. The struggles for justice that animated the modern movement’s high point predated the 1954 Brown decision, just as they also endured beyond the 1965 passage of voting rights legislation.

It is important to keep in mind that struggles for civil rights were not merely confined to isolated bastions of racism in the South. Geographically, Northern civil rights activists likewise began crucial struggles for racial justice. For example, New York City activists waged rent-strikes and demonstrated for open-housing, while Detroit organizers labeled urban renewal programs “Negro removal” and started a brutal fight for school desegregation. Efforts for racial justice in New York, Ohio, Michigan, Illinois, and New Jersey were particularly acute as these five states contained the largest number of blacks living outside of Dixie.1

Like a children’s bedtime story, our national civil rights history demands a happy ending. The movement is remembered as a political and moral good, employing nonviolence to achieve unimpeachable, deserved rights. However, the movement’s resolute and sometimes militant challenge to American democracy’s fundamental flaws remains less visible, and its relationship to the Black Power era continues to be dangerously combustible.

The story requires a suitable hero, and Martin Luther King Jr., stripped of his complexities and ambiguities, is presented as a straight-out-of-central-casting leading man. Our memory of Martin Luther King Jr. remains incomplete when the activist’s increasingly radical critiques of American racism, poverty, and military adventures are eclipsed. Indeed, in the last three years leading up to his Thursday, April 4, 1968, assassination in Memphis, Tennessee, most national observers regarded King as more of a pariah than a prophet. Having spent the vast reserves of his moral and political capital criticizing the Vietnam War and urban and rural poverty, King gambled the remains of his reputation on a Poor People’s Campaign that attempted to shame elected officials into passing sweeping antipoverty legislation. Yet even King retained faith in the redeeming nature of American democracy. Others, however, remained more skeptical.

King’s all-consuming heroism requires not only one, but two major villains. Most often cast in the role of disgruntled spoiler to King’s dreamer, Malcolm X led a local, national, and global movement for Black Power that pointedly questioned democracy’s capacity to extend justice, opportunity, and equality to African Americans. As a local political and religious organizer in Harlem during the 1950s, Malcolm joined forces with labor, political, civic, and religious leaders to confront the police brutality, poverty, and violence plaguing urban black communities.

A national figure by the late 1950s, Malcolm participated in a long-running dialogue regarding the very nature of American democracy. In speech after speech during the early 1960s, Malcolm challenged the Kennedy administration to protect civil rights workers, punish racist law breakers, and protect the integrity of America’s Constitution. After breaking with the Nation of Islam in 1964, Malcolm expressed admiration for the Declaration of Independence’s lofty idealism while also castigating America for its failure to put that democratic theory into practice. Thus, Malcolm’s critique of American democracy defined the contours of the movement to come.

Most often remembered for coining the phrase “Black Power,” Stokely Carmichael was a civil rights militant turned Black Power activist who embodied the civil rights movement’s redemptive form and tone. As a member of the Student Non Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC, pronounced “snick”), Carmichael braved rural prison farms, tear gas, and routine violence in his painstaking efforts to secure poor sharecroppers the right to vote. By 1966, Carmichael argued that Black Power—the belief in self-determination, racial and cultural pride, and the global nature of domestic antiracist activism—held the key to the promotion of genuine democracy.

With his unabashedly confrontational public statements, Carmichael managed to scandalize the American public and press. Yet over four decades after “Black Power” entered the national lexicon, Carmichael’s complex challenge to American society remains vital to still raging debates over race, war, and democracy.

Black Power remains the most misunderstood social movement of the postwar era. It was demonized as the civil rights movement’s “evil twin” and stereotyped as a politics of rage practiced by gun-toting Black Panthers. Because of this, the movement’s supple intellectual provocations, pragmatic local character, and domestic- and foreign-policy critiques remain on the fringes of America’s memory of the 1960s. Nonetheless, Black Power’s cultural and political flourishes, militant posture, and provocative rhetoric permanently altered the contours of American identity, citizenship, and democracy.

It was at the neighborhood level, where activists blended radical and at times revolutionary rhetoric with political pragmatism, where Black Power’s quiet side emerged. Although some militants steadfastly promoted violent revolution to the bitter end, others proved more flexible, adopting strategies that helped the movement make enduring marks in education, art, and politics. Black Power-era politicians such as Maynard Jackson and Harold Washington embraced the movement, but with a moderate perspective that was attuned, they argued, to prevailing political realities.

As a result, the real and symbolic struggles that animated much of this postwar black activism have culminated in Barack Obama’s presidential election. For most Americans, Obama’s ascension to the pinnacle of political power vindicates King’s vision of a color-blind democracy. The image of the nation’s first African American president-elect instantly reverberated around the world as a triumphant testament to historic struggles for racial justice. However, Obama’s election also called into question the civil rights-era understanding of domestic race relations and the continued viability of the politics of racial solidarity. Conservative pundits put the matter more crudely, arguing that Obama’s election would end the politics of “racial grievances” practiced by “professional agitators” such as Jesse Jackson and Al Sharpton.

The truth is that Obama’s climb to the top of American politics does not so much illustrate the end but rather the evolution of black politics. Americans old enough to have lived through the 1960s collectively marveled at Obama’s election, a sight that many believed they would not witness in their lifetime. Yet the powerful symbolism attached to Obama’s election can do little to end generations of racially based poverty or restore income and  wealth lost during slavery and Jim Crow. Nor can it wipe away national scars of slavery and lynching. Obama’s election does, however, offer hope in the concept of democracy, one that African Americans, more than any other group, have always taken to heart. This does not mean, on the other hand, that it guarantees a more sophisticated approach to foreign policy toward Africa and the larger Third World. As Obama’s July 11, 2009, speech to the Ghanaian Parliament made painfully clear, American policy toward Africa (even with a black president) remains mired in a Janus-faced strategy that simultaneously acknowledges the brutal legacy of slavery and colonialism as a historical burden while it also ultimately locates blame for the continent’s present troubles on government corruption. Obama’s enormous popularity overseas and especially in Africa has helped gloss over such consistencies in U.S. policy after the transition to a black president. The politics of racial identification and solidarity implicit in Obama’s international appeal have made his every move outside of American soil a historic event, one in which symbolism, as in the case of Africa, at times overpowers substance. Six months after his inauguration and fresh from his trip to Ghana, Obama addressed America’s racial legacy directly in a July 16 speech to the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). It was an event that, from all reports, the president and the White House took seriously. Aides reported that Obama worked on the speech for two weeks and continued to make revisions right up until the last minuted 2

In New York City to celebrate the venerable civil rights group’s one hundredth anniversary, Obama gave his most lucid domestic speech about race since being inaugurated. In discussing the NAACP’s origins amid a particularly low period in black history—when unabated racial strife seemed to escalate with each passing day—Obama confronted part of America’s history that remains a sensitive national subject. In front of a well-heeled crowd of African American civic, political, and business leaders, he offered a brief history lesson that acknowledged the rough road traveled by generations of blacks in order to achieve the kind of racial progress that his very presence—as the nation’s first black president addressing a body devoted to ending racial discrimination—so powerfully symbolized. As he is fond of doing, Obama mentioned some of the epic battles fought during the civil rights era’s heroic period, including the Freedom Rides, the sit-in movement in Greensboro, North Carolina, and efforts to register black sharecroppers in Mississippi. Following a quick tour through the contemporary ills that find blacks more likely than any other group in the nation to face unemployment,  incarceration, and health crises, Obama discussed the need to challenge blacks to take on more personal responsibility.

In a passage from his speech that would be interrupted by applause four times, Obama transformed himself from statesman to preacher, admonishing black parents to teach their kids that, in spite of long odds, they could in fact succeed: “No one has written your destiny for you. Your destiny is in your hands—you cannot forget that. That’s what we have to teach all of our children.” For good measure and in a departure from his prepared text, the president continued: “No excuses. No excuses.”3

Before he closed his speech, Obama recalled his recent trip to Ghana’s Cape Coast Castle, a critical way station on the arduous journey from West Africa to the New World taken by untold numbers of Africans. He reminded those present of the courage displayed by blacks on their journey from slavery to freedom and challenged his audience to display the same tenacity as recent generations did during the civil rights movement in the 1950s and 1960s.

Part Sunday-morning sermon, part university lecture, and part autobiographical memoir, President Obama’s thirty-four minute speech navigated a racial tightrope made all the more difficult by his own political ascendance. While characterizing America as having “less discrimination” than at any other time in its history, by forthrightly discussing the litany of racially based challenges still confronting the black community, Obama’s address implicitly refuted the notion that his own election had thrust the nation into a “post-racial” future.

Portions of Obama’s speech that touched upon racism’s institutional legacy undoubtedly comforted black activists and organizers who were fearful that the nation’s first black president remained too reticent to directly address the most pernicious racial matters. Other parts of Obama’s NAACP speech—especially the “tough love” message to wayward black parents—galvanized the now accepted feeling within large swaths of the black community that the once-strong bonds of family, civility, love, and respect that sustained African Americans through slavery, Jim Crow, and poverty have become strained in the civil rights movement’s aftermath. The dissolving of the tight-knit relationships that preserved black folks during some of the nation’s darkest days is perhaps an unintended legacy of America’s post-Jim Crow regime. This message also resonates with moderate and conservative whites, who applauded the president’s words as a much needed message of personal responsibility—one that no white politicians could have gotten away with.

On the subject of race, Obama, out of political necessity, continues to outline a rough and at times improvisational vision of America that combines a candid understanding of America’s tragic racial past with a clear-eyed vision of its future. Yet some people nurture a pervasive nostalgia for a communal past and shared identity among blacks, one forged through the crucible of Jim Crow segregation and whose brutality transcended class distinctions. Unfortunately, this nostalgia can be dangerous. It romanticizes America’s Jim Crow years as an era in which family values flourished while it also indicts the contemporary black poor for failing to take advantage of the sacrifices made during that period.

When he discussed renewing an ethic of parental discipline in black communities, Obama validates a sepia-toned black past that, in turn, encourages a two-dimensional portrait of the present. He stated that, “We need to go back to the time, back to the day when we parents saw somebody, saw some kid fooling around and—it wasn’t your child, but they’ll whup you anyway.” This line evoked laughter and applause from the audience—a sentiment shared by press coverage of the speech, which largely ignored the complex discussion of race and democracy in favor of the soundbites of Obama’s address that spoke to black responsibility.4

The abbreviated press coverage glossed over the subtler complexities of Obama’s message. By not widely reporting portions of Obama’s NAACP address that lingered over America’s racial past and criticized the nation’s democratic shortcomings, the press stripped the president’s speech of some of its rich complexity. In doing so, popular media was able to maintain a more simple and patronizing image of the first black president as a racial healer who, in certain instances, is willing to air out the African American community’s dirty laundry. This false image ignores the subtle dimensions of Obama’s NAACP speech wherein he positioned problems of poor health care and crumbling schools as American rather than black issues.5

Obama’s strategy amounts to an acknowledgment that race-based solutions to historic discrimination no longer carry the moral weight and political urgency that they did only a generation ago. Instead, Obama’s rhetorical call to arms situates issues that, in the past, have been largely framed in racial terms—and for good reason—as now being universal problems that impact the entire country and thus merit national action. If such a perspective becomes conventional wisdom, it will turn centuries of racial thinking on its head.

This will be more difficult than most people assumed after Obama’s election. On the same day that Obama delivered his NAACP speech, Harvard  University professor Henry Louis Gates Jr. was arrested at his home by local police in Cambridge after being mistaken as an intruder. Gates’s arrest quickly triggered a national firestorm over the eminent African American Studies professor. Gates accused the Cambridge police of racial profiling while the arresting officer’s report characterized the fifty-eight-year-old Gates as an academic-turned-thug whose belligerence led to his own arrest. Obama weighed in on the Gates controversy a week later during a July 23, 2009, press conference designed to promote his ambitious universal health care proposal. The president characterized the Cambridge police as acting “stupidly” on the one hand while acknowledging his own election as an example of the nation’s enormous racial progress on the other. A majority of white Americans polled found Obama’s words to be offensive, as did police unions across the nation. Within a short time, Obama admitted that he chose his words poorly. He then invited Professor Gates and Sergeant James Crawley to the White House for a meeting over drinks, which journalists dubbed the “Beer Summit.” Obama’s first racial firestorm provides a window into the current state of race relations. Despite euphoria over the nation’s election of its first black president, America remains a long way from embracing the kind of racial maturity that allows for an open and honest dialogue about racism’s historic legacy and contemporary persistence.6

This country has a long history of considering blacks a “problem” for American democracy, rather than asking why democracy itself has such difficulty accounting for their equal citizenship—W. E. B. Du Bois called this phenomenon “the unasked question.” Obama’s most transformative achievement as president may rest on his ability, through speeches and concrete policy, to bridge this chasm of perception between black folk and the rest of the nation. This chasm still frustrates the everyday hopes, dreams, and yearning faced by too many African Americans. Only when black issues are taken seriously as both historically specific and nationally substantive—rather than racial grievances, complaints, or pathologies—will institutionally based racial disparities begin the long road toward recovery.

 

Obama embraces a tradition of black activism that recognizes that the inherent tension between race and democracy remains at the heart of the American saga. But where Malcolm X and Stokely Carmichael grew disillusioned with the gap between America’s high ideals and practical realities, Obama remains convinced of its transformative capacity. Because of this, he frequently hails his own election as proof of democracy’s enormous possibilities.

But even in the Age of Obama, the racial and political turmoil rooted in the social and political movements of the 1960s persists. Indeed, one conservative news commentator went so far as to compare First Lady Michelle Obama to “Stokely Carmichael in a designer dress”7 shortly after the inauguration of America’s first black president. The comparison stemmed from two factors. First, Mrs. Obama made widely publicized comments during the election season (“for the first time in my adult life I am proud of my country”) that opponents seized on as proof of a glaring lack of patriotism. Secondly, a larger stereotype, caricaturizing her as strident, arrogant, and angry, is perpetuated through much popular media. Anger remains the characteristic that Stokely Carmichael is best remembered for, despite the fact that, in the face of racism and dangerous resistance, he spent years heroically organizing in the small towns and hamlets that dotted Mississippi and Alabama’s rural black belt.

Attempts to link Michelle Obama to Black Power militancy resounded across the ideological spectrum. This effort ranged from the conservative Fox News Channel to even the liberal New Yorker, which portrayed her as an Angela Davis-type radical, complete with bandolier (and with Obama as a turban-wearing terrorist). Underlying these puerile and profane efforts to identify Michelle Obama—and by association her husband—as a reincarnation of 1960s-based racial militancy is the fact that their ascension to the highest realm of American politics represents an example of black power once thought inconceivable.

The difficulties in accepting the Obamas as “mainstream Americans” is partially related to misconceptions about the civil rights era that have flourished over the past several decades. Historians and the larger public have been slow to recognize and acknowledge the role of the intersection between race and democracy in dramatically reshaping the national character. Despite the importance given to the civil rights movement, the changes wrought by the sixties are too often thought of as the product of white, middle-class Baby Boomers bucking their parents’ generation. This is an important historical turn, to be sure, but one that pales in comparison to the impact of the black social revolutions on our contemporary understanding of democracy and American society.

The failure to identify radical black activism with efforts to expand democracy further diminishes and isolates both historic and contemporary racial justice movements. Malcolm X, Stokely Carmichael, and the Black Power Movement attempted to, in complex and at times contradictory  ways, transform American democracy. Black Power’s penchant for verbal pyrotechnics has obscured its concrete efforts—from the neighborhood level to American foreign policy toward Africa—to confront, challenge, and reform democratic institutions. Although Barack Obama’s unprecedented rise to power represents progress for the black freedom struggle’s long quest for racial justice, its reception throughout the media also illustrates the limits of contemporary American race relations.

Dark Days, Bright Nights is not a linear story of social and political struggle culminating in political triumph. The chapters that follow promise no happy ending. Instead, they probe the transformations in postwar America since the civil rights era through key historical figures who found common ground in trying to reimagine American democracy. Black militants during the 1960s did this primarily through protests that looked toward the political arena as a tool for social and political justice. However, they also made efforts at the grassroots level that pushed the boundaries of citizenship, democracy, and civic action to their outer limits.

Thus, American democracy’s unprecedented postwar expansion can be directly traced back to African American political activism during the civil rights—Black Power era. But the swirling controversies of Hurricane Katrina and Louisiana’s Jena 6 stand as poignant twenty-first-century testaments to the nation’s unfinished quest for racial and economic justice—even as Obama’s historic election offers bittersweet hope for a more just future. Blacks continue in their insistence that democracy matters and that it remains at the core of movements for social, economic, and racial justice. But what democracy means, precisely, continues to be a matter of debate, one whose tenor has changed quite dramatically over time.

This book is animated by the examples of grassroots black activists of the postwar era who recognized that the vast spectrum of movements for racial justice were, in fact, all movements for democracy. Without such an understanding, it is doubtful that twenty-first-century America, whose racial landscape promises to be even more socially and politically charged, will be able to cope with the challenges it faces in its efforts to achieve justice for all of its people.






1

REIMAGINING THE BLACK POWER MOVEMENT

In an era before multiculturalism and diversity, the Black Power move ment introduced a new political landscape that permanently altered black identity. The politics of Black Power scandalized race relations in the United States and transformed American democracy. The daring and provocative rhetoric of activists like Malcolm X and Stokely Carmichael unleashed passionate debates and sparked enduring controversy over the very meaning of black identity, American citizenship, and the prospect of a social, political, and cultural revolution. Malcolm and Carmichael questioned the legitimacy of democratic institutions whose doors were closed off to African Americans. In their lifetimes, both turned to community organizing as a vehicle for empowering black people—Malcolm on some of New York City’s toughest street corners and Carmichael in America’s Southern black-belt region. As their notoriety grew, both men publicly criticized presidential leadership in regard to domestic race relations, blasted America’s participation in Vietnam, and linked struggles against Jim Crow in the United States with anticolonial movements that were raging throughout the world. In doing so, both of these Black Power icons helped to expand the boundaries of American democracy. Black Power activists, no less than their more celebrated civil rights counterparts, contributed to postwar America’s transformed landscape. In order to understand the American journey from Black Power to Barack Obama’s election as the nation’s first black president, we must cast a spotlight on the movement’s at-times star-crossed relationship with democratic institutions. Although Obama’s election has sparked widespread nostalgia about America’s civil rights years, it has offered scant analysis of this watershed historical moment’s relationship to Black Power.

But today many still wonder: What exactly was Black Power? At its peak during the late 1960s and early 1970s, Black Power touched every aspect of African American life in the United States. A wide range of the citizenship advocated a political program rooted in Black Power ideology, such as Black sharecroppers in Lowndes County, Alabama; urban militants in Harlem, New York; trade unionists in Detroit; Black Panthers in Oakland, California; and welfare and tenants’ rights activists in Baltimore. A broad range of students, intellectuals, poets, artists, and politicians followed suit, turning the term “Black Power” into a generational touchstone that evoked hope and anger, despair and determination. But, in time, this aspect of Black Power was forgotten.

Now, Black Power is most often remembered as the civil rights era’s ruthless twin. In most historical accounts of the 1960s, the civil rights movement represents the collective black consciousness of the postwar era. In these accounts, Black Power is then relegated as its evil doppelganger, having engaged in thoughtless acts of violence and rampaging sexism, and provoking a white backlash before it was finally brought to an end by its own self-destructive rage. The movement therefore emerges as the destructive coda of a hopeful era, a fever-dream filled with violent images and excessive rhetoric that ultimately undermined Martin Luther King Jr.’s prophetic vision of interracial democracy.1

Black Power represents the manifestation of the brute force and physical rage of the African American underclass. Because it is seen as being devoid of intellectual power, uncomfortable with nuanced debate, and wracked by miseries both seen and unseen, the movement’s legacy is considered inconsequential at best and mindlessly destructive at its worst. Yet for a movement that is now reviled, Black Power’s impact spanned America’s local, regional, and national borders and beyond. It galvanized political activists in the Caribbean, Europe, Africa, Latin America, and much of the world. Regardless of this influence, much of Black Power’s history remains obscure and undocumented. Skewed memory too often serves as a substitute for actual history.

Historians have only recently begun the long overdue process of rescuing the Black Power era, separating history from myth, fact from fiction. Black Power’s origins and geography, activists and ideology, as well as its relationship to the civil rights movement remain pivotal to understanding postwar America.2 Black Power activists not only operated in the civil rights movement’s long shadow, they at times also participated simultaneously in both arenas. In fact, America’s Black Power years (1954-1975) paralleled the  golden age of modern civil rights activism, a period that witnessed the rise of iconic political leaders; triggered enduring debates over race, violence, war, and democracy; featured the publication of seminal intellectual works; and propelled the evolution of radical social movements that took place against a backdrop of epic historic events. Indeed, black militancy and moderation often fed one another, producing a combative ongoing dialogue between the two that provoked inspiration and anxiety as it also inspired both begrudging admiration as well as mutual recriminations.3

Black Power offered a fresh approach to struggles for racial justice. It redefined national racial politics even as local activists used it as a template for regional struggles. These efforts spanned Northern metropolises, Midwestern cities, Southern towns, hamlets out West, to California’s eclectic political landscape. The movement’s scope broadly impacted world affairs, and Black Power activists found inspiration in Cuba, hope in Africa, support in Europe, and the promise of redemption in the larger Third World. Moreover, the movement’s call for social justice and robust self-determination appealed to a wide variety of multiracial and multiethnic groups, who patterned their own militancy after Black Power’s rhetorical and aesthetic flourishes. Black Power’s influence traversed oceans to impact struggles for racial justice and national liberation around the world.

Rethinking the contours of the Black Power era requires expanding the narrative of civil rights struggles in postwar American history. Conventional histories of the era concentrate on the years 1954 to 1965. These are the years that are bookended by the 1954 Brown Supreme Court decision and the 1965 Voting Rights Act, and they are seen as encompassing the whole—rather than part—of a messy and complicated history. This perspective, one that is now enshrined as public memory of the era, envisions these years as the movement’s heroic period. For instance, it is during this period that cultural memory locates courageous civil rights workers who risked beatings, incarceration, and their lives to register blacks to vote. The truth is that both civil rights and Black Power contain a larger historical trajectory and a richer cast of characters than previously assumed.4 In order to understand the complexity of this historical progression, we must revisit that journey and cast of players.

Both civil rights and Black Power have immediate roots in the Great Depression and the Second World War. If World War II signaled the defeat of fascism and the decline of European colonial empires as it also extended new freedoms to far corners of the globe, it also imbued black U.S. veterans and  ordinary citizens with a sense of hard-fought political entitlement. Black Americans were among the fiercest partisans in the efforts to harness the political energies unleashed during wartime so as to secure new rights at home as well as abroad.

Spurred by massive migration, African Americans relocated to urban metropolises in staggering numbers, which turned New York’s Harlem neighborhood into a black metropolis during the 1920s. Then, in the 1940s, the Great Migration’s second act exploded in a rush of energy that was as ferocious as it was hopeful. In addition to this new energy, it was also in bracing numbers that eclipsed its earlier incarnation. Because of this, it was during this time that black Americans led a national movement for social justice that stretched from urban inner cities, to rural Southern labor factories out West, and all the way to the Bay Area cities of Oakland and San Francisco.5

National political activists such as Paul Robeson and W E. B. Du Bois became icons of this age, which combined dynamic political action with cultural organizing that made the prospect for radical democracy in the United States seem inevitable. The war’s freedom surge created unprecedented political alliances that featured the venerable National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in cooperation with Robeson’s militant Council on African Affairs. Walking in lockstep with these new times was the eminent black scholar and civil rights activist William Edward Burghardt Du Bois. He headlined a broad coalition of human rights activists who placed optimistic faith in the United Nations as a harbinger for a new world.6 Robeson and Du Bois served as internationally known luminaries of racial justice, even as grassroots movements were led at the local level by activists like Ella Baker, the NAACP branch director and future founder of the Student Non Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC).

The black radicals who came of political age during the Great Depression and the war years preached a gospel of freedom whose resolute and at times strident message seemed inspired by Old Testament prophets. For instance, Asa Phillip Randolph emerged as the era’s most powerful black labor activist, sparking a March On Washington Movement. He then used the threat of mass demonstration to coerce President Franklin Delano Roosevelt into issuing an executive order—though largely symbolic—banning segregation in the armed forces. This action then provided the historical context for a second March On Washington two decades later. Collectively, the black radicals of this time set an agenda for a new world order that sprang from aligning domestic struggles against Jim Crow with international crusades against fascism and colonialism.7 But the advent of the Cold War would disappoint them.

Those early civil rights organizations who interpreted racism as an international issue looked toward the United Nations for help in defining human rights as a global movement that encompassed racial equality.8 However, the 1948 Truman Doctrine’s promise of a global movement to spread democracy engendered a hard peace through the threat of a worldwide atomic war. Cold War politics stymied the effectiveness of civil rights militancy and blunted the cohesiveness of civil rights coalitions. It was then during the years between 1954 and 1965 that America’s new political center offered the carrot of desegregation and voting rights against the stick of red-baiting to a burgeoning Southern civil rights movement. Over time, African independence movements and the Cuban Revolution would complicate this arrangement. Both the civil rights and Black Power Movements drew inspiration from postwar freedom surges. The difference between them, however, was that while the Southern civil rights movement navigated within Cold War-designated boundaries, Black Power activists were inspired by the radical political struggles that abounded during the Great Depression and war years. Against the backdrop of the Cold War’s political constraints that smeared desegregation efforts in the South was anti-Communist propaganda claiming that Black Power activists embarked on a dangerous course that openly embraced association with left-wing political forces both domestically and overseas.

 

Placing Black Power activism within the same contested political climate as civil rights struggles alters our standard conception of postwar African American history. Although civil rights and Black Power activists occupied distinct branches, they nevertheless remain part of the same historical family tree.9

Over the past three decades, America’s postwar civil rights movement has become increasingly well known. Its signal events have been incorporated into the fabric of the nation’s political and cultural institutions and historical memory through popular and academic histories, the King national holiday, and commemorative museums, films, documentaries, and television programs.

The Black Power Movement, on the other hand, has received far less attention, which should come as no surprise. Conventional wisdom indicts Black Power activists and organizations for, among other things, fueling a white backlash, aiding and abetting an electoral realignment built on Middle American resentment, and inspiring violent self-destruction of the New Left in the late 1960s and early 1970s.10 However, if we tap into the lower frequencies of the postwar era, we can see glimpses of a panoramic black freedom struggle in which Black Power militancy paralleled—and at times overlapped with—the heroic period of the civil rights era.

Early Black Power activists were simultaneously inspired and repulsed by those Southern civil rights struggles that served as a violent flash point for racial transformation. These early black activists laid the groundwork for the spectacular displays of racial militancy, cultural transformation, and political organizing that came to fruition during the late 1960s and early 1970s, when Black Power occupied the national stage. A generation of Black Power activists came of age and gained their first taste of organizing during the civil rights movement’s high tide from 1954 to 1965. Though the grandeur and travails of their stories remain outside our national civil rights history, their influence profoundly affects the popular narrative nonetheless. In order to understand this movement’s rich tapestry, it is important to see the underlying threads of its production.

The Brown Supreme Court desegregation decision in 1954 marked the beginning of two decades of political, social, and cultural revolution both within and beyond America’s borders. More than a half century after this pivotal turning point, these years of domestic unrest and international transformation remain locked in a time warp. Popular history fondly remembers the first decade after Brown as a sepia-toned era ushered in by the prophetic witness of ordinary black citizens whose stubborn resolve was personified by Martin Luther King Jr. From this perspective, the years between 1954 and 1965 represent a uniquely American story of race, rebellion, and redemption. This period, then, was Reconstruction’s more successful sequel where dreams of freedom, despite violent opposition, could prosper, grow, and reinvigorate the nation’s extraordinary democratic experiment.11

In much of this narrative, King is cast as the doomed protagonist whose personal sacrifice illustrates American democracy’s enormous resilience. America’s mythology surrounding the civil rights era burdens King to the point of caricature and—perhaps even worse—abstraction. Unfortunately, King’s eloquent calls for economic equality, his cosmopolitan worldview, and his courageous stances against war, militarism, and exploitation are all but forgotten.12 Instead, we remember King as a stalwart Christian soldier whose dignified pleas for racial justice and genuine democracy signaled Jim Crow’s death rattle.

As such, Malcolm X, Black Power’s most enduring symbol, serves as King’s historical counterpart and political foil. Malcolm’s fiery denunciations of King as a feckless leader and the March On Washington as a “farce” have been presented as the complete portrait of his activism. Because of this, Malcolm’s grassroots community organizing, supple political instincts, and brilliant intellectual analysis of race, democracy, and American domestic and  foreign policy are ignored. Furthermore, Malcolm’s very real relationship with civil rights-era radicals is rendered invisible, thus turning him into a one-dimensional and even cartoonish hero, isolated by his own rage and an artifact of a justly forgotten era. It is important to note that this characterization of Malcolm impacts King as well. While Malcolm’s genius is discounted, Dr. King’s political complexities are conveniently discarded so that he can assume the role of doomed hero. Though the simplification of Malcolm and Martin makes for a neat story, it’s bad history.

The decade after the passage of the 1965 Voting Rights Act witnessed massive and at times brutally disruptive democratic movements in a style that continues to defy historical explanation and pat analysis. This political explosion emerged most visibly in the Black Power Movement. Although it was the cry for “Black Power” that broke through the commotion of ordinary politics in 1966, the sentiment behind the slogan long preceded Stokely Carmichael’s defiant declaration.

Even before there was a group of self-identified “Black Power activists,” African American radicals such as Paul Robeson, Lorraine Hansberry, Malcolm X, Robert Williams, Gloria Richardson, and William Worthy existed alongside more well-known civil rights activists in the black freedom movement. Although these Black Power activists subscribed to different interpretations of American history, racial slavery, and economic exploitation than their civil rights counterparts, the two movements grew organically out of the same era and thus they simultaneously inspired, critiqued, and antagonized each other.

Of the two movements, Black Power was more vocal and robust in its criticism of American racism and the failure of democracy. Black Power activists remained skeptical of democracy’s capacity to extend full citizenship to African Americans while civil rights activists expressed steadfast faith in America’s transformative abilities. Stokely Carmichael and scholar Charles Hamilton, in their classic 1967 treatise, Black Power, defined the movement as a series of political experiments that would produce black political, economic, and cultural power. Black Power’s reach was global, spanning continents and crossing oceans, and its iconic personalities and organizations (some of whom were key civil rights activists) shaped debates about race, war, and democracy that still rage today.

 

The beginning of the Black Power Movement is usually seen as the mid- 1960s. The 1965 urban upheaval in the Watts section of Los Angeles provides historians with a signal event that focused the nation’s attention outside  the South. Martin Luther King Jr.’s rough reception among Watts’s poorest communities in the riot’s aftermath, at least according to this narrative, opened his eyes to an unimaginable level of urban misery. King’s subsequent activism in Chicago, where machine politics stalled his open housing and slum clearance efforts, are then interpreted as a harbinger of Black Power’s growing influence in the urban North. Finally, SNCC’s election of Stokely Carmichael in May 1966 and the next month’s Meredith March in Mississippi is invoked as the organization’s symbolic shift from civil rights to Black Power. The years of 1965 and 1966 seem to offer a perfect storm of rage and new tactics that derailed the civil rights movement just at its peak.

But there is another way to read these events. Years before Watts, racial violence gripped cities such as Oxford, Mississippi, Birmingham, Alabama, and Harlem and Rochester, New York. Though not flaring on the scale of Watts’s massive destruction, these riots were dismissed as aberrations. But they were not anomalies. Postwar America found itself stripped of racial innocence long before the Watts rebellion.

Because of this popular narrative, however, Martin Luther King Jr.’s supposed transition to Northern civil rights activity remains misunderstood. King’s journey to Chicago did not so much move civil rights politics north as publicize preexisting local struggles that continually revised and deepened his already sophisticated conception of racial justice, economic equality, and social progress. Northern militants, on the other hand, led by Malcolm X, viewed their own struggles for racial justice through different eyes. Black Power did not suddenly appear in Northern cities after 1965 as an alternative to civil rights activism. Instead, it existed alongside its more celebrated Southern-based counterpart. Though mutual antagonisms cut off black radicals from white allies and traditional civil rights leaders, on occasions both camps did form powerful—if provisional—alliances.13

Far from being evidence of radical change, SNCC’s election of Stokely Carmichael as chairman represented the group’s long-standing relationship to Black Power. Although SNCC has been rightfully credited as embodying a style of radical democracy that would influence the New Left and for providing intellectual space for burgeoning second-wave black and white feminists, its relationship to Black Power is more ambiguous, at least during its early history. Both Carmichael and SNCC came to adopt Black Power after bruising experiences in the civil rights movement. Though SNCC became Black Power’s organizational face and Carmichael its most visible leader in 1966, the movement predated the organization’s birth and Carmichael’s adoption of the “Black Power” slogan.

Black Power’s immediate origins can more accurately be traced back to the 1950s. It was during this time when, just as Southern civil rights struggles were making national headlines, Northern black activists (many of whom had come of political age during the Great Depression and World War II) formed important relationships with Malcolm X, the Nation of Islam’s outspoken, controversial, and eloquent national representative. Malcolm had wisely searched outside the confines of the Nation of Islam for political allies. In New York and Detroit, he practiced his own brand of coalition politics through his association with non-Muslim activists such as John Henrik Clarke, John Oliver Killens, Grace and Jimmy Boggs, and Albert Cleage. These local militants stressed racial pride, the connection between civil rights and the Third World, and political self-determination through pugnacious and at times deliberatively provocative protests that laid the groundwork for Black Power.

Early Black Power activists were simultaneously inspired by the civil rights movement’s efforts at direct action and repulsed by the racial violence in Southern civil rights struggles. The national press virtually ignored urban militants in the North, who waged their battles for jobs, equal access to education, and open housing far from the media spotlight. The struggle for racial equality in Northern cities evoked passionate spectacles, bursts of violence, and high drama that matched its Southern counterpart’s unfolding intensity. Regardless of this similarity, urban America’s modern race men and women (as nineteenth-century civil rights activists were often called), with their raw exhortation for political power, boisterous displays of cultural nationalism, and belligerent critique of white supremacy, seemed at odds with the quiet dignity of boycotters in Montgomery, Alabama.14 Although Americans stayed riveted to television and newspaper coverage of the racial struggles in the South, they largely ignored its Northern counterpart. Apparently racial turmoil in the North’s urban cities during the civil rights movement’s heroic period represented a dismal picture most Americans didn’t want to see.

By the late 1950s, Northern activists had formed a parallel movement with no name, comprised of urban militants who chafed at the growing spectacles of racial violence directed against civil rights groups and were cynical about American democracy’s willingness to defend black citizenship. That cynicism was well earned. The sensibilities and political strategies of Northern militants were contoured by scenes such as Paul Robeson’s ongoing and very public humiliations that stripped him of his passport and ability to make a living, W. E. B. Du Bois’s arrest and sham trial for his purported ties to left-wing politics during the early 1950s, and memories of the broken American promises made during the buildup to World War II.

As a result, black militants in the United States became increasingly shaped by revolutionary movements that were changing the face of much of the world during that time. A primary example of this is the 1955 Afro-Asian Conference in Bandung, Indonesia, which incited black radicals in the United States. In fact, for much of his career, Malcolm X would invoke Bandung’s efforts at Third World solidarity as the kind of “united front” politics required for successful black liberation efforts in America. Additionally, Ghana’s formal adoption of independence on March 6, 1957, buoyed American black radicals who linked domestic freedom struggles with African decolonization.15

From this, in the 1960s, the influence of international politics on domestic racial struggles began to emerge as direct action. In 1961, after the assassination of Congo prime minister Patrice Lumumba, black militants, including Maya Angelou, Le Roi Jones (later Amiri Baraka), and Mae Mallory, unleashed bedlam at the United Nations’ New York headquarters. Writer James Baldwin attributed this activity to growing black rage against Jim Crow and American racism while critics tried with little success to link the outburst to Communist subversion. The following year, radical black college students in Ohio formed the Revolutionary Action Movement (RAM), a group of black nationalists equally committed to socialism as well as armed self-defense. Though black nationalists made up an eager and early wing of Black Power activism, they were by no means its only participants. Civil rights activists committed to integration and racial solidarity, Communists and socialists, black feminists and trade unionists, students and preachers would all play a role in the movement that was expansive enough to reflect the enormous breadth of the black world itself In California, activists associated with RAM founded Soulbook, a cultural magazine whose staff included future Black Panther Bobby Seale. In Motown, Detroit militants organized around the Group on Advanced Leadership (GOAL), who conducted controversial protests against urban renewal plans. Detroit’s younger militants started UHURU (Swahili for “freedom”), a militant collective led by Luke Tripp. All of these local forces found a measure of unity and a national leadership in the figure of Malcolm X.

 

For all his very public provocations, Malcolm X represents nothing less than the civil rights era’s invisible man. Malcolm remains offstage in most historical accounts of the era, entering only to dispute King and denounce America as an unapologetically racist and doomed land before he would finally succumb to personal and political trials by fire at the hands of the Nation of Islam—trials that would eventually lead to his assassination.16

Nevertheless, Malcolm remains the most important key to understanding the Black Power Movement’s gestation. Malcolm is most frequently seen as an icon of racial militancy, a fiery spokesman for urban revolt, and an eloquent critic of white supremacy rather than as a grassroots leader. However, the emphasis on him as prophet of rage, calling out civil rights “Uncle Toms”—most notably Martin Luther King Jr.—unintentionally places Malcolm on the fringes of civil rights activism.

These misunderstandings partly result from Malcolm’s legendary aura, which has been reinvigorated in more recent representations. In the late 1980s the rap group Public Enemy further boosted Malcolm’s reemergence in black popular culture. Then, director Spike Lee’s 1992 motion picture reintroduced the icon—if not the man—to a new generation. This phenomenon garnered street credibility for Malcolm as an icon through the brisk sales of “X” baseball caps, academic credentials via a reissue of The Autobiography ofMalcolm X, and surprising mainstream acceptability through an official U.S. postage stamp.17

However, the Malcolm popularized by the autobiography and, to a lesser extent, Lee’s movie, is both inaccurate and pervasive. Additionally, historians have, for the most part, mirrored the autobiography and film versions of Malcolm’s life by largely ignoring his organizing during the 1950s, when he emerged as Harlem’s most important grassroots political leader. Instead, the standard view of Malcolm finds him belatedly entering history only in 1959 via a sensational and nationally publicized documentary expose on the Nation of Islam.

Malcolm, however, had been active long before this moment of public attention. When he arrived in Harlem in 1954, it still laid claim to its rich political and social legacy. During the first World War, New Negroes emerged and had helped reshape black America with a politics of cultural pride, racial dignity, and strategic organizing, embodied by the dynamic presence of Marcus Mosiah Garvey. Then, the Harlem Renaissance in the 1920s drew strength and energy from this radical movement by turning intellectual and artistic interest in black culture into a political sword and literary commodity. Consequently, residents of New York’s black city-within-a-city still held onto a defiant dignity, one that the Nation of Islam’s most creative and imaginative local organizer—the twenty-nine-year-old Malcolm X—tapped into.

If Muslim Mosque No. 7’s West 116th Street address stood out as Malcolm’s most visible organizational base, the streets of Harlem comprised a larger terrain for building dense political and social networks. Malcolm’s efforts to build political connections in Harlem led him to Carlos Cooks and  Lewis Michaux. These men were stalwart black nationalists who kept the burning embers of Garveyism—the philosophy of political self-determination and racial solidarity made famous by Marcus Garvey—alive long past its heyday. Beyond Harlem’s fertile terrain of black consciousness resided blacks who considered themselves independent radicals—and Malcolm courted these groups aggressively. Members of the Harlem Writers Guild, including John Henrik Clarke and John Oliver Killens, looked to Malcolm for renewed faith in radical politics. These were activists who had come of age during the war years, when a seemingly clear path toward revolution, proposed by a variety of left-wing groups (most notably the Communist Party), was thwarted by internal sectarianism and the intolerance of a national culture that vowed to preserve democracy at the expense of civil liberties. None of these individuals joined the Nation of Islam, and it’s doubtful that Malcolm ever tried to recruit them. From his earliest entree into Harlem, Malcolm deftly separated aspects of his religious and organizational commitments to the Nation of Islam from his larger ambition to institutionalize a revolutionary politics that went beyond the NOI’s religious limitations, political restrictions, and creative imagination.

Malcolm’s appeal went beyond the Nation of Islam to touch leading intellectuals and activists who would shape early Black Power struggles. For instance, journalist William Worthy was one of Malcolm’s most important political allies during the early Black Power era. A pacifist jailed for his refusal to serve in World War II, Worthy traveled between some of the Cold War’s hottest spots and the equally dangerous domestic civil rights terrain of the 1950s, including Montgomery, Alabama, during the 1955-1956 bus boycott. In 1957, he visited China, thereby defying State Department travel restrictions and promptly stirring up an international incident. Then, in the aftermath of the Cuban Revolution, Worthy frequently visited the island, writing a series of articles for the newspaper the Afro-American, documenting the revolution that was unfolding before his eyes. By the early 1960s, Worthy’s call for a foreign policy guided by a human rights agenda became the cornerstone of his domestic Black Power activism.

Malcolm’s interaction with influential black radicals like Worthy showcased both a cosmopolitan political outlook and pragmatic awareness. His outreach extended to leading cultural, intellectual, and artistic figures such as actors Ossie Davis and Ruby Dee, writers James Baldwin, Julian Mayfield, and John Killens, poet Le Roi Jones, and photojournalist Gordon Parks. All became political colleagues, acquaintances, or supporters of Malcolm, being  impressed by his intellect, comforted by his humor, and surprised by his compassion.

Outside of New York City, Detroit played the most important role in Malcolm X’s political development. Like Harlem, Detroit housed eclectic, seemingly incongruous, radical political tendencies that nonetheless managed to work together in creative tension. Central Congregation Baptist Church minister Albert Cleage Jr. became the face of the city’s black militants during the early Black Power period. A black nationalist street speaker disguised as a Baptist preacher, Cleage’s powerful sermons drew the dignified and the damned to his citywide pulpit. His key allies included Grace and Jimmy Boggs—grassroots activists, onetime allies of the legendary socialist C. L. R. James, and mentors to an entire generation of young militants, including RAM field chairman Max Stanford (later Muhammad Ahmed). Malcolm’s ties to the city were both personal and professional. His brother Wilfred X served as Detroit’s leading Muslim minister, a position Malcolm had helped to arrange. Local activist Milton Henry, who owned his own media company, would establish an especially close relationship with Malcolm and help broker an alliance with America’s most powerful black radical.

 

The myth that radical black activism began around 1965 is undermined by a network of writers and artists who played major roles in the growing energy of the movement. For instance, James Baldwin’s fierce artistic and literary independence allowed him to comfortably travel back and forth between the social and political worlds of both Malcolm X and Martin Luther King Jr. Baldwin’s most famous book, 1963’s The Fire Next Time, featured an essay (previously published in the New Yorker in 1962) that chronicled his dinner with Elijah Muhammad. Baldwin—a religious skeptic, literary maverick, and political cynic—enjoyed a cozy rapprochement with Muhammad, even as he refuted the racial cosmology that the Nation of Islam leader steadfastly preached. Casting himself as a contemporary Jeremiah, Baldwin predicted disaster for America if it failed to live up to its founding ideals of freedom and democracy: “Time catches up with kingdoms and crushes them,” he warned. The book’s critical and commercial success announced Baldwin as a political heretic unintimidated by the prospect of openly consorting with the NOI and unafraid to confess appreciative relief that the group’s very existence forced America to wrestle with its soul. The Fire Next Time was a literary breakthrough that penetrated the far reaches of America’s political consciousness.

Both Baldwin and writer Lorraine Hansberry navigated a political tightrope that allowed them, for a time at least, to associate with both Malcolm X and Martin Luther King Jr. In fact, Hansberry’s political radicalism initially outpaced Baldwin’s. The unanticipated success of A Raisin in the Sun turned Hansberry into a public intellectual capable of articulating jaw-dropping truths to powerbrokers unaccustomed to such blunt candor. It was this ability to speak truth to power that made her the talk of a well-publicized May 24, 1963, meeting with Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy, which was designed to gauge the pulse of the black community. This meeting was organized by Baldwin at Kennedy’s request, and it also featured leading black cultural figures and entertainers such as Harry Belafonte and Lena Horne. However, it quickly turned into a shouting match in which a surprised and increasingly angry Kennedy withstood stinging verbal attacks, including this memorable confrontation with Hansberry: After Kennedy dismissed an angry outburst from a young civil rights worker, Hansberry rose to her feet and expressed feeling sick about the entire affair. Pointing to the young man Kennedy continued to ignore, she chided the Attorney General for his failure to listen.18

His unexpected role as Kennedy’s uncontrollable emissary raised Baldwin’s stature at the Attorney General’s expense and earned him a growing list of admirers. Malcolm X counted himself as one of them, famously observing in his denunciation of the March On Washington that Baldwin was denied the right to speak at the event because he was “liable to say anything.” 19 Malcolm openly admired Baldwin as a wordsmith capable of leaving white Americans off balance.20

If James Baldwin’s The Fire Next Time and Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun represented radical literary manifestos, then Nina Simone’s “Mississippi Goddamn,” a scalding protest anthem that repudiated America’s vigorous self-congratulation in the wake of the March On Washington, became their musical equivalent. Born in the rural South, Simone was a classically trained pianist who took the music world by storm in the early 1960s with a deft combination of blues, jazz, classical, and soul music. With political mentors that included Hansberry, Baldwin, and Langston Hughes, Simone’s growing identification with the black freedom struggle’s most radical elements placed her in the company of the same activists who participated in the 1961 UN demonstrations.

Following news of Birmingham’s 16th Street church bombing in September 1963, Simone’s “Mississippi Goddamn” expressed the stark political  anger and critical consciousness that was poised on the black movement’s outer edges. Judging America to be a “country full of lies,” Simone issued grim warnings (“You’re all gonna die like flies”) more popularly associated with Malcolm X and the Nation of Islam. Headlining SNCC benefit concerts in the South as well as successful European tours, Simone proudly wore African dress, unabashedly proclaimed loyalty to the black movement’s most militant sectors, and emerged as a powerful voice among African American radicals.21

Simone’s criticism of civil rights liberals who preached patience was less a turning point in the civil rights era than a window into a world of radical black art and activism that would fire up the Black Power era.22 Taken together, the writings and public intellectual activism of Baldwin, Hansberry, and Simone blur the neat demarcations that claim radicalism only occurred after 1965. The truth is that Malcolm’s allies traversed easily and aptly between civil rights and Black Power activism, networks, and strategies and tactics.

 

 

Stokely Carmichael mirrored Malcolm X’s high profile and polarizing public image. Born in Port-au-Spain, Trinidad, and educated at Howard University, Carmichael was elected SNCC chairman in the spring of 1966. He was tall, intellectually agile, handsome, and equal parts angry and gregarious. Whether he was in sharecropper’s overalls, business suits, or leather jackets, he carried himself with an air of unadorned dignity and grace that helped turn him into an international icon: Black Power’s rock star. His celebrity, rakish charm, and blunt words helped define the in-your-face style of the movement.

More than any other historical figure, Stokely Carmichael bridges and binds the civil rights and Black Power movements. In June 1966, during a late-spring heat wave, hundreds of protesters descended upon Mississippi for a march that was as much about outrage as it was civil rights. The demonstrators, led by Martin Luther King Jr. and Carmichael, had come to the Magnolia State to continue James Meredith’s “March Against Fear” after Meredith had been shot on June 6. On Thursday evening, June 16, following his arrest for trespassing, an agitated Carmichael made his first Black Power speech. “This is the twenty-seventh time that I have been arrested,” he proclaimed. “What we gonna start saying now is Black Power!”

From this, Carmichael defined Black Power as a movement that would allow blacks to take unfettered control of their personal lives and political  destiny. He stated that, “It is a call for black people in this country to unite, to recognize their heritage, to build a sense of community. It is a call for black people to define their own goals, to lead their own organizations.” For Carmichael, Black Power would be achieved through a series of political experiments that would bear fruit at the local level. Despite regional variation, Black Power would provide blacks with the basis for a new political identity and relationship to the larger nation.

The national media, however, seized upon Carmichael’s declaration as the signpost of a new militancy. Immediately following the Meredith march,  Time magazine judged the slogan “Black Power” to be “a racist philosophy” that preached segregation in reverse. Newsweek called it a “distorted cry” that was deeply frightening to white Americans. The Saturday Evening Post editorialized that the phrase would precipitate “a new white backlash,” thereby provoking the magazine to starkly confess its own racial prejudices: “We are all, let us face it, Mississippians. We all fervently wish that the Negro problem did not exist, or that, if it must exist, it could be ignored.” U.S. News & World Report agonized over the term’s meaning, looking toward “Negro moderates” to allay fears of reverse discrimination. Almost as soon as it was uttered, a new wave of black aspirations, dreams, and dissent became encapsulated within one powerful slogan that would become as hard to define as it would remain controversial.23

Carmichael’s call for “Black Power” obscured his own deep ties to civil rights and his long-term commitment to democratic struggles. Between 1960 and 1966, Carmichael belonged to the small fraternity of blacks (aligned at times with white allies) who willingly shed their blood in pursuit of radical democracy. A civil rights militant even when he was a teenager, Carmichael celebrated his twentieth birthday at Mississippi’s notorious Parchman Farm prison after serving as a Freedom Rider. After this, his participation in protests would lead to dozens of arrests during the first half of the 1960s. Yet Carmichael’s recent past as a local organizer in the Mississippi Delta and Lowndes County, Alabama, would be forgotten in the wake of his 1966 call for Black Power.

Like Malcolm X, Carmichael gained his early political bearings organizing blacks at the local level. In the Mississippi Delta, Carmichael encountered deep poverty, harsh living conditions, and courageous souls. Forever indebted to the example of heroic resilience, dogged perseverance, and fierce dignity of black Mississippians, Carmichael staked his personal future on a quest to politically empower sharecroppers. However, racial progress experienced consistent delays in the form of political assassinations, random violence, and federal indifference.

Informed by his experiences organizing in the South, Carmichael believed that moral persuasion would ultimately prove fruitless: Only raw political power would purchase black freedom. Local people themselves—and not Northern white volunteers, national civil rights leaders, or elected officials—would have to shoulder the costs. By 1965, Carmichael was living and organizing in one of Alabama’s remotest regions: Lowndes County. It was there that Carmichael tapped into indigenous political activism to help create a local movement that would seek to elect black officials while bypassing both the Democratic and Republican parties. The Lowndes County Freedom Organization would be nicknamed the Black Panther Party and, over time, come to symbolize the defiant spirit of Black Power.24

Carmichael’s image at the 1966 march marked Black Power’s first moment of public recognition. Carmichael’s antiwar activism, punctuated by chants of “hell no, we won’t go!” made him the era’s most vocal antiwar leader in the months leading up to Martin Luther King Jr.’s famous call for peace at New York’s Riverside Church in the spring of 1967. Furthermore, as he became convinced that black Americans’ quest for a nation could only be successful if Africa were restored as a world power, a quest for a deeper racial solidarity would, by 1968, find Carmichael embracing pan-Africanism. By the late 1960s, Black Power activists, through antiwar protests, self-defense organizations, and expressions of cultural pride and racial solidarity, fed the growing civil unrest in America as they simultaneously changed its very expression.

Carmichael’s civil rights organizing in rural Lowndes County, Alabama, would lead to the formation of the Black Panther Party. The Lowndes County Freedom Organization’s quest for radical self-determination through the vote gave the Oakland-based Panthers their name and raison d’être.25  Thus, although the symbol of the panther first appeared in Lowndes County, it would be forever associated with urban militancy out of Oakland. In May 1967, after stepping down as chairman of SNCC, Carmichael vowed to return to grassroots organizing in Washington, D.C., the site of some of his youthful activism as a Howard student. Then, on May 25, Carmichael headlined a fund-raiser for the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense at San Francisco’s Fillmore Auditorium.

This Black Panther Party was comprised of loquacious urban militants who lacked the rich experiences that propelled Carmichael’s activism. Carmichael’s organizing of local sharecroppers in Lowndes County, Alabama,  successfully propelled the Black Panther concept to regions outside of the rural South. The Oakland-based Panthers traded bravado for experience, substituting showmanship—complete with shotguns, pistols, and bandoliers—in order to publicize an embryonic antiracist agenda that would soon transform America. In the process, the Black Panthers ignored critical aspects of the political organizing that inspired their very existence. Carmichael’s slow, patient, and radical organizing in obscure Lowndes County, Alabama, lent the Bay Area group distinctly Southern roots. In 1968, Carmichael began a short-lived alliance with the Oakland Black Panthers before leaving the United States to settle in Conakry, Guinea (his favorite stop on his global tour), where he lived, in between speaking tours in the United States, until his death in 1998.

In spite of these shortcomings the Black Panthers, with Carmichael’s assistance, soon came to represent the face of the new radicalism. They took on the role of modern-day surrealists with the ability to imagine a world not yet in existence, but one that they could will into being. Comprised of reformed troublemakers, college students, and ex-cons, the Panthers brandished guns and law books in an effort—sometimes quixotic—to foment revolution from below.

Their personal lives and limited professional opportunities were shaped by Oakland’s impoverished landscape. Perhaps as a result of this they saw themselves organizing the contemporary “Field Negroes” that Malcolm X defined as the black working class. Huey P. Newton, the seventh child of a preacher and a housewife who were transplanted to Oakland from Louisiana, fit this description perfectly. Huddled in the offices of the North Oakland Service Center in October 1966, Newton dictated the party platform while Bobby Seale, his slightly older, equally driven, but more practical friend and cofounder, jotted it down. The Black Panther Party’s ten-point manifesto, issued in 1966, called for black self-determination, decent housing, education, and the end to police brutality and exploitation in the ghetto.

For a time it all seemed to work. The party’s modest infrastructure did not prevent it from making a splash in Oakland’s local political landscape. Organized patrols of Panthers followed police officers during the group’s earliest days, earning a reputation for audacious courage. In the winter of 1967, Huey Newton faced off against the cops outside of Ramparts magazine’s San Francisco offices. The confrontation took place after police were called to the scene and warned the armed Panthers to drop their weapons. After Newton refused, the possibility of a shoot-out seemed imminent until police withdrew. Later, Eldridge Cleaver would trace his membership in the group to this tense moment outside of Ramparts when Newton displayed “the courage to kill” for the revolution. Then, on May 2 of that same year, Newton pulled off a dangerous publicity stunt by directing a convoy of thirty Panthers (twenty-four men and six women) to the state capitol in Sacramento. The ensuing commotion propelled the Panthers above the crowded thicket of California’s burgeoning Black Power scene. The national attention garnered by the group’s Sacramento adventure included fund-raisers headlined by Stokely Carmichael (several Panthers had been incarcerated following the Sacramento incident), major journalistic profiles that helped turn Newton into a revolutionary antihero for a new age, and inquiries from activists eager to start their own chapters.

But the group’s greatest impact came, improbably, through the arrest and subsequent murder trial of cofounder Newton. The Panthers rallied around Newton, who was charged with killing an Oakland police officer. In the winter of 1968, Stokely Carmichael headlined two raucous “Free Huey” rallies in Oakland and Los Angles that, over two days, turned Newton and the Panthers into youthful symbols of a revolutionary age.

But the revolution that the Panthers so confidently predicted did not go off as planned. The group’s role as a revolutionary party of urban outlaws committed to the violent (if necessary) overthrow of the U.S. government undermined its ambitious community empowerment efforts—which included free breakfast for children, health care, and food giveaways. Legal repression from the criminal justice system would persist long after the group’s ability to disrupt, let alone overthrow, the federal government.

By the early 1970s, the Panthers were financially crippled, physically harassed by federal surveillance, and burdened by the descent of once-promising leaders into self-destructive behavior, corruption, and abuse—highlighted by factional splits and Newton’s escalating drug abuse. They had retreated back to Oakland as a local group engaged in community organizing (including a stab at local elections as Bobby Seale ran for mayor and Elaine Brown the city council) that seemed far removed from their daringly romantic beginnings.

 

 

Thus, the travails of Carmichael and the Black Panthers contributed to Black Power’s maturity. It came of age in the early 1970s in the grassroots political organizing of a diverse group of activists. The national black political convention held in Gary, Indiana, over three days in the late winter  of 1972 represented the movement’s high point. At this event, intellectuals, trade unionists, feminists, students, black nationalists, Marxists, and civil rights leaders across a wide ideological spectrum came to Gary in order to outline a political program that demanded nothing less than radical democracy. Progressive agendas that addressed poverty, failing public schools, crime, urban renewal, and support for African independence movements marked the convention.

Hailing from a wide range of backgrounds that reflected Black Power’s generational and political diversity, Gary mayor Richard Hatcher, Michigan congressman Charles Diggs, and black nationalist leader and poet Amiri Baraka served as the convention’s coconveners. Elected in 1967, Hatcher served as Gary’s first black mayor, and his commitment to progressive politics made him stand out on the far left of even his most liberal congressional colleagues. Diggs’s pro-Africa sentiment made him perhaps the leading congressional figure placing pressure on the United States to divest from oppressive regimes in Rhodesia and South Africa. Baraka’s political activism dated back to his 1960 tour of Cuba with Robert Williams and his arrest, early the next year, at the UN riot. By 1965, in the aftermath of Malcolm X’s assassination (and at that time still named Le Roi Jones), Baraka founded the innovative and short-lived Black Arts Repertory Theater and School in Harlem. By the early 1970s, he had changed both his name and his political outlook. Baraka became an urban activist in Newark, New Jersey, and a national political leader comfortably sharing political stages with elected black officials, charismatic young civil rights activists such as Jesse Jackson, and African revolutionaries ranging from Amilcar Cabral to Julius Nyerere.

These alliances shed light on Black Power’s complex relationship to the civil rights movement. Inspired in part by the same legacy that buoyed civil rights activists, Black Power advocates took the notion of righting historical wrongs to a new level. Black Power emerged alongside civil rights activism during a moment of national racial crisis that was pregnant with world historic possibilities. Postwar American prosperity, with its expansive promise of middle-class contentment, home ownership, and educational opportunity, largely excluded the very generation of blacks who helped to enable the nation’s dazzling progress.

But African Americans responded in different ways to America’s postwar landscape. On the one hand, Southern civil rights activists during the 1950s advocated a brand of social justice that, although dramatically scaled back from the radical politics of the 1930s and 1940s, retained elements of World  War 11-era racial militancy. On the other hand, Black Power activists embraced a different radicalism altogether, one that promoted self-reliance, internationalism, and cooperation among blacks. Although some were more effective as political activists and others better at grabbing headlines, Black Power radicals ultimately discovered—just as their civil rights counterparts had—that there were no easy or quick solutions to America’s racial crisis. Civil rights activists and Black Power militants both confronted a society unwilling to extend full citizenship to blacks. Rancorous debate over strategies and tactics and differing interpretations over the meaning of freedom and citizenship should not obscure the way in which both movements dialogued and, at times, inspired one another. Activists from one camp just as often shifted to the other, and a dual commitment to both tendencies existed in individual persons and organizations. Both movements dreamed of redefining American democracy but would, instead, settle for exposing rough truths about racial justice, social transformation, and economic equality. Consequently, in spite of the mutually expressed hostilities exchanged between the two movements, there remains a shared poetic symmetry that briefly transcended political differences as it ultimately transformed the very landscape of race relations.

 

Black Power’s demise as a national movement coincided with America’s deepening urban crisis that would unfold coast to coast over the next decades. In the 1970s and 1980s, African Americans took political control of metropolitan centers at the very moment that cities were—due to federal neglect, shrinking tax bases, and loss of industries—made most vulnerable to crime, poverty, and failing public schools. Although we will never know how a thriving Black Power movement might have confronted the soaring gang violence, crack epidemic, and poverty that gripped large sectors of the African American community during the late 1970s and 1980s, Black Power activists helped ease the often heartbreaking transition from the hopeful Great Society rhetoric of the 1960s to the conservatism ushered in by the Reagan revolution of the 1980s.

The movement, therefore, was more than a series of shoot-outs, race riots, and provocative sound bites. In fact, beginning with its remaking of black identity, Black Power transformed America’s racial, social, and political landscape. In an age when the majority of blacks were still referred to as “Negroes,” were ashamed of their natural hair texture, and loathed association with the African continent, Black Power reimagined the possibilities  for both black identity as well as American democracy. But if its confrontational posture quickened the pace of racial change, it likewise provoked a visceral reaction in white Americans who, almost overwhelmingly, could more easily identify with civil rights activists than Black Power militants.

More than forty years after the Meredith march, we can now better assess Black Power’s impact on American society. For instance, during the late 1980s and early 1990s, a new generation of rap musicians and hip-hop artists deployed Black Power icons as symbols of racially conscious and historically resonant political defiance. In particular, rap group Public Enemy helped introduce the movement’s legacy to a new generation with anthems like “Fight the Power!” However, although hip-hop reports a reality from the street in the form of urban violence, drug abuse, and ennui that is neglected by the mainstream media, it also revels in the sexism, commercialization, and materialism that characterized the worst aspects of the Black Power era.

In some spectacular instances, Black Power and hip-hop share bloodlines. Black Panther Afeni Shakur’s son, Tupac, became a groundbreaking hip-hop artist and, after his 1996 death, an icon as well. As the child of a Black Panther, Tupac came of age in an era seemingly bereft of the type of political movements that had inspired his mother. But the connections between urban poverty, racism, and economic inequality that gave the Panthers their  raison d’être likewise became a motif for some of his most poignant, controversial, and successful music.

Thus, Black Power’s impact remains powerfully resonant—however fraught and contentious it may be. As a generation of black politicians, artists, and intellectuals have channeled the new black identity it first articulated in diverse and varied ways, the movement’s importance for a contemporary generation of black Americans can hardly be overstated. Black Power’s unflinching call for self-determination, promotion of black history and culture, pan-African impulses, and radical critique of American democracy remains as timely as ever. Furthermore, echoes of the past continue to abound in present-day issues of mass incarceration of African Americans, an unpopular war overseas, and escalating examples of institutional racism.

Malcolm X, Stokely Carmichael, and the wider Black Power movement have been overshadowed by annual celebrations of martyrs, icons, political legislation, and landmark court cases commonly associated with the civil rights era’s heroic period. Although civil rights struggles are rightfully acknowledged as having earned black Americans a historic level of dignity, Black Power accomplished a no less remarkable task, fueling the casually assertive identity and cultural pride that marks African American life today. Yet few Americans of any age, race, and ethnic group have a sense of Black Power’s achievements, failures, and continued legacy. This is unfortunate.

Black Power reminds us of democracy’s experimental, consistently embattled nature and the high price that blacks and others have paid in efforts to ensure its qualified success. It also brings us closer to understanding the now largely forgotten violence, anger, rage, and mistrust that marked race relations during much of the twentieth century. Black Power not only reveals the depth of the era’s despair over poverty, war, and racism, but it also better illustrates the breadth of African American radicalism in the postwar era. Ultimately, Black Power accelerated America’s reckoning with its uncomfortable, often ugly racial past. In the process, it spurred a debate over racial progress, citizenship, and democracy that would scandalize as it would also help change America.

Politically, Black Power marked the emergence of militants who, as local powerbrokers, partially helped facilitate the rise of a new generation of black elected officials. The movement’s politics included a cultural ethos that redefined black identity by promoting defiantly popular images of racial pride and self-determination. It waged a war of attrition in order to implement Black Studies programs and departments in higher education; establish independent schools, education centers, cultural centers, and think tanks; and become the forerunners to contemporary discussions of diversity and multiculturalism. The new black politics featured alliances between elected of ficials and black nationalist militants, and a cultural movement that used art to expand black consciousness and help forge an international legacy that viewed African liberation as the crown jewel of a global revolution. In turn, this planted seeds that partially inspired post-Black Power-era anti-apartheid activism. If civil rights worked from the outside-in by paving the way for legal and legislative reforms, Black Power worked in reverse, imbuing the race consciousness and pride within African American communities upon which much of contemporary black identity is based.

Thus, Barack Obama’s audacious presidential candidacy, invigorating campaign, and stunning victory reflects the contours of Black Power’s contemporary legacy, relationship with civil rights struggles, and enduring impact on America’s national racial dialogue. But while Obama invoked the civil rights era throughout his campaign, he largely ignored Black Power (with the exception of one passing reference that chided critics for focusing on identity politics at the expense of larger, more pressing issues). Yet without  the Black Power Movement’s combatively robust efforts to refashion the politics of citizenship, identity, and democracy, Obama’s candidacy, campaign, and election could not have occurred. Black Power allowed American citizens of African descent, perhaps none as notably as Obama, to be rooted in the black community without being narrowly defined by it.
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MALCOLM X, HARLEM, AND AMERICAN DEMOCRACY

Whenever a Negro fights for “democracy,” he’s fighting for
 something he has not got, never had and never will have.

—MALCOLM X, 19641

 

 

“We respect authority, but we are ready to fight and die in defense of our lives,” Malcolm X once told reporter Louis Lomax.2 The resolution behind these words provides insight into the remarkable political journey, personal travails, and intellectual evolution of Malcolm X. For Malcolm, the right to self-defense animated a larger quest for black political self-determination, one that he vigorously pursued in the Nation of Islam. Through the course of his political career that spanned over a decade, Malcolm publicly criticized American democracy as being unable to guarantee black citizenship and protect the lives of civil rights activists.

Malcolm Little was born in Omaha, Nebraska, on May 19, 1925, to a family who would soon be shattered by the death of Malcolm’s father, Earl Little. A political activist and part-time preacher, Earl followed the black nationalist teachings of Marcus Garvey, an activity that strained the family’s financial resources and personal strength. Though mainly an urban phenomenon, Garvey’s advocacy of black self-determination also inspired residents in Southern and rural parts of the United States.3 Malcolm remembered his father’s death as a lynching at the hands of local white terrorists. Malcolm’s mother, Louise Little, experienced bouts of mental illness that forced her eight children to lead scattered lives bereft of the safety and security provided by family.

Malcolm’s memories of the Little family’s spiral into poverty and humiliation would haunt him for the rest of his life. So would images of Earl Little, strong and fierce, passing out pictures of Marcus Garvey at sparsely attended Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) meetings in Lansing, Michigan, that attracted blacks brave enough to listen to taboo discussions of racial pride and black power. The fact that family lore attributed Earl’s death to his militant crusading made less of an impression on Malcolm than the swaggering, larger-than-life aura of bravado that his father exuded while alive.4

For a time, the big city underworlds of Harlem, Detroit, and Boston served as surrogate homes for the teenaged Malcolm. He was precocious enough to be voted class president in junior high school, yet sensitive enough to feel panic and alienation after a white teacher, with one racial slur, dismissed his dream of becoming a lawyer. The danger that Malcolm encountered during his subsequent descent into a sordid world of urban crime, drugs, and vice approximated—albeit in a decidedly misguided manner—the more political threats that his father had faced. But Malcolm’s subsequent incarceration for burglary in 1946 would lead to personal redemption and a political transformation after encountering the teachings of the Nation of Islam (NOI).

While a convict in Massachusetts from 1946 to 1952, Malcolm joined the Nation of Islam. In joining the group, Malcolm was, at least partially, following in his late father’s footsteps. The NOI had been organized after the heyday of the Garvey-inspired nationalism of the post-World War I New Negro. As such, it advocated personal dignity, economic self-determination, and organizational discipline in service of an unorthodox interpretation of the Islamic faith as defined by a semiliterate wise man called Elijah Muhammad (nee Elijah Poole).

Thus, Garvey’s and the NOI’s distinct approaches coincided with each other in ways that would have a profound effect on Malcolm’s evolution into a radical activist. While Marcus Garvey advocated the recovery of suppressed historical truths about ancient African kingdoms in order to uplift blacks in America, Muhammad substituted religious prophecy for fact and characterized whites as “devils” created by a renegade black scientist named Yacub. Furthermore, the NOI’s rise coincided with Malcolm’s growing involvement with the groups in the mid-1950s. Spotting Malcolm’s potential, Muhammad became a father figure who allowed his younger protégé creative space to turn the NOI into an international phenomenon. Hierarchical and patriarchal, the NOI demanded strict allegiance from its members who were required to hawk newspapers, pay a numerous array of religious dues, abstain from drugs and alcohol, and regularly attend Mosque. The group’s well-trained security force, named the Fruit of Islam (FOI), stood tall and erect at Mosque services and rallies and lent the group’s public events an air of military authority. With a relatively tiny stronghold in Detroit (where Muhammad founded the first mosque) and Chicago, the NOI sprouted a limited following in inner cities and small but faithful groups of believers scattered in prisons across America. To the uninitiated, the Nation could be written off as an odd group of religious kooks, a throwback to Depression-era black politics when virtually every community seemed to be bursting with self-proclaimed prophets. However, federal authorities were less dismissive. FBI agents would observe with increasing anxiety the Nation’s growth from the margins of black urban life to a central feature of national race relations. By 1957, the Bureau placed Muhammad under state-of-the-art surveillance that included telephone wiretaps and miniature listening devices.

But what the Nation offered for Malcolm was both spiritual nourishment and concrete professional opportunities. In 1952, for the first time in his life, Malcolm found a vocation (as a Muslim minister) that he actually enjoyed. Like many working-class black men of his generation, Malcolm suffered long bouts of unemployment in between a string of unsatisfying menial labor jobs. Prior to his incarceration, from 1941 to 1944, Malcolm was a railroad car porter and waiter in Boston, the Bronx, and New York City.5 At Charlestown State Prison in Massachusetts and, later, Concord State Reformatory and Norfolk Prison Colony, Malcolm worked in a woodshop, coal warehouse, and machine shop, where he produced license plates.6 After being paroled on August 7, 1952, Malcolm moved to Inkster, an all-black working-class Detroit suburb, where he lived with his older brother Wilfred and sold furniture in Detroit. In January 1953, Malcolm experienced a brief stint as a line worker at the Ford Wayne Assembly Plant before finding work as a grinder at the Gar Wood furniture factory in Detroit.7 That fall Malcolm’s itinerant laboring continued, this time in Philadelphia’s dockyards.

From personal experience, Malcolm now had gained an unvarnished portrait of the black working class. For most of his public career, both critics and supporters marveled at Malcolm’s ability to connect with ordinary black men and women. Although many attributed this to personal charisma, in fact Malcolm’s life had made him intimately acquainted with the hopes, aspirations, and bitterness of the black working class.8

Malcolm then transformed himself from a criminal into a working-class hero. Between 1952, when he was released from prison, up until his untimely assassination on February 21, 1965, at the Audubon Ballroom in New York City, Malcolm X served as a community organizer, national political mobilizer, and an icon of racial justice. Malcolm’s years of political activity paralleled extraordinary historical events, ones that he profoundly influenced at the local, national, and later, the international level. Yet the depth, breadth, and scope of Malcolm’s impact on America’s postwar years remains largely ignored.

During America’s heroic civil rights struggles of the 1950s and 1960s, Malcolm X led bold efforts to redefine the tenor and geographical terrain of black politics. In doing so, he invented a new language of political activism whose urgent rhetoric gave voice to the modern movement for Black Power. As Black Power’s most powerful spokesperson Malcolm confronted the contradictions, flaws, and shortcomings of American democracy in speeches, lectures, and interviews that represent one of his most important legacies.

 

 

As a Muslim minister, Malcolm confronted the contradictions of Amer ican democracy in his fiery sermons. Malcolm began to lead Harlem’s Muslim Mosque No. 7 in June 1954—one month after the Brown desegregation decision. The appointment was a reward for Malcolm’s tireless efforts to resuscitate the NOI’s faltering Detroit temple and his establishment of Muslim Mosque No. 12 in Philadelphia in March.9 In his sermons in Philadelphia, Malcolm had tested out the themes of race, democracy, and anticolonialism that would become rhetorical trademarks in subsequent years. Malcolm held up Kenya’s Mau Mau rebellion and Vietnamese resistance against French colonialism in Indochina as examples of a growing tide combating white supremacy at the international level. He compared President Eisenhower to an Egyptian pharaoh, foreshadowing a line of attack against sitting American presidents that would one day lead to his departure from the NOI.10

For Malcolm, democracy’s jagged edges of poverty, police brutality, and squalid living conditions were starkly measured in the racial and class composition of African Americans. In 1955, the Nation’s Philadelphia Mosque FBI informants reported that Malcolm “analyzed the word democracy” and judged it to be “the rule of evil” that promoted misery and death in the black community.11 From this and throughout his career, Malcolm would  continue to vociferously argue that nothing short of a black revolution would fundamentally transform a political system he regarded as being intrinsically corrupt.

Furthermore, by the early 1950s Malcolm had developed into a talented and effective community organizer. Between 1954 and 1957, against a national backdrop of school desegregation campaigns, the Emmet Till lynching, the Montgomery, Alabama, bus boycott, and the Little Rock, Arkansas, school crisis, Malcolm X helped to organize NOI strongholds in Detroit; Chicago; Hartford, Connecticut; Washington, D.C.; and Philadelphia.12  Equally important, Malcolm also forged alliances with secular radicals in all of these cities. Crafting relationships with a wide array of militants helped Malcolm’s profile develop beyond the confines of the Muslim world and into the wider arena of African American politics.

When he was named Muhammad’s national representative in 1957, Malcolm began serving as the Nation’s chief strategist, main recruiter, and organizational architect. That same year, he addressed the Little Rock desegregation crisis from Detroit.13 In Malcolm’s words, “the entire black world” was watching America’s civil rights struggles unfold. Recalling his recent visit to the United Nations, he described African diplomats who decried the racist treatment of black Americans. Malcolm connected local black concerns with rapidly unfolding global events. In this way, like a history professor before a large lecture hall, Malcolm challenged his audience to develop a more nuanced appreciation of the racial ramifications of America’s Cold War-driven foreign policy.14 He dissected the legacy of chattel slavery, the impact of racial segregation, and the humiliation of urban poverty with surgical precision, biting wit, and a kind of verbal flair that expertly combined the sacred and the profane. Because of his oratorical command, over time audiences for his speeches grew, stretching from Harlem’s 116th Street Muslim Mosque No. 7 to jam-packed university auditoriums and giant outdoor rallies. Impeccably groomed, tastefully dressed, and as well mannered as he was eloquent, Malcolm’s imposing personal appearance (he stood six feet, three inches) magnified his growing political stature.

 

Though Malcolm’s primary apprenticeship was with the Nation of Islam, which imparted mental and physical discipline that honed his prodigious mind and untapped skills, Malcolm’s second apprenticeship came courtesy of Harlem itself It was a city within a city, where legendary street speakers such as Carlos Cooks and Lewis Michaux provided insight into black nationalism,  political organizing, and institution building. Harlem’s political terrain became a lab where Malcolm experimented with organizing methods, collaborated with local activists, and surveyed a national landscape being reconstructed by civil rights insurgency. He applied these lessons first in Harlem, and, over time, across the United States and around the world.

Malcolm X first entered Harlem’s consciousness after an act of police brutality against Nation of Islam member Johnson X had left New York City poised on the edge of racial violence.15 On April 26, 1957, white police officers brutally assaulted Johnson X. James Hicks, managing editor of the  New York Amsterdam News, contacted Malcolm to mediate sensitive negotiations between law enforcement and Harlem community representatives in hopes of avoiding a riot. On the surface Malcolm X seemed a most unlikely diplomat: an ex-convict barely five years removed from jail who now led the local temple of an unorthodox group of Black Muslims. But through past association with New York City’s criminal underworld, Malcolm knew the streets of Harlem like few of his political contemporaries.

Two standoffs took place that evening. The first, outside the 123rd Street police precinct in Harlem, took place between police and a crowd who had been agitated by rumors about Johnson’s grave physical condition. It ended only after police agreed to move the imprisoned Muslim to Harlem Hospital. Then, for fifteen blocks, Nation of Islam members marched in formation down one of Harlem’s busiest thoroughfares—Lenox Avenue—a sight that inspired an even larger crowd outside of Harlem Hospital, where the second standoff began. After one police official told him to “Get those people out of there,” Malcolm declined. He was aware that the Fruit of Islam followed a precise chain of command that frowned upon freelance retribution that an incited crowd might unleash. “I politely told him,” recalled Malcolm, “those others were his problem.”16 Malcolm’s charismatic presence, along with the disciplined actions of NOI members, helped to avoid further violence. With a few words and a gesture to one of his lieutenants, the Black Muslims dispersed. The crowd quickly followed suit, and a major crisis was averted.

The Johnson case became inextricably attached to Malcolm’s growing legend. The black press proved instrumental in this regard, with the New York Amsterdam News publicizing the Black Muslims as genuine freedom fighters. This countered white newspapers’ depiction of the group as violent and dangerous. Thus, in the story’s aftermath, the Black Muslim phenomenon was officially born.17 “The Amsterdam News made the whole story  headline news,” Malcolm remembered, “and for the first time the black man, woman, and child in the streets were discussing ‘those Muslims.”’18 Malcolm’s deft handling of the Johnson X case demonstrated the NOI’s growing political strength.

Though it was once an obscure group of religious nationalists founded during the Great Depression, the Nation now fit comfortably into Harlem’s eclectic postwar political milieu. Here, Communists, black nationalists, trade unionists, liberals, and socialists all jockeyed for political power. The NOI, however, dismissed overt political action and impugned standard protests of boycotts, pickets, and marches. Instead, they favored an ethos that promoted rugged self-determination—in the form of black entrepreneurship, diligence, and community control—as the key to genuine black empowerment. Because the NOI avoided political activism, Malcolm was unable to directly participate in political demonstrations, and this would impact his political development. As the civil rights struggles swelled and marches and pickets spread across the country, the Nation’s ban on participation in conventional politics increasingly seemed especially archaic. Publicly Malcolm presented the Nation’s political reticence regarding demonstrations as a symbol of black self-reliance.

On this score, black dignity therefore emanated from within the African American community and would be earned through racial uplift strategies rather than “handouts” from white politicians and powerbrokers. Bootstraps rather than ballots, then, served as the NOI’s point of departure for black power in urban centers across the nation. Religious prophecy further fueled this message of personal responsibility. Elijah Muhammad’s teachings offered blacks redemption if they were intelligent and disciplined enough to follow. Consequently, as unconventional religious believers and maverick black nationalists, the Nation of Islam positioned itself as a community of fresh faces among a Harlem landscape teeming with militant groups.

The early rumblings of the civil rights movement’s heroic years paralleled Malcolm’s political organizing in Harlem. In contrast to the Nation of Islam’s bleak portrait of black life in the United States, civil rights leaders vigorously extolled the citizenship rights of black Americans. Southern civil rights activists regaled against a system of Jim Crow that was invested in dramatically visible symbols that served to separate blacks from whites in public life. Civil rights activists and black leaders promoting the virtues—indeed the necessity of—racial integration displayed a stubborn faith in the resiliency of American democratic traditions.

However, Northern black activists in Harlem did not share this faith. Harlem’s poorest sections featured raw, unfiltered misery that manifested itself in the foreboding shadows of dark alleys, across garbage-strewn side-walks, and inside tenements. There, random violence, alcoholism, drug addiction, and hunger shaped the lives of thousands of residents. In this way, New York proved to be the ideal city for Malcolm X’s political growth and intellectual development. Harlem’s aching despair, poignant dignity, and mischievous pride made the neighborhood particularly attractive to the NOI’s rugged brand of social reform. Decaying storefronts, trash-strewn alleys, and open vice dotted Harlem street corners. Senseless violence, routine poverty, and creeping apathy stalked the lives of Harlem residents. Out of this, Malcolm X then cast the Nation of Islam and the teachings of Elijah Muhammad as a tangible oasis amid a searing urban wilderness.

As Malcolm searched for inroads among Harlem’s most vulnerable communities, Martin Luther King Jr. emerged as the young leader of the successful bus boycott in Montgomery, Alabama. In short order, King’s strategy of Gandhian nonviolence became the lynchpin behind a new movement that made deft use of his status as a black preacher. On top of this, his approach gained national recognition for the black church as the headquarters for African American respectability and community. However, long-standing black militancy in the Deep South nonetheless existed in tandem with King’s eloquent call for nonviolence, and this reflected a diverse political terrain where the competing rhetoric of King and Malcolm X both found fertile soil in which to take root.19

Contemporary media interpretations and subsequent historical narratives would posit King and Malcolm as dueling political leaders waging an epic political struggle for the hearts and minds of black Americans. In this telling, Malcolm argued for black identity as the soul of a worldwide political revolution, and Martin countered with prophetic words that imagined a beloved community where engaged citizenship could transcend racial divisions. Such a reading of the two men misses the way in which Malcolm’s and Martin’s rhetoric and activism infuriated, antagonized, and yet inspired each other.

Both Malcolm and King played close attention to one another’s regions and activities. Civil rights demonstrations bubbling up in the South provided Malcolm with tangible evidence of mass discontent in the black community and offered him poignant examples of black solidarity in service of social and political transformation. Urban unrest in the North revealed to King the depth of black poverty, anger, and despair in ways that helped to shape his evolving political thought and would impact his future organizing.20

However, Malcolm was hardly alone in his quest for a revolutionary politics that would transform the black freedom movement. Black radicals in the North combined militant local protests with a pragmatic pursuit of political power that was attuned to national and global developments. These activists found a complex measure of inspiration in racial struggles being waged in the Deep South. By the late 1950s, led by Malcolm X, they had formed an unnamed parallel movement that was cynical about American democracy’s willingness to protect black citizens. This movement, with its varied expressions at the local, regional, national, and global levels, was more than just a mélange of black nationalists, civil rights renegades, and iconoclastic radicals. And it was here, within these radical circles, where cynics and optimists intersected in Harlem, Detroit, and elsewhere, that Black Power was forged.

Civil rights and Black Power grew out of postwar freedom surges. In the South, civil rights activists responded to racial segregation by advocating for voting rights and an end to Jim Crow. Black Power activists embraced militant anti-racist protests that included combative demonstrations. In spite of the differences between the two movements, many activists found themselves drawn to, and participating in, both.

Both movements sought to re-imagine the very shape and tenor of American democracy. Ultimately both helped to transform contemporary American race relations. But the failure to acknowledge Black Power’s immediate roots in the postwar freedom struggle and its early fermentation under Malcolm X’s leadership perpetuates the mythology that the movement represents nothing more than the civil rights era’s destructive, violent, and ineffectual sibling—a horrific doppelganger that practiced politics without portfolio and successfully thwarted more promising movements for social and political justice.

Even Malcolm’s most ardent admirers tend to characterize him as a man ahead of his time. They see him as a prophet unrecognized in his own country and held political hostage to the period’s overwhelming allegiance to nonviolence and gradual racial reform. Most, however, fail to recognize that Malcolm had been more than a charismatic militant. In fact, Malcolm was the leader of a national movement for Black Power that took on new dimensions and a mass public expression—but only after his assassination.

Malcolm X’s and the larger Black Power Movement’s impact, political importance, and historical legacy remain crucial to understanding the full depth and breadth of African American postwar freedom struggles. From his early political development under the tutelage of some of Harlem’s leading  nationalists to his deft relationship with the media as well as more enigmatic ties to Adam Clayton Powell Jr., Malcolm proved to be one of the most versatile political leaders black America has ever produced. The national controversy stoked by the Nation of Islam catapulted him to undreamed-of political heights and unprecedented opportunities that helped to satisfy his large intellectual appetite. From his first trip to Africa in 1959 to his final visit there five years later, Malcolm’s interest in world affairs grew equal parts radical and pragmatic. Meetings with Fidel Castro, Kwame Nkrumah, and other global figures turned Malcolm into black America’s unofficial ambassador. Meanwhile, Harlem would remain as close to a permanent political base (first through Muslim Mosque No. 7’s 116th Street headquarters and later the Hotel Theresa and Audubon Ballroom) as he would ever have.

Malcolm’s political development, therefore, did not emerge in a simple or linear manner. Instead, it was nurtured by a diverse network of activists and organizations whose efforts paralleled, and at times intersected with, civil rights struggles. Furthermore, Malcolm’s radicalism, most often couched as a prelude to the climactic black awakening during the 1960s, took initial shape during the 1950s against the backdrop of Southern civil rights insurgency and global anticolonial movements. Chronicling the Black Power Movement’s early origins, activism, and political debates and defeats in Malcolm X’s Harlem (a world that shaped and was shaped by civil rights activism as well), then, moves us closer to a more nuanced, complicated, and historically accurate portrait of not simply a man, but the period that shaped his political struggles.

 

 

Both before and after the Johnson X incident, Malcolm spent much of his time and energy working as a local organizer in some of Harlem’s roughest corners. An uncanny combination of personal brio, rhetorical eloquence, and strategic brilliance provided Malcolm with the organizing edge necessary in order to stand out on Harlem’s competitive street corners. Additionally, his political instincts favored broad coalitions to promote racial solidarity that are not often associated with sectarian leaders.

The search for new recruits made Malcolm dig deep for the singular phrase, historical example, or biographical insight that could turn a curiosity seeker into a member of Mosque No. 7. Malcolm saw ordinary citizens, upstanding members of Christian churches, and participants leaving rival black nationalist rallies as fair game. Between 1954 and 1959, he and his envoys  patrolled the edges of race-conscious rallies with handbills advancing the Nation of Islam’s call for self-determination. This then served as a prelude for “fishing” expeditions at storefront churches whose working-class constituents might prove receptive to aspects of Malcolm’s message.21 “I had learned early one important thing,” Malcolm later recalled, “and that was to always teach in terms that people could understand.”22 At times, this meant appealing to the black women who frequently poured out of Harlem’s Christian church services. They were greeted by bow-tie wearing Black Muslims, including Malcolm, who extended the NOI’s protective shield in an offer of respect and protection for black women.23

Malcolm X’s self-assured public demeanor and private displays of humor enthralled not only the rank-and-file potential converts but also Harlem’s leading figures.24 Through actor Ossie Davis, he developed important relationships with the city’s black intelligentsia. Impressed by Malcolm’s brilliance and sharp wit, Davis and his wife, Ruby Dee, introduced him to a group of friends and associates who included writers Lorraine Hansberry and Julian Mayfield.25 Furthermore, Malcolm purposefully brokered alliances with the infamous: individuals tainted by allegations linking them to Communism and racial and political black extremism. Davis, along with John Killens and Julian Mayfield, approximated the behind-the-scenes support that Martin Luther King Jr. enjoyed in public from movie stars such as Sidney Poitier and Harry Belafonte.26 Privately, they formed a group of influential advisors who would serve as Malcolm’s intellectual inner circle.

Malcolm’s personal charms also generated a positive relationship with the press, which led to improving coverage of his activities from a variety of sources. As a result, his high profile propelled him beyond the Nation of Islam into a larger world that introduced him to influential journalists such as William Worthy, Louis Lomax, and Alex Haley. Worthy, a correspondent for the Baltimore- Washington Afro-American, frequently covered the Nation of Islam for newspaper and magazine stories marked by their unusual level of depth and complexity. One of the most important black journalists of his generation, Worthy’s professional relationship with Malcolm would also turn into a personal friendship.

If Worthy’s radical politics made him particularly receptive to Malcolm’s charms, however, Lou Lomax would be a tougher project. He would come around only after covering the NOI for several years. Bespectacled, inquisitive, and erudite, Lomax cut his journalistic teeth exposing the Black Muslims before a national television audience in the 1959 Mike Wallace-narrated  documentary The Hate That Hate Produced. The documentary’s scathing portrayal of the NOI and Malcolm X unintentionally produced the first major intraracial civil rights controversy—and in the process it also turned the group and its charismatic spokesman into national celebrities. The public’s appetite for information about the once-obscure religious group increased exponentially, as did opportunities for any journalists who had intimate knowledge of the Nation’s inner workings. In short order, Lomax became a national expert on the Nation of Islam, and he would even later collaborate with Malcolm X on the 1963 book When the Word Is Given.

Alex Haley, whose political sympathies ran considerably to the right of both Worthy and Lomax, would shape Malcolm’s legacy in ways unimaginable at the time. Both Worthy and Lomax (and even James Hicks) seemed better suited to write Malcolm’s autobiography, at least in terms of sharing Malcolm’s radical political sympathies. Primarily organized and edited after Malcolm’s death, The Autobiography of Malcolm X would indelibly transform Malcolm’s legacy for a popular audience, fundamentally casting Malcolm as a lost soul haunted by familial tragedy, a criminal past, and service to a corrupt leader, whose ultimate redemption was found only after acknowledging the potential for interracial brotherhood.27

Black newspapers, including the New York Amsterdam News, Pittsburgh Courier, Chicago Defender, Los Angeles Herald Dispatch, and Baltimore-Washington Afro-American, reported on the growing specter of the Nation of Islam when mainstream journalists ignored the group. Malcolm, for his part, took note, stalking the offices of the Amsterdam News and other publications, determined to create a national organ to disseminate the NOI’s worldview.

In the December 22, 1956, edition of the Pittsburgh Courier, Malcolm published an early essay discussing his religious and political beliefs. The article’s title, “We Have Risen From the Dead,” succinctly captured Malcolm’s unwavering declaration that his life had been transformed, like Paul on the Damascus Road, through his commitment to the Nation of Islam.28 Arisen from “the grave of ignorance,”29 Malcolm then embarked on a mission to spread the gospel of black nationalism and political self-determination through some of the era’s leading black newspapers.

By 1958, black newspapers such as the Los Angeles Herald Dispatch carried Malcolm’s column, “God’s Angry Men.” In an early essay, Malcolm characterized Elijah Muhammad as the heir to Marcus Garvey’s global movement for self-determination. According to Malcolm, Garvey’s efforts to imbue “a Black nationalist spirit” into the African American community were stalled  due to racial treachery. Thus, the NOI represented the living, rather than posthumous, embodiment of Garvey’s largest mass black movement in American history.30

Malcolm’s public image gradually took shape in the year after the Johnson X incident, partially fueled by the popularity of “God’s Angry Men.” Ultimately, Malcolm’s media contacts planted the seeds for one of the Nation’s most profitable and important enterprises: Muhammad Speaks. In the late 1950s, Malcolm served an ad hoc apprenticeship at the offices of the Los Angeles Herald Dispatch, determined to reach the widest possible audience. Trained by the paper’s most exacting administrator, he learned the skills that would help him create Muhammad Speaks.31

In 1957, Malcolm delivered a series of special lectures in Detroit as part of a successful effort to reinvigorate the Motor City’s NOI Mosque, which included having Elijah Muhammad appoint Malcolm’s brother Wilfred as head minister. During an August meeting, attended by over 4,000 people, Malcolm criticized President Eisenhower for failing to advocate strong civil rights legislation. He then went on to blame ineffectual and weak black leadership’s inability to capitalize on black voting power—power that had the potential to turn the tide in national political elections.32

As a result, local black militants unaffiliated with the NOI found a kindred spirit in Malcolm. The city’s black political culture featured militant Christian ministers, black socialists, youthful revolutionaries, and advocates of self-determination who were unimpressed with the civil rights movement’s philosophy of nonviolence. From this, Detroit’s leading black radicals would form deep and lasting alliances with Malcolm. Reverend Albert Cleage Jr., minister of the Central Congregation Baptist Church, served as the spokesman for Detroit’s “New Guard.” A fiery preacher and master orator, Cleage was at once a respected civic leader as well as a rabble-rouser who berated the city’s black leadership as too timid to pursue raw political power. Brothers Richard and Milton Henry were local organizers and activists with an entrepreneurial streak. Through Milton’s personal friendship with Malcolm, the city’s radicals were given direct access to America’s leading black militant. Luke Tripp founded the radical group UHURU (Swahili for “freedom”) and became the leader of the city’s young militants. James and Grace Lee Boggs were practically folk heroes to a generation of young militants. James’s job as an auto worker lent gravitas to his theoretical speeches and books about race and class, while his Chinese American wife and political partner held a PhD in philosophy from Bryn Mawr and possessed  formidable intellectual and organizing abilities.33 This national network of informal associations helped to create the movement that would later be known as Black Power.

In the late 1950s, Malcolm was in the process of developing a cosmopolitan worldview that was as expansive as those he would more forcefully enunciate in the year after he left the NOI. In the spring of 1958, during a speech in Los Angeles, Malcolm concluded his address by connecting racial oppression in Mississippi with independence struggles in the Third World.34  Through this and other similar observations, it is evident that Malcolm’s extensive international vision, usually couched as occurring only after his break from the NOI in 1964, actually permeated his entire political career.

However, Malcolm’s cosmopolitan perspectives did not preclude sniping at competitors. With the NOI’s modest infrastructure, membership, and resources being dwarfed by the black church, Malcolm launched well-orchestrated attacks against African American ministers, characterizing them as charlatans and bottom-feeders who exploited long-standing racial tension and turned Negroes into “satisfied, sanctified beggars.”35 The black press ate it up. The Pittsburgh Courier ran headlines stating that, “Malcolm X Blasts Negro Ministers!” after one particularly rough indictment, and the Miami Times announced Malcolm’s plans to organize Muslims in Florida.36

But if newspaper reporters shaped much of the black world for public consumption, powerbrokers, such as Congressman Adam Clayton Powell Jr., ruled it. An old-fashioned politician who rose to become Harlem’s most important elected official, Powell was a cunning dealmaker, shrewd legislator, and beloved symbol of national black political power. Reports of Powell’s womanizing, drinking, and at times ethically questionable financial dealings made him a kind of folk hero among Harlemites, who reacted to the latest news of his exploits with the glee of witnessing a rakish showman and master entertainer.

Malcolm X and Powell personally bonded over shared reputations as extraordinary political showmen, dazzling public speakers, and unapologetic political mavericks. Malcolm spoke at Powell’s Abyssinian Baptist Church in Harlem, and the two established an alliance that withstood rumors of dissension over which man wielded more influence over Harlem politics. Mutually providing each other with establishment legitimacy and street credibility, Malcolm and Powell cultivated a pragmatic political alliance.37

Malcolm’s rapprochement with the Christian Powell represented a détente in his rhetorical war against the black church. Best remembered for his  pungent attacks against Martin Luther King Jr. in the early 1960s, Malcolm’s skirmishes with black preachers actually dated back to the 1950s. As part of Muhammad’s efforts to establish a Muslim stronghold in Los Angeles and the larger West Coast, Malcolm delivered a series of well-attended lectures in Los Angeles in the spring of 1958. These included sharp attacks on black Christian ministers, some of whom walked out of one particularly harsh sermon.38

However, Malcolm’s growing notoriety also led to elevated scrutiny from the authorities. In 1958, the FBI designated Malcolm a “key figure.”39 NOI plans to establish mosques in the South and throughout the West Coast prompted special concern from Bureau officials.40 For the rest of his public life, Malcolm’s every move would be under strict surveillance by both federal authorities headquartered in Washington, D.C., New York City’s Bureau of Special Services (BOSS) unit, and international emissaries from the State Department and other agencies during his trips around the world.

 

 

If Harlem was changing during the 1950s, so was much of the wider world. In particular, the 1955 Afro-Asian Conference in Bandung, Indonesia, represented a world historical event. Imagining a world free from the dictates of the United States and the Soviet Union in favor of self-determination by previously colonized nations, Bandung audaciously promoted indigenous self-rule. Calls for Third World solidarity that were unleashed at the Bandung conference would in turn be echoed by Malcolm X (who did not attend the conference) over the course of his career.

Africa represented a key part of the Bandung conference’s hopes to reshape the world. Perceived by both American and Soviet interests as a continent vulnerable to Cold War intrigues, Africa plotted its own course of independence through indigenous movements for self-determination that gripped the continent. Then, the arrival of Ghanaian independence in 1957 suggested an African renaissance was well under way. Harlem, with a rich history of black nationalist street-speaking and pan-Africanist organizing that stretched back to the New Negro, greeted African independence with cheers. American officials, however, responded more cautiously. They crafted an imaginative strategy for African diplomacy that both publicized and exaggerated domestic racial progress in hopes of spreading democracy in the region, forestalling Communism, and defending against assertions that Jim Crow practices rendered America unfit to preach democracy to the rest of the world.41

Ghana’s prime minister, Kwame Nkrumah, made dreams of a revolutionary new Africa seem tantalizingly real. Nkrumah’s promise to “show the world” that Africans could take the “lead in justice, tolerance, liberty, individual freedom and social progress” seemed especially encouraging. This was particularly poignant given his singular relationship with black America, having been educated at Lincoln University in Pennsylvania.42

Ghana mesmerized black radicals and moderates alike. Radicals viewed Ghana as the potential spark that could move Africa toward a continental-wide insurgency, one that would ultimately trigger a global revolution powerful enough to meaningfully impact American racism. Moderates, on the other hand, adopted a more pragmatic outlook. Instead, they were hopeful that Ghana’s newfound stature would pressure the United States into making both symbolic as well as real inroads toward racial progress.

Harlem basked in the reflected glory of Nkrumah’s rise. In return, Nkrumah personally invited skilled blacks committed to Africa’s restoration to help build a new nation. Around two hundred African Americans would respond to this call, which led to the establishment of an expatriate community in Ghana that included Harlem radicals such as Julian Mayfield and Maya Angelou, as well as the ninety-three-year-old W E. B. Du Bois. Malcolm would visit Ghana’s community of expatriates in May 1964—less than two years before the fall of Nkrumah’s political kingdom. Upon his arrival, he was welcomed as a prodigal son returning to Africa.43

The black press helped to amplify Harlem—and the rest of black America’s—pan-African impulses by meticulously chronicling independence movements surging across Africa. Nkrumah, as well as other prominent African leaders, became instant icons of revolution and self-determination, presented by black radicals and moderates as positive proof of racial progress. Recapping the year’s events, the Amsterdam News declared 1957 as the “Year Negroes Fought Back” and held up independence celebrations in Accra, Ghana, as one of the year’s most important events.44 Then, Nkrumah’s trip to Harlem on Sunday July 27, 1958, served as an unofficial coronation of sorts. Returning to Harlem for the first time since being elected Ghanaian prime minister, a beaming Nkrumah rode in an open car, flanked by New York City mayor Abe Stark, as 25,000 Harlemites lined the streets.45

 

In 1959, Malcolm X and the Nation of Islam became a national phenomenon. The Hate That Hate Produced, a five-part News Beat documentary broadcast during the week of July 13, ignited the civil rights era’s first intraracial  controversy.46 Having been given unprecedented access to the Nation of Islam, black reporter Louis Lomax, along with an all-white camera crew, filmed never-before-seen aspects of the organization. 47

The documentary pointedly characterized the Nation of Islam as a group of idiosyncratic and potentially violent hate-mongers. America’s first glimpse of the NOI featured the foreboding image of thousands of Muslims at a Washington, D.C., rally. In this footage, tens of thousands of members filled Washington’s enormous Uline Arena that attested to the NOI’s organizational strength. Interviews with Malcolm X and Elijah Muhammad further bolstered narrator Mike Wallace’s claims that the “Black Muslims” represented a dangerous, understudied, and increasingly threatening facet of America’s racial life. Malcolm X, addressing an “African Freedom Day” rally in Harlem, underscored News Beat’s chilling claims that the Muslim movement had penetrated the heart of black America.48

As The Hate That Hate Produced aired, Malcolm was touring Africa for the first time, where he was making arrangements for Elijah Muhammad’s planned hajj. From the Kandarah Palace Hotel in Saudi Arabia, Malcolm issued dispatches for the black press describing his visit to the Lower Nile Valley in Egypt, Khartoun’s Upper Nile, and the Sudan. “The people of Arabia know more about the color problem, and seem even more concerned and angered by the injustice our people receive in America than the so-called Negroes themselves,” he wrote.49

Though he acknowledged the multicultural nature of racial ethnicity in the Middle East, Malcolm nonetheless discounted the many white Arabs he encountered. He claimed that “none are white” and “99 per cent of them would be jim-crowed in the United States of America.”50 In the service of making an unassailable point about America’s racial segregation, however, Malcolm would keep silent about the region’s multicultural and multiethnic origins—only to claim a belated discovery of these diverse roots after his second tour five years later. If America once represented the New World, Africa, wrote Malcolm, “is the land of the future,” filled with exhilarating possibilities and a fate in which black Americans “are destined to play a key role.”51  In the Sudan, he marveled over the fact that “[r]acial disturbances in faraway New York City, U.S.A., occupied prominent space on the front pages” of African newspapers.52 The visit to Africa, where he toured the Middle East and met with Egyptian leaders Gamal Abdel Nasser and Anwar Sadat, transformed Malcolm. 53 In Africa, much to his delight, he discovered mutual bonds of trust borne out of shared histories of racial oppression. Furthermore,  Malcolm was acutely aware of America’s obsessive quest to maintain a global image of democracy within the context of the Cold War. Because of this, his dispatches from Africa pointedly characterized domestic racism as the Achilles’ heel of U.S. foreign policy, one that black activists needed to exploit in their quest for racial justice.

Although Malcolm became an international figure, he still retained close ties to local organizing. In certain instances, in fact, he openly flouted the Nation’s dictate of nonparticipation in political demonstrations. In 1959, away from the glare of the national spotlight, Malcolm lent his support to black and Puerto Rican trade unionists of Local 1199. In the midst of an unprecedented 46-day, 7-hospital strike waged by 3,500 workers, he joined the “Committee for Justice to Hospital Workers” that included labor leader A. Philip Randolph and NAACP executive secretary Roy Wilkins.54 Thus, despite his growing fame, Malcolm maintained a passionate commitment to New York City’s local politics.

 

By the end of the 1950s, Malcolm X’s political radicalism was transforming the landscape of black activism. For instance, civil rights activist Robert F. Williams visibly manifested the political rage to which Malcolm gave eloquent voice. Head of the NAACP’s Monroe, North Carolina, chapter, Williams confronted the local Ku Klux Klan with militant words and deeds. By leading skirmishes against the Klan with armed civil rights activists, debating the merits of self-defense versus nonviolence, and forging alliances with activists across a wide political and ideological political spectrum, Williams became the South’s most controversial civil rights activist.

Tall, broad-shouldered, and confident, the imposing Williams became a national celebrity in 1959 after a violent assault of a black woman in Monroe by a white man. In response, Williams recklessly suggested that he would be “willing to kill if necessary,” which led to a six-month suspension and eventual break from the NAACP.55 Rebuffed as intemperate and ill-advised by civil rights moderates—including Martin Luther King Jr.—Williams turned to Harlem for political support. It was only there that he found kindred spirits.

Activists associated with the Harlem Writers Guild, the Nation of Islam, and others lent Williams their prestige, raised money to support activism in Monroe, and introduced him to new contacts. Harlem activist Mae Mallory helped organize “Crusader Families,” who took their name from Williams’s mimeographed newsletter, Crusader. Designed as an effective means to detail  events in Monroe that would be unfiltered through the national press, Crusader subsequently became a vehicle that distilled feelings of black nationalism, revolutionary internationalism, and radical democracy. Like Malcolm X, although Williams’s political activities were in many ways unique, they were also—at least in certain quarters—quite common.

Previously hidden connections between domestic racial struggles and African independence movements were embodied in the political activism taking place in Harlem and the militancy of certain artists like Lorraine Hansberry. In addition to being a protégé of Paul Robeson—who came of age during the Cold War’s early and suffocating infancy—Hansberry came under the tutelage of W. E. B. Du Bois in Harlem. She quickly became a force among the community’s cultural workers. Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun was a brilliantly nuanced portrait of black family life on Chicago’s south side that mesmerized mainstream audiences and critics alike. The play’s bracing verisimilitude made the subjective transcendent, elegantly creating a world that was both fiercely personal and poignantly universal. In Hansberry’s prose, Jim Crow’s shattering impact on black life existed alongside dreams of self-determination that stretched from Chicago’s racially segregated south side all the way to Africa. Furthermore, she claimed ties to Harlem through Paul Robeson’s influential, although short-lived, early 1950s periodical Freedom.56One of the world’s most celebrated and respected singers and political activists during the 1940s, Robeson’s influence in Harlem, if not corresponding to his national stature, proved resilient against Cold War repression that revoked his passport for close to a decade and smeared him as a traitor. Consequently, through Robeson, Harlem’s “University of the Streets” helped teach Hansberry that even luminaries could be ruined. But it also introduced her to activists, such as Harlem Writer Guild stalwart John Oliver Killens, who would help shape her literary and political pursuits.

A Raisin in the Sun plumbed the depths of a style of black cultural nationalism that would become associated with a second generation of Black Power militants.57 Nationalist themes of robust self-determination and dreams of African independence paralleled the Younger family’s efforts to secure the American Dream. These pursuits, for many critics at least, overwhelmed A  Raisin in the Sun’s more radical aspects. A blockbuster analysis of race, democracy, and the very meaning of postwar America, the play elegantly transcended Cold War-era racial myths and social fictions.58 If Malcolm X served as the avatar for Black Power during the 1950s, Hansberry represented one of the movement’s earliest and most eloquent literary voices.59

In the summer of 1959, Malcolm X returned to Harlem after visiting Africa. However, he arrived in the middle of the storm of controversy generated by  News Beat’s Black Muslim documentary. The visit to Africa, where he toured the Middle East, transformed Malcolm. He had met with Egyptian leaders Gamal Abdel Nasser and Anwar Sadat. What Malcolm discovered was that there were “hordes of intelligent Africans” who were unmoved by American propaganda extolling domestic racial progress, therefore penetrating what Malcolm described as a “veil of global diplomatic art.”60

Although black newspapers had followed Malcolm’s tour of Africa with keen interest, the white press had ignored him. Alternately demonized or ignored by white press outlets and lacking editorial control over black coverage, in response Malcolm created the newspaper that would become one of his most important legacies. Muhammad Speaks would become the leading black radical weekly newspaper during the early 1960s. Offering coverage of civil rights struggles, labor and rent strikes, and political revolutions raging across much of the Third World, Muhammad Speaks would prove to be unconventionally bold and sophisticated in its coverage of insurgent racial unrest around the world. But Muhammad’s control over the paper would push its founder, Malcolm, increasingly into the background. Ultimately, Muhammad Speaks, with a weekly circulation that exceeded half a million by the mid-1960s, would become a lucrative enterprise that came to help institutionalize the NOI in urban centers across the United States.61

Furthermore, in the aftermath of the Mike Wallace documentary, Malcolm spearheaded the NOI’s damage-control efforts. He traveled around the country enforcing tight discipline and organizational control over mosques that were seen as shaky. These mosques were conducting numerous radio and television interviews defending Muhammad and the Black Muslim movement, as well as providing handpicked reporters such as William Worthy intimate access to meetings.62

Contrary to the documentary’s judgment, however, the entire affair proved a financial and public relations boon for Malcolm and the Nation of Islam. Malcolm X’s legend, burnished by a prodigious speaking schedule, would soon flourish—as would the organization’s entire infrastructure. The  News Beat documentary successfully characterized the NOI as hate-mongers in the eyes of white America. But blacks viewed the media blitz through different eyes, with a small vocal minority expressing unabashed admiration for the group, while the majority of African Americans offered little more than silent respect.

In the winter of 1960, at the very moment that four black college students ignited the direct action phase of the civil rights movement by sitting in at a lunch counter in Greensboro, North Carolina, Malcolm X escalated his own rhetoric. During the first three months of the year, he engaged in a series of high-profile debates, lectures, and rallies, where he castigated mainstream civil rights leaders and defended the Nation of Islam.63 At Boston University, Malcolm pointedly discussed the NOI’s penchant for using the word “black” instead of “Negro” to describe African Americans. “No matter how light or dark we are,” insisted Malcolm, “we call ourselves ‘black’—different shades of black, and we don’t feel we have to make apologies for it!”64 During a Yale University debate with NAACP national youth secretary Herbert Wright, Malcolm criticized the “brainwashed, white-minded middle-class minority of Negroes” seeking integration.65 Malcolm and Wright would continue their debate several months later at City College, where the NAACP activist charged Malcolm with promoting a “bigger and better form of segregation.” The Muslim leader countered with a demand for reparations in the form of cash and land. “It’ll take more than a cup of tea in a white restaurant,” noted Malcolm ruefully, “to make us happy.”66

Then, in Atlanta, Malcolm confronted Kennedy advisor and Harvard University historian Arthur Schlesinger during a question-and-answer session. After the professor compared Black Muslims to white supremacists, Malcolm, identifying himself only as “a muslim,” asked Schlesinger to prove the charges. Schlesinger then cited William Worthy’s recent Esquire article, “The Angriest Negroes,” as evidence. “But sir,” replied Malcolm, “how can a man of your intelligence, a professor of history, who knows the value of thorough research, come here from Harvard and attack the Black Muslims, basing your conclusion on one, small article in a monthly magazine?” After Schlesinger asked if he had read the article, Malcolm answered affirmatively, noting that in the article the professor himself blamed the rise of the NOI on white racism. Schlesinger retorted that he still thought the NOI represented a “dead end,” but now wished “to change the subject to something other than the Muslims.”67

If Malcolm’s unexpected presence briefly rattled the eminent Harvard historian, he found equal delight in debating with college professors at planned events. A two-and-a-half-hour debate with Morgan State University professor August Meier drew 1,000 students who alternately cheered and booed Malcolm’s biting allegations against President Kennedy, white supremacy, and racism. Whites were only trying to help blacks out because  “they know their ship is sinking,” advised Malcolm. Meier, who would go on to be a pioneering professor of Black Studies who happened to be white, conceded that while Malcolm offered compelling points, Meier still struck fast to his commitment to racial integration.68

In 1960, Malcolm grew from being the Nation’s intellectual emissary to becoming a diplomatic one as well. On Monday, September 19, 1960, the Cuban Revolution arrived in Harlem. Led by Fidel Castro, the Cuban delegation descended upon the Hotel Theresa’s stunned owner and operator, Love B. Woods. But controversy surrounded Castro’s unexpected arrival. The midtown hotel originally booked by the Cubans accused the delegation of uncivilized behavior even as Castro leveled charges of racial bigotry.69 Malcolm then met with Castro while the media speculated that the Cuban leader switched to Harlem’s modest but historic Theresa Hotel only to fan local flames of racial discontent.

However, in many ways Harlem had been anticipating Castro’s arrival for almost two years. In the aftermath of the January 1, 1959, Cuban Revolution, black radicals in Harlem emerged as some of the island’s biggest boosters. Members of the Harlem Writers Guild, including John Oliver Killens and John Henrik Clarke, helped form the Fair Play For Cuba Committee in an effort to provide unbiased media coverage of the revolution. Additionally, Robert F. Williams embarked on two tours of Cuba during the summer of 1960 with a delegation of leading black writers joining his second trip. Thus, connections between Harlem and Havana had been cultivated at the grassroots level long before they became enshrined in legend through a meeting between icons.

Malcolm X and Fidel Castro’s meeting positioned Harlem at the center of Cold War intrigue. As they chatted through a Spanish translator, a photographer snapped pictures of the two men sitting at the edge of a bed. The intense conversation included snippets of Malcolm’s typically blunt remarks. “I think you will find,” he said, “the people in Harlem are not so addicted to the propaganda they put out downtown.”70 Malcolm and Fidel’s conversation served as a preparation of sorts for the Cuban leader’s upcoming UN speech. Though Malcolm beamed at Castro’s remark that “we in Latin America are all African Americans,” Castro politely declined Malcolm’s invitation to eat at the NOI’s Harlem restaurant. The Cuban leader explained that they prefer to “eat all our meals here in the hotel” so as to prevent further media eruptions.71 All the while, FBI surveillance observed Malcolm and Fidel’s meeting with intense interest.

Publicly, Malcolm rejected attempts to connect him to Communism, maintaining that he had the freedom to associate with whomever he pleased.72  However, the black press reported Malcolm and Castro’s meeting as a bombshell political development, while white journalists greeted the entire event as a Communist-orchestrated spectacle.73 The New York Times portrayed Castro’s visit as a public relations stunt and characterized Malcolm as “a leader of the so-called Muslim movement among United States Negroes.”74

Besides Malcolm, Castro received a host of dignitaries at the Theresa, including Egyptian president Gamal Nasser, Soviet premier Nikita Kruschev, and a contingent of black radicals associated with Fair Play. Recognizing America’s vulnerability regarding Jim Crow, Castro made race the central focus of his visit. In order to underscore this point, he consorted openly with black Cuban commandante Juan Almeide, who was flown from Cuba only  after Castro came to Harlem. African American radicals, some of whom had witnessed Cuba’s march toward racial equality firsthand, relished the unfolding spectacle.

Followed everywhere by journalists, photographers, and onlookers, the gregarious Castro’s wide smile and effusive demeanor charmed Harlem’s black community. Describing Harlem as an “oasis in the desert,” Castro was celebrated at the Hotel Theresa while President Eisenhower played host to Latin American delegates at the Park Avenue Waldorf Astoria Hotel. Content to mingle with the “poor and humble people of Harlem,” Castro enjoyed a reception hosted by Fair Play that featured enthusiastic African American supporters. Journalist William Worthy, who managed to find time to cover both domestic and international racial crises, covered Castro’s visit from Havana in defiance of travel restrictions.75

Castro’s presence in Harlem turned its 125th Street corridor into New York City’s most congested area. Harlem residents stood outside the Theresa in hopes of catching a glimpse of him, as did members of the Harlem Writers Guild who led chants of “Viva Castro” amid the blare of Spanish music.76  Meanwhile, Castro stoked controversy through expressions of admiration for Harlem. “My impression of Harlem is that it’s wonderful,” he said. “We are very happy here. I think this is a big lesson to people who practice discrimination.”77

Malcolm X’s meeting with Castro was part of his official duties as a member of the 28th Precinct Community Council’s Welcoming Committee. This position was held fully independent from his role as NOI spokesman. The committee was designed to prevent embarrassing incidents, such as the booing  of local NAACP leaders during a visit by Guinean president Sekou Toure in the fall of 1959. As such, it was tasked to “welcome visiting heads of state to Harlem during the General Assembly Sessions of the United Nations.” Despite his success facilitating Castro’s visit, though, Malcolm angrily resigned from the position after blasting journalists, the police department, and the  Amsterdam News for failing to defend the NOI from slanderous accusations that portrayed the group as roving troublemakers.78 Through this, then, Castro’s visit to Harlem provided evidence of Malcolm X’s sophisticated involvement in world affairs.

Then, the assassination of Congolese prime minister Patrice Lumumba would further accelerate both Malcolm’s and Harlem’s political maturation. With the previous year having been designated as the “Year of Africa” by the United Nations, the early winter and spring of 1961 brought grim news of the murder of Patrice Lumumba. Appointed after his release from a dingy jail cell, Lumumba’s spectacular rise and fall revealed the hopes and impediments confronting African nation-building. In an international arena unaccustomed to dealing with Africans as equals in foreign affairs, Lumumba’s breach of etiquette (reprimanding Belgian officials) triggered political backlash. Lumumba’s assassination at the hands of political enemies created the spark that ignited a political love affair that introduced scores of blacks to African independence movements abroad as well as providing many with their first taste of local political organizing.

Primed by trips to Cuba, the increasing profile of Malcolm X, and a resurgence of black nationalist organizing in Harlem, the time proved ripe for resistance. Indeed, writer John Henrik Clarke would mark this event as the birth of a revival of black nationalism not seen since the Garvey movement’s heyday.79 Throughout the second half of the year, the Congo crisis was chronicled in the black press and was a subject of frequent, passionate debates as Congo fever gripped a broad range of the black community. For example, street-corner nationalists in Brooklyn organized a quixotic drive to recruit volunteers to fight in the Congo, but the effort ended in a near-riot. 80 Furthermore, the Harlem Writers Guild cabled President Eisenhower, demanding American intervention in the escalating conflict, while the Amsterdam News published a stream of stories and editorials documenting America’s inconsistent foreign policy in Africa.81

Then, on February 15, 1961, a group of black nationalists took over the United Nations. As over two hundred demonstrators picketed on 42nd Street outside the United Nations’ headquarters, dozens of Harlem’s most  militant activists surreptitiously entered the UN Security Council. Events quickly turned violent. Harlem nationalists helped organize the protest, and its members, both old and new, turned out in full force. Dozens of black protesters infiltrated the UN Security Council meeting to express outrage over Patrice Lumumba’s murder. The ensuing disorders, protests, fistfights, and arrests made international headlines, thereby turning Lumumba into an icon of African independence.

In retrospect, the protest that took place inside the UN Security Council represents Black Power’s formal arrival on the national political scene. Organized by black nationalists—many of whom came of political age in Harlem—the demonstration quickly turned into a melée that featured fistfights, multiple arrests, and the kind of dramatic political theater that would come to be almost exclusively associated with Black Power groups of the late 1960s such as the Black Panthers. Men and women in black arm-bands and veils formed their own ad hoc funeral procession both inside and outside the United Nations in order to honor and mourn Lumumba’s untimely death.82

The UN protest featured dozens of radical political activists keenly aware of the unfolding independence struggles in Africa and around the world. Carlos Moore, the young black Cuban, was, as usual, in the thick of the fray. So was Harlem’s senior Carlos: the incomparable Carlos Cooks. The young Afro-Cuban had served as interpreter during Castro’s Hotel Theresa episode and—until his later disillusionment with Cuba’s racial progress—was among the revolution’s most ardent supporters. Cooks had also preserved his allegiance to Marcus Garvey’s pan-Africanism, even after it fell out of vogue. This distinction once led Kwame Nkrumah himself to personally escort Cooks to a scheduled rally with him after careless organizers snubbed the veteran activist.83

Maya Angelou was another of the dozens of black activists who made their way inside the Security Council meeting. Abandoning California to find a new life in the big city, Angelou had found a warm refuge in the Harlem Writers Guild. A single mother whose deep voice matched her tall, elegant frame, she danced, sang, and did whatever else she could to make ends meet. Even the most cynical observer would have envied the sights and sounds of Angelou’s New York. Seen through her eyes, Harlem was less of a neighborhood in decline than a community filled with street speakers, food vendors, Black Muslims, nationalists, labor organizers, and children playing stickball in the street.

Although Malcolm X stayed conspicuously absent from the day’s protest, his spirit hovered over the entire proceedings. Rumors traced what was now being called a “riot” at the United Nations to an unholy alliance between Black Muslims and Communists. As Malcolm vigorously denied attempts to link the Nation of Islam to the UN protest, he just as strongly resisted efforts to lure him into denouncing the entire affair. “I will permit no one to use me against the nationalists,” Malcolm defiantly explained.84

Malcolm’s decision to remain on the edges of the controversy left it up to writers such James Baldwin to place the event in a larger historical context. In a scathing New York Times editorial, Baldwin characterized the UN demonstration as only “a small echo” of the potentially cataclysmic anger spreading around the world. For Baldwin, American democracy’s best hopes lay in confronting the social and political reasons behind the protest—a kind of political maturity the nation had not often been able to show.85 Lorraine Hansberry then reiterated Baldwin’s sentiment in a letter to the New York Times. She railed against “the continuation of intrigues against African American Negro freedom” before apologizing to Patrice Lumumba’s widow for Ralph Bunche (who had publicly apologized for the behavior of the UN protesters).

Unable to publicly reveal his true feelings about the UN demonstration, privately Malcolm did confess appreciative relief. Although his restraint was rooted in the Nation’s public posture against political demonstrations, he privately questioned the viability of such a strategy. He correctly reasoned that this reticence allowed competing organizations to take credit for NOI-CULTIVATED militancy. At the NOI’s Shabazz Restaurant in Harlem, Malcolm expressed his support to some of the event’s leading organizers. He confided in Maya Angelou, Abbey Lincoln, and Rosa Guy, expressing how proud he was and informing them that he had just finished shooting down rumors of Communist conspiracies.86 Black women were key organizers in the Lumumba demonstration and, in this instance, organized the kind of direct political engagement that Malcolm could not. Even as they considered the Muslim minister a mentor, these dynamic black women likewise taught Malcolm enduring political lessons about the self-determination and capacity of black women that helped make creeping inroads into the Black Muslims’ reflexive misogyny.87

In a wide-ranging interview with forty-three black leaders in the aftermath of the UN demonstration, the New York Times published a front-page story on black nationalism. Malcolm X was one of a half dozen black activists quoted in a story that traced the Lumumba incident to increasing racial consciousness among African Americans. In these comments, he chided the black middle class for wanting to “live out their lives as carbon copies of the white man,” while local nationalist James Lawson warned that “crumbs from the tables of an abundant society” would no longer satisfy the community’s aching hunger for freedom.88 Amsterdam News editor James Hicks attributed rising black anger to poverty and rejected Ralph Bunche’s efforts to apologize for the UN riot. “If Bunche had spent a little more time in Harlem he wouldn’t have apologized for the incident,” said Hicks. Dan Watts, a thirty-seven-year-old architect turned full-time activist and founder of the radical  Liberator magazine, echoed these sentiments. He noted that, despite a good education, “I’ve never been able to feel that as a Negro I had a valuable heritage.” The article then concluded by investigating charges of Communist influence among black nationalists. It surmised that, while they did not control Harlem’s militant black forces, Communists eagerly exploited black rage for their own nefarious purposes.89 It is important to note that, although individual Communists may have attended the Lumumba demonstration, they were not its architects. Any suggestion that they led the protest reflected prevailing stereotypes that simultaneously indicted blacks as too incompetent to pull off such a protest and scapegoated Communists as the invisible agitators behind racial unrest.

The UN demonstration was, in many ways, the culmination of the kind of political organizing that Malcolm had been advocating since he arrived in Harlem as a political activist in 1954. In spirit and practice, the protest reflected the political message of radical self-determination, international awareness, and necessity for self-defense that he had been preaching for close to a decade. But Malcolm’s inability to fully participate in an event that his presence and preaching helped facilitate illustrated the paradox of membership in the Nation of Islam. Prevented from taking part in organized boycotts, picket lines, or political demonstrations, he brokered alliances with individuals and organizations who found their métier in the very tactics that the NOI largely disavowed. Despite Malcolm’s failure to formally lead protests such as the UN demonstration, activists in Harlem nevertheless looked up to him as a teacher, mentor, and guide. He likewise drew similar inspiration from his deepening political and personal ties in Harlem, relationships that would bolster him as he attempted to turn a sectarian organization into a cosmopolitan one. Thus, although Malcolm is usually thought to have only broadened his horizons in his post-NOI career, his political efforts in 1961 reveal a more complicated story.

For example, Malcolm’s participation in the A. Philip Randolph-led Emergency Committee for Unity on Economic and Social Problems found him involved in a coalition effort that included clergymen, labor organizers, black nationalists, and civic leaders. Over 1,000 people showed up for the group’s late-summer rally in September 1961. The unity demonstration drew a wide range of New Yorkers who had never heard Malcolm speak. The committee focused on practical issues of unemployment, job discrimination, increasing the minimum wage, and opening up jobs to blacks at Lincoln Center and other restricted work environments. By doing so, they were able to fuse politics and protest in an effort to impact public policy.90 Ultimately, Malcolm X earned the respect of a wide array of activists, including local militants, civil rights leaders, and labor activists who grew to admire the NOI leader’s political instincts, personal integrity, and willingness to work with a broad spectrum of black political leaders.

 

In 1962, Malcolm further escalated his political rhetoric advocating self-defense as a bulwark against racial violence against blacks. On Sunday, April 22, 2,000 parishioners at Adam Clayton Powell’s Abyssinian Baptist Church in Harlem sat in rapt attention as guest minister Malcolm X preached a gospel more focused on a political reckoning than spiritual redemption. “The Muslims and Nationalists are the balance of power everywhere” and were closely observing America’s racial politics, he stated. “Because a man doesn’t throw a punch,” Malcolm insisted, “doesn’t mean he can’t do so whenever he gets ready.”91 He went on to describe the NOI and black nationalists across the country as a sort of reserve army of political activists ready to engage in an epic battle for racial justice—but only at a time and place of their choosing.

Five days later, the police shooting of twenty-eight-year-old Los Angeles NOI member Ronald Stokes called into question whether Malcolm would make good on the impassioned words he spoke at Abyssinian Baptist Church. Stokes’s death placed Malcolm in the precarious position of attempting to elevate an NOI member into the national pantheon of martyrs reserved for civil rights activists, even as he talked up visions of retribution that would lead to race war.92 But the search for justice for Stokes’s death turned into a personal vendetta for Malcolm. Warned by Elijah Muhammad to “play dead on everything,” Malcolm dutifully obeyed. Meanwhile, he launched wild verbal broadsides against the police, civil rights leaders, and white racists in lieu of unleashing the NOI’s long-promised “War of Armageddon.”93

Privately, Malcolm fretted over losing face with hard-core Muslims, and he questioned the wisdom of Muhammad’s decision. Publicly, however, he toured the country delivering lectures (backed by large photo placards of Stokes) that reviewed the grim details of Stokes’s shooting. Sensing prospects for legal justice to be fading, Malcolm took morbid pleasure in a French airplane disaster that left 130 people dead. But if desperation led Malcolm to claim this tragedy as divine justice, it was also calculated political provocation. Unable to deploy teams of Muslims ready to descend upon Los Angeles, Malcolm released verbal pyrotechnics that shocked Los Angeles officials and led Mayor Sam Yorty to ask Attorney General Bobby Kennedy to designate the NOI a subversive group.94

Back in New York City, shortly before attending Stokes’s funeral, Malcolm joined William Worthy and civil rights leader James Farmer for an evening race-relations forum. Being the last to address the audience, Malcolm described America as a nation steeped in modern-day fascism, with the police playing the role of the Gestapo. For Malcolm, Stokes’s death was the final evidence necessary to pronounce America guilty of racial crimes against a broad range of African Americans, from Black Muslims to civil rights workers. Less than two weeks later, a Los Angeles grand jury ruled Stokes’s death as justifiable homicide.95

 

 

The year 1963 signaled a turning point in American race relations. Newspaper headlines reported ongoing civil rights demonstrations and racial violence in Birmingham, Alabama, a spectacle that escalated the civil rights movement into riveting national drama. Martin Luther King Jr. and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference formed an alliance with local leaders, most notably the Reverend Fred Shuttlesworth, in an effort to eliminate Jim Crow in the city of Birmingham. Television cameras and widely circulated photos captured stark images of German Shepherds attacking civil rights demonstrators. By early May, hundreds of elementary school-age children joined the fray, and they, too, were subsequently arrested. This was one of a series of high-profile demonstrations that featured sporadic violence between white and black bystanders, all of whom participated in ongoing events on their own terms. Birmingham would be the site of Martin Luther King Jr.’s stay in jail, where he produced his essay “Letter from a Birmingham Jail,” which remains a lasting document of the era. Under pressure from local clergy to slow down his desegregation campaign, King went on  the offensive, explaining in pointed and eloquent terms that the denial of black citizenship defamed and distorted American democracy.96

Birmingham roused Black Power activists in Detroit who, in June, organized a sympathy demonstration. This event featured Martin Luther King Jr. as the keynote speaker along with the militant Reverend Albert Cleage, one of Malcolm’s most loyal allies. Furthermore, the assassination of NAACP leader Medgar Evers in Mississippi in the late spring offered poignant notice of the price of freedom in America, even as the March On Washington offered hope that such sacrifices might pay dividends in the near future.

However, death seemed to outpace hope in the march’s aftermath. The church bombing in Birmingham, which cost the lives of Cynthia Wesley, Addie Mae Collins, Carole Robertson, and Denise McNair, attested to this shift. John Kennedy’s November 22 assassination in Dallas, Texas, then served as a shocking bookend to the year’s domestic violence, which was surprising only to those naive enough to think that elected officials could remain immune to political violence.

 

The year 1963 marked Malcolm’s final time in the Nation of Islam. Throughout the year, Malcolm continued to break new ground politically even as organizational restrictions against arranging pickets, demonstrations, and boycotts partially circumvented his efforts to make the Black Muslims fuller participants in national civil rights struggles. In February, Malcolm led five hundred demonstrators through Rockefeller Center in protest against police treatment of Black Muslims in Rochester, New York.

A city dubbed by one local activist as “the Mississippi of New York state,” in the aftermath of an altercation with police and Black Muslims at a local mosque in early January, Rochester seethed with racial tension. The arrests of over a dozen NOI members on riot and assault charges provoked accusations of racism and novel displays of solidarity. The local NAACP and black civic groups offered full-throated support for the Nation, but Malcolm X went further. He led a rally of six hundred people in Rochester on February 18 and, the next week, sent a telegram to President Kennedy and other elected officials. Malcolm charged that the police had unlawfully broken into the Rochester Mosque and covered up their mistake by arresting innocent victims. He then pleaded with Kennedy to investigate the case, comparing conditions in the Northern city with embattled areas of the South. “The State of New York has become worse than Mississippi, and the city of Rochester has become worse than Oxford and Jackson, Miss. Combined,” Malcolm wrote.97 

During a speech in North Carolina on April 18, Malcolm hinted that Muslims would consider marching in picket lines, while adding that NOI members “won’t turn the other cheek” if attacked.98 Less than a week later, Malcolm told a capacity crowd that the motives behind contemporary integration efforts were bankrupt. He argued that elected officials were motivated more by America’s image abroad than the status of blacks domestically and were therefore devoted to public relations rather than racial justice. “If you have done us wrong,” observed Malcolm, “you should stop doing wrong whether someone is looking or not.”99

In the spring, Malcolm seethed over the sight of blacks in Birmingham routed by dogs and fire hoses. Barred from formal participation in the era’s unfolding events, Malcolm lent measured support to Southern civil rights struggles while also scrupulously maintaining the NOI’s policy of nonengagement.100

Having recently been named head of Muslim Mosque No. 4 located in Washington, D.C., Malcolm addressed the Birmingham crisis from the nation’s capital. In interviews inside Washington’s Beltway, Malcolm excoriated the federal government and black leaders whom he decried as little more than modern-day “Uncle Toms.”101 Then, in Los Angeles, while attending the trial of fourteen Black Muslims related to the Stokes shooting, Malcolm announced plans to launch a “revival-type program” to rid the ghetto of crime and vice in Washington.102 The practical basis for this new directive was comprised of a monthlong series of meetings at the NOI’s Fourth Street Mosque that were aimed at attracting the district’s poorest residents.103

On Thursday, May 9, Malcolm held a press conference at the Washington airport and took questions about events in Birmingham, where the sight of dogs attacking civil rights workers had scandalized the civilized world. “If anyone sets a dog on a black man, the black man should kill that dog,” Malcolm responded testily, “whether he is a four legged dog or a two legged dog.”104  In another interview, he denounced civil rights leaders in Birmingham for using children as protesters. “Real men don’t put their women and children on the firing line.”105

Thus, Malcolm suggested that the racial violence in Birmingham demonstrated America’s two-faced approach to race relations: Because African Americans no longer feared white violence, the kind of pitched battles waged in Birmingham “could happen anywhere in the country today.”106

Malcolm’s comments about Birmingham took on national significance a week later. At a press conference following a meeting with Congresswoman  Edith Green to discuss juvenile delinquency in the nation’s capital, Malcolm held court for two hours as Capitol Hill reporters marveled at his pointed remarks against the president. Federal intervention in Birmingham had taken place only after blacks started an uprising—a scenario that, in Malcolm’s opinion, proved Kennedy to be both morally and politically bankrupt. Even more, Kennedy’s off-the-record comments to newspaper editors in Alabama, in which he stated that civil rights’ failure strengthened radical groups like the Black Muslims, struck Malcolm as religiously offensive and politically naive. Denouncing Kennedy because he did not intervene as “dogs were biting black babies” and Martin Luther King for “trying to please white folks,” Malcolm placed himself at the center of the nation’s civil rights debate.107 He argued that Kennedy “urged change not because it is right but because the whole world is watching.”108 Malcolm’s arrival in Washington electrified the national media, with the story hitting the front page of the  New York Times.109 The sight of the nation’s leading black militant inside the heart of America’s political Beltway touched off simmering racial anxieties.

Malcolm’s foray into the national civil rights arena coincided with the 1963 publication of James Baldwin’s best seller, The Fire Next Time, which offered an invigorating account of his complex relationship to the Black Muslims. Baldwin traced Malcolm’s enormous appeal to an uncanny ability to connect with ordinary black people. “He corroborates their reality” explained Baldwin. Perhaps most importantly, Malcolm expertly conveyed a sense of racial pride in being black. In a television interview, Baldwin noted, “That is a very important thing to hear in a country which assures you that you should be ashamed of it.”110

The Chicago Defender editorialized in June that Malcolm and Martin Luther King Jr. represented two ways of confronting what the paper described as “the lingering crisis.”111 The editorial lauded King’s nonviolent vision as deeply rooted in historical struggles for racial justice while it also announced that America had arrived at a racial crossroads. “A new Negro has arisen on the scene,” warned the Defender, one who grew increasingly pessimistic about the promises of American democracy in the face of brutal realities of violence, segregation, and poverty. How long, the Defender wondered, could blacks “remain peaceful in the face of police brutality, snarling dogs, mass arrests and manhandling of women and school children?”112 Both Baldwin and one of the black press’s leading newspapers echoed aspects of Malcolm’s stinging indictment against racism, though they stopped short of the solutions offered by the NOI.

Malcolm’s meditation on Birmingham anticipated international reactions. These responses were especially poignant in Africa, where the All-Africa Summit conference convened in Addis Ababa that June. Reports of racial oppression in Birmingham proved particularly embarrassing for American journalists covering the conference. While there, Nigeria’s foreign minister denounced America and South Africa, and newspapers ranging from the Ethiopian Herald and Egyptian Gazette to Algeria’s Liberation carried headlines that condemned white authorities in Birmingham as “Sauvages!”113

Shortly after Malcolm’s press conference, the New York Herald Tribune  reported that Malcolm was planning to visit Birmingham to sort things out personally. Interviewed about these startling revelations while at the NOI’s New York restaurant, Malcolm backpedaled from the story—which was leaked by Jeremiah X from the Nation’s Birmingham temple. Instead, he claimed that he had no plans to visit.114 But Malcolm’s comments on Birmingham, in addition to open hints of NOI members joining pickets and Muhammad’s statement in the March 18 issue of Muhammad Speaks urging blacks to “elect your own candidates,” fueled rumors that the Nation of Islam stood poised, at long last, to directly engage in black insurgency movements sweeping the nation.115 This was not to be.

The NOI’s subsequent refusal to enter the civil rights fracas seemed to confirm notions that Malcolm X and the Black Muslims were unwilling or unable to match their tough talk with action. In fact Jackie Robinson leveled these exact charges against Malcolm during the height of the Birmingham crisis. Revered by the black community for breaking baseball’s color line in 1947, Robinson’s civil rights advocacy in the early 1960s placed him at odds with Malcolm. The two men traded high-profile verbal jabs in the pages of the New York Amsterdam News. According to Robinson, Malcolm reserved his sharpest indictments against white supremacy from the safe confines of Harlem, and he refused to venture down South (as Robinson himself did) to aid blacks who risked their lives for freedom. Robinson also questioned Malcolm’s failure to attend the funeral of civil rights leader Medgar Evers in Mississippi and cast the black nationalist leader as a false prophet armed with little more than a finely honed rhetorical arsenal.

Robinson’s charge remains part of Malcolm’s legacy. However, these criticisms largely ignored the depth of Malcolm’s political activism. From the moment he arrived in Harlem, Malcolm insisted on turning the NOI into a viable political force at the local, regional, national, and international level. Malcolm’s organizing skills proved pivotal to the development or strengthening of  dozens of NOI temples across the United States. Successfully recruiting hard cases, ex-cons, and black professionals to the ranks of the Nation comprised only one part of Malcolm’s organizing strategy. For every person recruited to the group, there were considerable numbers that declined to join yet nonetheless remained enthralled by Malcolm’s personal charisma and expansive political agenda.

New York and Detroit provide perhaps the richest and best-documented examples of Malcolm’s ability to create coalitions. In each city, Malcolm aligned himself with civil rights renegades, Christian preachers, black nationalists, socialists, trade unionists, and cultural workers. It was through these networks, more than the NOI, that Malcolm was able to influence civil rights struggles taking place nationally. He did this even as he served as the de facto head of an emerging Black Power movement that paralleled and intersected with mainstream civil rights activism.

It is true that Malcolm never marched in picket lines, but he did stand next to them. He supported the hospital workers of service union 1199 and also stood on the sidelines of various demonstrations that took place in Harlem and elsewhere. 116 Malcolm’s fingerprints are all over the February 15, 1961, UN protest that represented Black Power’s first foray into the national political arena. The death of Ronald Stokes ratcheted up Malcolm’s behind-the-scenes efforts to push the NOI into the thick of the national civil rights insurgency. Although his forceful attempts to thrust the Black Muslims into overt political activism dominated his agenda for much of 1963, this does not diminish that this drive characterized his entire career in the organization.

Malcolm’s high-profile lectures supporting Muhammad’s call for separation from whites are usually seen as a temporary adherence to a narrow nationalism that he would, after 1964, reject. Yet this misreads Malcolm’s robust—indeed tireless—engagement with the secular world. From the beginning, Malcolm defied Muhammad’s entreaties to ignore the wider world for safe (and increasingly profitable) religious cloisters. Initially thrilled by Malcolm’s ability to attract recruits, raise vast sums of money, and spread the word to far-reaching audiences, Muhammad eventually grew weary of his protégé’s unbridled ambition.117 What is usually characterized as a clash of egos was in fact an organizational battle for the NOI’s very soul.

Over time, Muhammad came to recognize that Malcolm’s willingness to forcefully engage with the secular world served as an indictment of the NOI’s sectarian teachings that predicted America’s eventual destruction. Malcolm’s  insistence that politics mattered precisely because they could alter oppression in advance of prophecy and divine intervention changed the stakes for both men. During his entire time in the Nation, Malcolm attempted to turn a narrow and sectarian organization toward the secular arena. His cosmopolitan political outlook, far more than clashing personal egos, would lead to his expulsion from the NOI.

Its immediate roots sprang from what should have marked a personal and professional high point. In February 1963, Malcolm had presided over the NOI’s annual Savior’s Day Conference in Chicago. It was a lavish spectacle that brought thousands of the faithful to hear Elijah Muhammad speak. Malcolm chaired the meeting in the absence of the Messenger, who was too ill to attend.118 Well aware that his appearance seemed to confirm speculation that Malcolm was the dashing prince to Muhammad’s aging king, emotions ran high among Muhammad’s insecure relatives as well as threatened Chicago officials. Malcolm’s commanding presence, authoritative posture around Muhammad’s family, and use of the Messenger’s prized Cadillac rubbed already-frayed nerves raw. Over the course of the year, Malcolm would be bogged down in a political hornets’ nest. Matters of succession that preoccupied Muhammad’s family as well as Chicago officials who presided over the Nation’s multimillion-dollar empire paled in comparison to substantiated rumors that the Messenger had fathered several illegitimate children. And Malcolm stood at the center of these controversies, an organizational wild card deemed by all sides as too unpredictable to be trusted. On unsteady ground in the Nation, he fought back to secure his future within the organization.119

Meanwhile, Malcolm continued to deliver lectures across the country. Five thousand people packed street corners and sat on fire escapes to listen to Malcolm’s call for a “moral reformation” at an outdoor Harlem rally on June 29.120 For over three hours, Malcolm discussed the state of black America, taking time to denounce President Kennedy as a poseur who was more concerned about the image of democracy abroad than racial justice at home. “He complains about the Berlin Wall,” Malcolm said, “but he won’t do anything about the Alabama wall and the Mississippi wall.”121 The next day, a thousand cheering listeners packed Camden, New Jersey’s Convention Hall to hear Malcolm deliver a speech that attacked King and advocated the creation of several all-black states. In addition, he extolled the NOI’s staggering growth, which now featured temples in eighty-nine cities in twenty-eight states, many of which Malcolm had personally organized.122

Murky relations with the Nation did not affect Malcolm’s readiness to draw authorities into a public dispute. The Los Angeles trial of the group of fourteen Black Muslims connected to the Stokes case provoked bitter recriminations between Malcolm and the L.A.P.D. After arriving in Los Angeles from New York at 9:30 p.m., the car carrying Malcolm and NOI member Edward Sherrill was detained by two plainclothes officers who initially refused to identify themselves and “menaced them with a pistol and sawed-off shot gun.” Malcolm responded in an open letter to L.A. Mayor Sam Yorty, denouncing the city’s authorities as a “Ku Klux Klan police force” that used Gestapo-styled tactics against African Americans. Los Angeles’s open contempt for justice had turned it into a city “wherein white Klansmen disguised as police officers feel free to trample upon the human rights of any Negro in this city.”123 Malcolm’s words purposefully drew parallels between Stokes’s death and the murder of civil rights workers in the South.124

One of the most important aspects of Malcolm’s open letter to Yorty was his discussion of “human rights.” The following year, Malcolm would make human rights the core of his efforts to craft a new political platform. Conventional wisdom and standard historical interpretation demonstrates Malcolm’s later talk of human rights to be proof of his political maturity and rejection of Muslim sectarianism. But for Malcolm, this was no new theme. A passionate defense of human rights propelled his entire career in the NOI.

 

The August 28, 1963, March On Washington remains perhaps the most memorable mass demonstration of the civil rights era. Designed to pressure Congress into passing major civil rights legislation, the march featured Martin Luther King Jr.’s famous “I Have A Dream” speech and has been memorialized as the period’s finest example of nonviolent protest. Behind the scenes, Kennedy administration officials, fearing violence, pleaded with march organizers to halt the proceedings. In fact, only after the day’s events had gone off as largely scripted did Kennedy (who, along with the rest of the nation, listened to the young preacher from Georgia’s full speech for the first time that day) agree to meet with King.

Fifteen days earlier, on August 13, Bayard Rustin, the leading nuts-and-bolts organizer of the March On Washington, announced that Malcolm X was welcome to participate in the upcoming gathering as long as he adhered to nonviolence.125 Malcolm accepted this invitation. On August 27, the day before the march, he held court in the lobby of the Statler-Hilton Hotel. He was filled with restless energy and good humor as he alternately met with  civil rights activists from SNCC, answered questions from reporters, and commented on rumors that some of the march’s more militant speeches were being censored.

Although Malcolm acknowledged the march’s historic nature with his attendance, his skepticism was eager from the start.126 In early October, in Boston’s Ford Hall, he denounced the march, declaring that White House officials “kept the demonstrators marching between two dead presidents” instead of meeting with the living one. White participation at the march meant that “they didn’t integrate it, they infiltrated it” by helping to burnish “the image of President Kennedy as a great liberal.”127

During a fund-raiser in Los Angeles to aid the eleven Black Muslims recently found guilty in connection with the Stokes case, Malcolm continued his blistering criticism of the March On Washington. He argued that it was a stage-managed spectacle that was designed by “white liberals to stem the real revolution, the black revolution.”128 Originally planned as a massive day of civil disobedience, complete with plans to shut down the nation’s capital, the proceedings degenerated into a “farce” on Washington that extolled the moral virtue of a bankrupt society. The crowd of 1,500 in the Embassy Auditorium cheered and applauded as Malcolm held up self-defense as a sacred right in a nation whose government refused to defend black citizens.

Malcolm’s explosive comments regarding the March On Washington dovetailed into a larger indictment of American democracy. “All the hell the black man has ever caught,” argued Malcolm, “has been in the name of democracy.” 129 For Malcolm, democracy functioned at the expense of African American social, political, and economic power. This contrasted with Martin Luther King Jr.’s steadfast faith in America’s capacity, if not willingness, for social justice.

On a four-day speaking tour of northern California, Malcolm addressed students at Berkeley on Friday, October 11. This was a school that, two years earlier, had banned his appearance. But on that day, 7,000 attended the massive outdoor rally, where Malcolm proclaimed that blacks had “lost all fear.” On the heels of his Berkeley speech, Malcolm conducted radio and television appearances in the Bay Area cities of Oakland and San Francisco. He then met with local civil rights leaders before concluding his brief tour with a speech in Richmond’s Memorial Auditorium attended by 2,000 people, with another 800 at an evening banquet.130

It is also important to note that Malcolm’s visit to the Bay Area encompassed key cities that would serve as headquarters and major recruiting  centers for the Black Panther Party. Almost three years to the day from Malcolm’s appearance at Berkeley, Huey P. Newton and Bobby Seale founded the Panthers in Oakland. Berkeley facilitated the group’s rise, as students there purchased copies of Mao’s red book for one dollar in early Panther fund-raising efforts. By the late 1960s, San Francisco State College represented a major source of the BPP’s local political power, and the 1967 police shooting of Denzil Dowell in Richmond inspired the group to publish its newspaper, The Black Panther.131

In November of 1963, from a podium in Detroit, Michigan, Malcolm delivered perhaps his most important speech in terms of expressing his mature political ideas: “Message to the Grassroots.” Malcolm’s brother, Wilfred X, was the leading minister of Detroit’s Muslim Mosque No. 1, and Malcolm’s visit to Detroit brought him full circle to a city that had helped start his career in earnest. In 1957, he had toured the city, giving a series of electrifying speeches that announced him as a fresh new voice of militant protest. In the ensuing years, Detroit continued to serve as a political haven in which home-grown activists such as Reverend Albert Cleage, James and Grace Lee Boggs, and Richard and Milton Henry became some of Malcolm’s key political allies, confidantes, and advisors. Detroit’s mosaic of political organizing incorporated trade unionists, militant Christians, socialists, black nationalists, and open-minded liberals into an ad hoc headquarters for black radicalism that welcomed Malcolm X even as they merely tolerated the less appealing aspects of the Nation of Islam’s orthodoxy.

A case in point is Malcolm’s political alliances with Detroit activist Albert Cleage. Cleage’s leadership of black militants in Detroit did not prevent him from sharing a stage with Martin Luther King Jr. during the June 23, 1963, Walk for Freedom. A footnote in most historical accounts of 1963, Detroit’s freedom walk reveals the blurred lines between civil rights and Black Power activism, where a known ally of Malcolm X could co-organize a sympathy march to support civil rights demonstrators in Birmingham. Comfortable enough to appear onstage with King, Cleage was also bold enough to be a key organizer of the Grassroots Leadership Conference where Malcolm delivered his “Message to the Grassroots” speech in 1963.

The “Message to the Grassroots” laid down the blueprint for a national movement for black self-determination. According to Malcolm, this required a strong historical perspective unafraid to admit that radical change required equally radical methods. Malcolm’s daring sense of the possible connected domestic racial crises with international revolutions spreading  around the world. This speech took place against a backdrop of growing divisions within the civil rights movement, racial unrest in the United States, and increasing cracks along the world’s racial fault lines. It distilled four centuries of racial oppression through a rhetorical tour de force that touched upon race and democracy, war and peace, and self-defense and nonviolence. Malcolm’s grassroots speech is most often remembered for the biting allegory through which he argued that America’s slaveholding past produced two warring black archetypes—“House Negroes” and “Field Negroes.” This speech, then, likewise serves as an example of how his rhetorical jabs—in which he chastised civil rights leaders as “Uncle Toms,” ridiculed nonviolence as idiotic, and predicted a growing scourge of racial violence—at times obscured the nuanced, practical, and fluid approach to organizing that marked his political activism.

As the keynote speech to the Grassroots Leadership Conference, Malcolm’s “Message to the Grassroots” served as a generational manifesto advocating Black Power during the high point of the civil rights era. Some of the leading figures of early Black Power militancy participated in the conference proceedings, including journalist William Worthy, activists James and Grace Lee Boggs, and publisher Dan Watts. In addition, civil rights renegades such as Gloria Richardson also attended the keynote lecture, becoming one of Malcolm’s notable allies following his break from the NOI.132

Too little attention is paid to the wide-ranging group of secular activists who considered Malcolm a teacher, mentor, leader, and intellectual. Many of these were organizers whose activism straddled civil rights and Black Power. Some, such as Brooklyn school desegregation leader Milton Galamison, balked at Malcolm’s talk of violence and, because of this, formed tenuous and ultimately short-lived alliances with him during his post-NOI phase. Others, such as Chester, Pennsylvania, activist Stanley Branche and Harlem rent strike leader Jesse Gray, stood in solidarity with Malcolm both before and after his departure from the Black Muslims.133

Detroit activists, most notably Albert Cleage, the Boggses, Richard and Milton Henry, and Luke Tripp, considered Malcolm the de facto leader of a national movement for black political self-determination that paralleled and intersected with civil rights struggles. Younger militants who were comfortable with black nationalism and the politics of class struggle, such as Donald Freeman and Max Stanford of the Revolutionary Action Movement, regarded Malcolm as the leader of a global political revolution. In the aftermath of the Grassroots Leadership Conference, distinguished activists,  local organizers, and regional leaders made plans to spark a national movement for black political power.

 

Malcolm X’s caustic criticism of John E Kennedy’s civil rights record garnered scattered attention when the president was alive, but it would produce thunderstorms of controversy following the president’s death. On Sunday, December 1 at the Manhattan Center, nine days after the Kennedy assassination, Malcolm gave a speech entitled “God’s Judgment of White America.” 134 A considerable portion of the talk criticized the late president Kennedy for transforming the recent March On Washington from a potentially revolutionary day of civil disobedience into “the greatest performance of this century.” 135 Kennedy, observed Malcolm, deserved an Academy Award as best producer of the year while Negro civil rights leaders merited best supporting Oscars for their participation. In the wake of the march’s “circuslike atmosphere,” 136 Malcolm argued that Kennedy had single-handedly orchestrated one of the biggest sideshows in American race relations history.

Malcolm concluded what amounted to a fairly standard speech with cryptic warnings suggesting that America risked a racial apocalypse unless it repented and atoned for its racial sins. During the question-and-answer session, he then characterized the president’s death as a case of “chickens coming home to roost.” The widely quoted comments suggested that Malcolm—and by extension the NOI—gleefully reveled in Kennedy’s death. Three days later, Muhammad indefinitely suspended Malcolm from public speaking and released a statement expressing solidarity with the United States during a time of national mourning.137

In the wake of his comments about John F. Kennedy’s assassination, Malcolm’s suspension from the NOI capped internal tensions within the group that had been festering since at least the late 1950s. His aggressive efforts to turn the Black Muslims into political activists riled high-ranking Muslim officials who feared government repression. Muhammad loyalists viewed Malcolm as self-aggrandizing and reckless, a chameleon who longed for the aging leader’s throne. For them, the loose remarks about the Kennedy assassination was just another symptom of Malcolm’s hunger for power and publicity. The fear of federal surveillance then added further layers of mistrust, suspicion, and paranoia to an already tense environment.

In truth, Malcolm had always been one of President Kennedy’s staunchest critics, especially during the racial upheavals in Birmingham. In the midst of his well-publicized-and posthumously iconic—tour of Berlin, Malcolm  characterized Kennedy as a dilettante more interested in foreign affairs than domestic racial crises. Malcolm, along with King and James Baldwin, appeared on separate segments of The Negro and the American Promise documentary on June 24, 1963. King expressed carefully calibrated words of encouragement and disappointment toward the administration. Baldwin suggested the Black Muslims thrived against the backdrop of America’s poisonous racial atmosphere, an environment rapidly deteriorating due to lack of presidential leadership. Malcolm, however, continued his assault on the president in the documentary, noting that federal troops were sent into Birmingham to protect whites from “erupting Negroes.”138 A few days later, in front of a raucous crowd of 2,000 during a Harlem rally, Malcolm went on to argue that “Kennedy is wrong because his motivation is wrong,”139  publicly implying that the president’s stance on race relations was rooted in a political rather than moral calculus. Kennedy’s civil rights policies and acknowledgement of deteriorating race relations struck Malcolm as episodes based on political expediency rather than genuine concern for the citizenship rights of African Americans. Although much of Malcolm’s criticism of Kennedy was buried in the back pages of dailies or simply ignored, his subsequent comments following the president’s assassination hardly merited his suspension and break from the NOI that followed. Malcolm’s “chickens coming home to roost” statement merely provided disgruntled NOI officials the excuse they had been awaiting in order to silence the maverick leader.

 

 

On March 8, 1964, Malcolm set out to carve an independent course, the outline of which he had sketched over the previous decade. Malcolm’s bombshell departure announcement made the front page of the New York Times, and it concluded three months of simmering tension with NOI officials. He read his official departure statement from a prepared text at a hastily organized press conference. He hinted at ideological differences that led to his departure, implying that his position in the group had been jeopardized by his insistence on political action. As stunned reporters listened, Malcolm played up his willingness to participate in civil rights demonstrations in the Deep South and revealed that he would soon aid activists in Louisiana.140 “It is going to be different now,” vowed Malcolm. 141

In the weeks leading up to his announcement, surrogates for Malcolm and Muhammad waged dueling whispering campaigns filled with veiled threats and recriminations. These reached a breaking point with the news  that the New York minister would not attend the Saviour’s Day celebration in Chicago.

Black journalists covered the controversy intently, with pro-Malcolm partisans blatantly suggesting that Muhammad forgive his most able lieutenant. Throughout February of 1964, Malcolm remained silent but nonetheless reclaimed the spotlight through a high-profile association with new heavyweight boxing champion Cassius Clay. Reporters followed Malcolm and Clay through tours of Harlem, the United Nations, and the headquarters of the  Amsterdam News. Images of Malcolm and Clay fueled unfounded rumors that Clay, a Black Muslim, would bankroll Malcolm’s departure from the group. At the invitation of two members of the UN press corps, Malcolm and Clay toured the United Nations during the first week of March. They then lunched with representatives from Gambia and the Congo, who told reporters they were friends of Malcolm.142 But hope that Clay might offer leverage back into the NOI would prove illusory. Elijah Muhammad personally bestowed upon Clay a new Muslim name—Muhammad Ali. In the process, Muhammad ended a budding friendship before it grew too dangerous to his authority.143

Malcolm’s independent political direction would unfold over the next year. At the local level this meant organizing Harlem radicals toward political goals that would transcend sectarian impulses. Malcolm now endeavored to turn these local energies into a national movement that would rival the influence of more mainstream civil rights struggles.144 Finally, the local and national thrust of Malcolm’s new directions defined the black freedom struggle as part of an international human rights movement.145

In his very first statement, Malcolm tested out one of his new themes: the power of the black vote. He claimed that African Americans “still don’t understand the power of the ballot in the North.” Black voters had the power to reelect Lyndon Johnson or return him “to his Texas cotton patch,” but, he said, they refused to recognize this.146 Malcolm’s new political group would set out to organize black insurgency in the North as a powerful alternative to, and potential ally of, Southern civil rights activism.

Then, on Thursday, March 12, Malcolm X announced the formation of Muslim Mosque Inc. at a massive press conference at New York’s Park Sheraton Hotel. He described the group as both religious and secular, politically oriented with an all-black membership—although whites could offer financial contributions. In a wide-ranging news conference, he offered bold talk of creating rifle clubs, cagey demurrals regarding his personal plans to run for political office, and parables about his willingness to accept support from Communists.147 “There will be” Malcolm told reporters, “more violence than ever this year,” an assertion that made his new orientation sound bracingly familiar. Attuned to black America’s lower frequencies, Malcolm predicted widespread social unrest and racial disorders that would stun whites.148

Perhaps the most important and least quoted aspect of Malcolm’s declaration concerned its opening paragraph. In this he described his intentions to actively participate in what he characterized as “the American Negro struggle for Human Rights” in the United States. Malcolm chose his words carefully, purposefully elevating civil rights struggles into the international arena in the hopes of attracting global support for his new organization. In an attempt to broker peace with the civil rights leaders and organizations he routinely criticized during his time in the NOI, Malcolm claimed to have “forgotten everything bad that the other leaders have said about me.” He hoped that they could do the same. However, anger did flare even through Malcolm’s more soothing passages. “We are completely disenchanted with the old, adult, established politicians,” he remarked. “We want to see some new faces—more militant faces.”149

Some of these new faces included local militants across the country who had been aligned with Malcolm since the 1950s. They were now ready to answer his call to arms. Malcolm’s declaration that his new organization would focus “upon the youth” obscured the fact that many of his most stalwart allies were veterans of the black freedom struggle who could trace their political awakening back to Marcus Garvey’s and Paul Robeson’s cultural and political activism. Veteran activists in Chester, Pennsylvania; Washington, D.C.; Harlem; Detroit; Cambridge, Maryland; and San Francisco—a group one national magazine described as “warhawks”150—embodied Malcolm’s call for a fresh approach to struggles for racial justice.151 His words attempted to introduce an already existing coalition of early Black Power activists, Northern black militants, and civil rights renegades into America’s national political scene.

Black nationalism, argued Malcolm, required social, political, and economic self-determination for the entire African American community, a process that necessitated a secular vision capable of independent thought and action. Free from NOI orthodoxy, Malcolm held up his personal integrity as his primary political claim to leadership. “I am not educated, nor am I an expert in any particular field—but I am sincere, and my sincerity are my credentials.”152 This was too modest, since Malcolm’s voracious reading,  personal biography, and political experiences provided him with crucial insights into the black community that few civil rights leaders could claim.

Responses to Malcolm’s declaration of independence were wide-ranging. Martin Luther King Jr. denounced Malcolm’s support for rifle clubs during a March 14 appearance in New York. That same day, Malcolm met with a coterie of black militants in Chester, Pennsylvania, and offered a group of local yet highly regarded organizers his political allegiance.153 Black leaders carefully observed these developments amid widespread speculation that Malcolm would now attract hordes of the black underclass into a political army that represented a threat to democracy’s very existence.

With newspapers predicting the possibility of “a bloody and suicidal race war,” journalists gauged black leaders to check the depth of Malcolm’s support in the African American community.154 Among civil rights leaders nationally, Malcolm’s willingness to engage the movement offered tantalizing possibilities as well as grave dangers. Bayard Rustin argued that Malcolm’s political strength rose and diminished in proportion to the effectiveness of civil rights struggles. Gloria Richardson, the militant leader from Cambridge, Maryland, welcomed Malcolm into the fray as a fresh face who could “offer something that has not been offered before.” SNCC executive director James Forman echoed this sentiment, noting that Malcolm’s following went beyond the NOI. On the other hand, Whitney M. Young of the Urban League dismissed Malcolm as a media creation whose advocacy of racial separatism found “an unconscious sympathy” in the hearts and minds of white journalists.155

Newsweek, however, reduced Malcolm’s evolution to a “new Brand X nationalist movement that believes in racial separation, non-nonviolence, and guns.” Denouncing Malcolm’s statement at the Park Sheraton Hotel as a “chilling prelude to a second long summer of revolt,” the magazine explicitly traced the roots of the era’s civil disorders back to 1963 and violence in Birmingham. 156 Life magazine interpreted Malcolm’s new direction as nothing less than an attempt to “try to lead” national civil rights demonstrations during the upcoming summer. The magazine printed a stream of carefully selected quotes from Malcolm in which he advocated that blacks boycott the armed services, withhold paying taxes, and guarantee “reciprocal bleeding” when attacked by whites. The story concluded with one of Malcolm’s patented provocations: “This is going to be the hottest summer in history.”157

 

Harlem would remain Malcolm’s political base even as he spent more time in other countries than in the United States. He set up headquarters at the  Theresa Hotel while aides searched in vain for more permanent offices. Malcolm also made tentative steps to make good on his promise to join picket lines by publicly supporting local school desegregation efforts led by the Reverend Milton Galamison. Although Malcolm’s surprise visit to Galamison’s Brooklyn church did cause a stir, he still hedged, refusing to join the demonstration for fear of creating a public spectacle.158 Questioned by reporters about his support for the New York schools boycott, he remained the ultimate contrarian: “I am against segregation; they are against segregation. But I am also against integration.”159 For Malcolm, such words contained no contradictions since segregation represented an act of white supremacy, while integration, in its posture of begging and pleading for inclusion, presumed black political powerlessness.

Free from the confines of the NOI’s organizational and religious strictures, Malcolm began bold initiatives to redefine the very parameters of the black freedom struggle. As a grassroots organizer in Harlem, Detroit, and Philadelphia in the early 1950s, he had witnessed the porous boundaries between conventional civil rights activism and the bone-rattling militancy found in the urban North. Malcolm often sought to change the terms of debate that compartmentalized struggles for racial justice, but his reduced organizational status made such efforts particularly acute. Debates over racial separatism versus integration ignored the complexity of these two positions as well as the fact that an individual could advocate both simultaneously. Similarly, the controversy between proponents of nonviolence and those for self-defense failed to consider the way in which civil rights activists often employed both philosophies as a matter of survival.

Malcolm was aware of the complexities and nuances of the civil rights and Black Power movements because he lived them. As a Muslim minister in Harlem, he had long walked a tightrope between the NOI’s religious orthodoxy and a more secular vision that included active political organizing. His political ambitions left him open to alliances with civil rights activists across the country, especially local leaders whose militancy often matched his own. The span of Malcolm’s growing political influence in the 1950s included political, cultural, journalistic, and diplomatic contacts.

Agreement with Malcolm became the common denominator for a loose coalition of militants—in the urban North, West Coast, Midwest, and Deep South—who sought to reshape the black freedom movement’s very contours. Many of these activists found common ground in their pursuit of bread-and-butter issues such as school desegregation, tenants’ rights, and  ending police brutality. Others looked to the international arena for a way forward at home, galvanizing street demonstrations in support of African independence, decrying American foreign policy as racist against the Third World, and predicting waves of guerrilla warfare across the United States. Collectively, these activists represented distinct branches of the same family tree, one that was rooted in a historic struggle for black liberation.

Malcolm’s unique personal and political biography allowed him to serve as a bridge between two generations of black activists: veterans of the Robeson generation and new militants who came of age in the wake of Ghanaian independence, the Cuban Revolution, and the Southern sit-in movement. Malcolm’s trips to Africa in 1964 inspired both of these generations in different ways. Langston Hughes, the Harlem Renaissance luminary and radical activist who had personally witnessed the specter of fascism in Spain as a young man, publicly lauded Malcolm’s efforts to internationalize the civil rights struggle. Meanwhile, Hughes also gently reminded Malcolm of earlier initiatives to petition the United Nations by long marchers such as W E. B. Du Bois, the NAACP, and the National Negro Congress.160 In Africa, youthful SNCC staff encountered the pervasiveness of Malcolm’s influence at every turn, and then they found the man himself in Kenya—a bracing reminder that Malcolm’s words carried international weight that could not be underestimated.

Political intrigues emanating from within the Nation of Islam harried Malcolm’s organizing efforts. On March 21, the New York Courier published an exclusive interview with Malcolm in which he claimed to have narrowly escaped an assassination attempt planned by Black Muslims the month before. Malcolm traced his dismissal from the NOI to an orchestrated coup carried out by New York Fruit of Islam Captain Joseph, a powerbroker and former ally who remained steadfastly loyal to Muhammad.161 Behind the scenes, the Muslim Mosque attempted to attract disgruntled NOI members even as Malcolm publicly declared he had no intention of doing so. From his spartan headquarters on the second floor of the Theresa Hotel, Malcolm skillfully deflected reporters from around the world who were eager to learn of his next move. He dismissed conventional civil rights tactics as outdated as he also remained tightlipped about his efforts to develop an alternative program. He even whipped out a copy of the Constitution to convince one reporter that he abhorred violence and simply promoted the legal right of self-defense. He then told another that guerrilla warfare had already reached America.162

Elijah Muhammad, for his part, alternated between graceful resignation over Malcolm’s departure and bitter denunciation of what he characterized  as a shocking betrayal. Muhammad questioned Malcolm’s decision to promote alliances with civil rights leaders, ridiculed his tough talk of rifle clubs, and repeatedly described his former protégé as a traitor.163 The Black Muslims methodically launched a public relations campaign of repudiation, which included scathing comments by Malcolm’s brother, Philbert X, during a Chicago press conference near the end of March. Philbert denounced Malcolm as a master manipulator who spread false accusations against top Muslim officials.164

Black newspapers and the white press found rare synergy in covering Malcolm’s increasingly bitter antagonism with the NOI. Malcolm’s break from the Nation and the subsequent intrigues between his relatively modest group of followers and the Messenger’s loyal stronghold of true believers played out as a kind of Greek tragedy.165 Muhammad Speaks, the rapidly expanding newspaper that Malcolm himself founded to spread the Messenger’s teachings, enthusiastically denounced him in a series of articles that spring. Old friends and former protégés, most notably Boston’s Louis X, reveled in the newfound attention that came with castigating Malcolm. Newsweek summed up a strain of white media response to Malcolm’s March 12 press conference with a caption, “Charm and guns,” that presented him as a dangerously charismatic leader whose eloquence attracted journalists and large crowds.166

 

Relishing his newfound political independence, Malcolm toured strongholds of civil rights militancy and early Black Power activism. At a massive rally at Harlem’s Rockland Palace on March 22, he promised to organize a national convention to deliberate on forming a political party. A crowd of over 1,000 turned out to hear Malcolm declare that 1964 would be a racial turning point in American history. “It’s going to be a year of ballots or bullets,” he proclaimed. “And if ballots won’t work, bullets will.” Newspaper headlines found the ballots-or-bullets line of Malcolm’s speech irresistible, though they virtually ignored his far more tangible call for 1 million new black voters to back a proposed black nationalist political party.167

Malcolm carried these political credentials to an unexpected visit to Washington at the end of March, where he observed the Senate debate the pending civil rights bill. Armed with a visitor’s pass, a few loyal followers, and his customary rhetorical brio, Malcolm held ad hoc press conferences in which he blasted America’s political process, warned of increased racial tension, and exhibited genuine curiosity about the inner workings of government. He characterized the civil rights bill debate as a “con game.” He  also explained his presence there as an expression of solidarity with sincere, if misguided, members of the black community who still held faith in American politics. “You can’t legislate good will,” he reasoned, “that comes about only by education.”168

The trip also produced an exhilarating, albeit brief, meeting with Martin Luther King Jr. The two men spoke briefly during a chance encounter memorialized in photos that showed Malcolm and King smiling amid a handshake for the cameras.169 Although both Malcolm and King linked racial violence with public policy in their discussion of the civil rights bill, where Malcolm predicted that violence would erupt if the bill passed, King foresaw “a dark night of social disruption” if it didn’t.170

Memories of witnessing the civil rights debate fueled Malcolm’s appearance, two days later, on the Irv Kupnicet television show in Chicago. Malcolm described the entire debate as an unseemly affair that “shouldn’t even exist” in a true democracy. He riffed off of his reputation as a racial arsonist by comparing America to a house on fire. “I think it’s only fair that when your house is on fire and someone comes and tells you that it’s on fire that you don’t accuse him of setting it on fire.”171

For Malcolm, critics who branded him a hate-monger and racial instigator missed a larger point. American democracy bred poverty, racial discrimination, and a justifiable rage that black radicals sought to hone into an organized movement for revolutionary change. Jim Crow segregation in the South exemplified a national disease that Northern liberals ignored in their own backyard. Conventional narratives of America’s civil rights years focus on one region, the South, marked by spectacular racial clashes, political assassinations, and climactic demonstrations. However, Malcolm argued that racial oppression was a national problem with subtle regional differences with which he was intimately acquainted. This understanding came from having grown up in the Midwest, as a hustler in urban cities such as Boston, Detroit, and New York, and, as a member of the NOI who helped found or strengthen Muslim Mosques in the West Coast and South. Thus, Malcolm’s collective indictment of American democracy found racial segregation in New York’s public schools as important as the Little Rock crisis.

Speaking at the Palm Gardens in April, Malcolm characterized democracy as “white nationalism” in a speech in which he recalled listening to politicians filibuster the civil rights bill in Washington. For Malcolm, America’s zealous promotion of democracy overseas, “when you have citizens of this country who have to use bullets if they want to cast a ballot,” rang  hollow.172 African Americans shared common political dreams of “freedom, justice, equality” even as they pursued different methods to achieve those goals. If civil rights activists embraced democracy and patriotism in pursuit of these goals, then Black Power militants waged an uncompromising battle for power that would be convened on the world stage. At the close of his speech, Malcolm offered an olive branch of sorts. He claimed that a “bloodless revolution” remained possible if black voting rights were recognized, because this power “would change the entire political structure” of America. Through the ballot, Malcolm argued, African Americans could fundamentally alter domestic and foreign policy.173 Then, during the question-and-answer session, he expressed support for the black-led Freedom Now Party, attacked blacks who registered as Democrats or Republicans as traitors, and admitted that “progressive-minded” whites could assist struggles for racial justice.174

In Cleveland and Detroit, 2,000 listened as Malcolm delivered versions of one of his most important speeches. The “Ballot or the Bullet” suggested that the civil rights struggle required reaching higher political and moral altitudes that only a “human rights” movement could hope to grasp. Malcolm mapped some of the next decade’s most pressing concerns in a speech whose provocative title helped to obscure its sophisticated treatment of world events.175 In many ways this speech represented Malcolm’s most scathing yet thoughtful critique of American democracy to date. In it, he identified himself as “[o]ne of the 22 million black people who are the victims of democracy, nothing but disguised hypocrisy.”176

Yet Malcolm’s bitter words denouncing democracy as a failure held out hope for the nation if black militants could transform the very meaning of civil rights in America. Black nationalists, argued Malcolm, needed to participate in civil rights struggles and “give it a new interpretation.”177 Having been denied the legitimacy and stature conferred on mainstream civil rights leaders for much of his political career, Malcolm proposed expanding the movement’s ideological boundaries, organizational diversity, and tactical flexibility. This included a newfound receptivity to voter registration. In fact, shortly after his March visit to the Senate, Malcolm told 1,000 people at the Audubon Ballroom in New York City that unregistered African Americans “should be moved out of town.” He promised “to see that every black face behind every door is registered” and threatened to organize a massive march on Washington, populated with black militants, if the Senate’s civil rights bill filibuster continued after May 1.178

In the “Ballot or the Bullet” speech as well as his statements afterward, Malcolm X redefined the temper of democratic struggles for racial justice by imagining civil rights efforts as the terrain of black militants, proposing that America’s domestic racial crisis be acknowledged as a human rights issue, and recognizing that, without such revolutionary transformations, racial violence would rage across the country. In the month after departing the NOI, Malcolm had sketched out a political program that included the creation of a new secular organization, a pledge to promote voter registration drives, and his support for New York school desegregation leader Milton Galamison and Harlem rent strike leader Jesse Gray.“179 Energized by his new direction but burdened by legal and physical harassment from the NOI, Malcolm made plans to return to Africa.

 

Malcolm X consistently re-created himself based on political and professional circumstances, and in the spring of 1964 he set out to do so once again. In need of a new origin story, Malcolm carefully updated his personal narrative for public consumption. He embarked on his second tour of Africa—and first visit since 1959—that April. In a series of carefully written letters to friends and professional contacts, Malcolm described his pilgrimage to Mecca and the spiritual Hajj taken by orthodox Muslims as a life-altering experience.

In anticipation of his May 21 return to America, newspapers reported Malcolm’s political conversion as a bombshell change of heart. “There are Muslims of all colors and ranks here in Mecca from all parts of the world,” wrote Malcolm. The New York Times turned this complex appeal for racial rapprochement into a front-page story, noting that Malcolm would return home “in two weeks with new positive insights on race relations.”180 The  Washington Post profiled Dr. Mahmoud Shawarbi, director of New York’s Islamic Center, as the man who “tamed” Malcolm X, thereby helping to produce a “complete turnabout” that turned the eloquent hate-monger into an avowed “ex-racist.”181

In a letter to the New York Amsterdam News, Malcolm compared pan-Africanism with Zionism. He noted that although many Jews remained in the United States, “their cultural, philosophical, and psychological ties to Israel” buoyed their domestic political strength. “Pan-Africanism will do for the people of African descent all over the world,” wrote Malcolm, “the same that Zionism has done for Jews all over the world.”182

The sheer range of recipients of Malcolm’s letters, who included nationally recognized civil rights activists such as James Farmer and Bayard Rustin  as well as local and national newspaper reporters, suggests impulses guided as much by political calculations as genuine personal transformation. In Malcolm’s Promethean vision, the Middle East introduced him to a world where politics were not simply shaped by accidents of birth that resulted in shared racial origin, but rather by choices that offered expanded personal and political opportunities.183

Press accounts of Malcolm’s entreaties to the possibilities of racial harmony ignored his complex history with whites. Malcolm’s “new” position differed from his past indictments of white racism only to the extent that he no longer followed or believed in NOI orthodoxy that claimed whites were genetically predisposed to racial oppression. Malcolm’s visit to Saudi Arabia in 1959, his meeting with Fidel Castro the next year, and his dialogue with white progressives over the course of his political career attests to his long-standing complicated relationship with whites. In a 1962 debate with CORE (Congress of Racial Equality) leader James Farmer that was published in Dialogue magazine, Malcolm characterized unfolding global and national events as inaugurating “an era of great change.” Going beyond facile debates between integration and separation, Malcolm instead advocated the best method to promote and ensure “freedom, justice, and equality.” Blacks, he argued, longed for “human dignity” in a manner that rendered political labels irrelevant. If integration accelerated the pace toward equality, “then we will integrate.” But if this avenue failed, other methods would be deployed.184

As the former leading member of the Nation of Islam, a group regarded in mainstream America as antiwhite and violent, Malcolm required a well-publicized epiphany. He needed to convince white opinion-makers and black civil rights leaders that he no longer subscribed to the NOI’s racial cosmology. Malcolm himself helped to publicize this story. Muslim mosques distributed his letters to media outlets, and CORE leader James Farmer trumpeted a handwritten postcard as evidence that Malcolm would “join the integration movement when he gets back.”185

Malcolm arrived in New York from Africa on Thursday, May 21. At the airport, he cut a striking figure in a blue seersucker suit, an African walking stick, and newly grown facial hair. He hoisted his two-year-old daughter, Ilyasah, and accompanied wife, Bettye, and his two older daughters into a six-car caravan heading for Harlem’s Hotel Theresa.186 Outside, a banner that read, “Welcome Back, Brother Malcolm X,” draped the Theresa.187 Inside, Malcolm evaded reporters at a large press conference in the Skyline Room on the eleventh floor. “I haven’t had a shave or a haircut since I left the United States five weeks ago,” he informed the packed press conference  at the Hotel Theresa. Smiling, Malcolm added that he would “keep the beard for a little while.”188

Malcolm did immediately launch into a discussion of a strategy that linked the political destinies of black Americans and Africa together as part of transnational human rights agenda. He challenged the State Department’s efforts to rehabilitate America’s image in Africa by promoting images of racial progress. Malcolm proclaimed support from African countries in his quest to bring charges of human rights violations to the United Nations and, in case reporters missed his point, spelled out the logic behind his forward thrust into international politics. “The United States would be compelled to face the same charges as South Africa, Portugal, and Rhodesia,” he said, thereby placing America in the embarrassing company of a rogues’ gallery of declining colonial powers.189

Malcolm offered a simple explanation for the breathless reports that announced his change of political heart: “Travel broadens one’s scope and when I visited the Holy City of Mecca I saw people of all colors, carrying themselves as human beings, worshipping,” said Malcolm, before suggesting that white Americans should consider converting to Islam.

As he had done during the Kennedy administration, Malcolm also publicly indicted Lyndon Johnson. He questioned why the president claimed segregationist senator Richard Russell as a friend, arguing that Russell’s opposition to the impending civil rights bill cast suspicion over LBJ by association. “I am inclined,” said Malcolm, “to question Johnson’s integrity.” In saying this, he cast himself, once again, as a militant statesman courageous enough to question the president’s commitment to civil rights and racial justice. 190 In an exclusive interview with the New York Amsterdam News, Malcolm chastised civil rights groups for their “narrow approach to the whole race question.” He then promised to build a new organization whose goals, strategies, and tactics would move beyond the political stalemate that bogged down black nationalists and integrationists.191

Two days after returning from Africa, Malcolm continued to enunciate his already expansive vision of the world in a debate with reporter Louis Lomax in front of an interracial crowd of 1,500 at Chicago’s Opera House. “Our people must look beyond international boundaries,” he explained.192  According to Malcolm, hordes of African leaders were willing to lend support to domestic civil rights efforts. Without such intervention, he claimed, racial brushfires in America would escalate into guerrilla warfare that resembled struggles taking places in Vietnam and Laos.193 In Chicago, Malcolm  added complexity to the clichéd debate over whether separation or integration should be the ultimate goal for blacks. These one-dimensional debates ignored deeper truths and were therefore “merely methods toward” larger goals of “respect and recognition” as human beings. Malcolm’s nuanced and at times philosophically charged take on the black freedom struggle led Lomax—whose relationship with Malcolm X dated back to the 1959 documentary that introduced the Black Muslims to an unsuspecting American public—to characterize him as a moderate.194

Malcolm continued a very public dialogue regarding the very nature of American democracy. In doing so, he challenged Lomax’s assertion that an advocacy of racial separatism hindered political progress. Since democracy “allowed or promoted” second-class citizenship, proponents of racial separatism could not be condemned “unless you’re also going to condemn that democracy that produces this reaction,” countered Malcolm.195 While Lomax retained steadfast faith in a system meant to safeguard individual rights, Malcolm expressed resigned skepticism. “Well, I don’t have too much confidence in the operation of democracy because I haven’t seen it yet,” he said, adding that America had failed to practice democratic principles since its founding.196 Malcolm contended that civil rights leaders remained enthralled in their pursuit of “the American dream called democracy” at the expense of crafting substantive solutions to the nation’s racial crisis.197

That year, Malcolm’s confrontation with American democracy continued to grow more nuanced and complex. In dozens of speeches, he decried democracy as an ironic joke that disguised a system based on black oppression. His life experiences had exposed him to the contradictions of a democratic society—ranging from poverty, drug abuse, and prisons—to his redemption in sectarian religious groups protected by the U.S. Constitution. Civil rights activists extolled the virtues of democracy as an unfolding experiment whose ultimate course could be altered through legal and legislative victories. In contrast, Malcolm argued that the necessity of new laws to protect black citizens proved how bankrupt America’s system truly was.

Malcolm frequently pointed to the murders of civil rights workers after the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act as proof that black liberation in America required a political revolution. “Any time you find someone in the condition that the American so-called Negroes are in, in 1964, and in a country that professes to be a democracy or that professes to be the leader of the free world,” he explained during a 1964 debate, “then something is wrong. It’s a paradox.”198 Malcolm devoted much of his political career to  exploring this paradox. Yet he did so in a manner that made him the black prosecuting attorney of America.

Malcolm defined the black freedom struggle as “actual warfare,” and he turned a nuanced critique of American democracy into part of his rhetorical arsenal. By 1964, he unfavorably compared the United States with colonial states such as South Africa and Angola. In doing so, he accused America of a new kind of hypocrisy because these countries lacked any democratic pretensions. The very fact that blacks were engaged in a bitter struggle to promote civil rights while living “in a country that professes to be a democracy” gave Malcolm pause.199 He argued instead that America’s sacred democratic traditions needed to be fundamentally transformed if blacks were to achieve full citizenship.

Politically, Malcolm encouraged new ideas, expanded existing political alliances, and linked the fates of blacks and Africans to a mutual destiny bound by shared oppression and a hunger for freedom. His bold strategy to inject himself into America’s civil rights struggle relied on upsetting existing definitions of civil rights, democracy, and citizenship. This included challenging civil rights leaders who viewed him as a Northern militant with no understanding of Southern struggles. In defining black liberation as a human rights struggle, Malcolm went beyond the Cold War-imposed boundaries that framed civil rights as a purely domestic or regional issue. His public rapprochement with civil rights activists who favored racial integration confirmed that divergent political strategies could find common ground in larger efforts to promote racial dignity and equal citizenship.

 

In interviews and speeches in the spring of 1964, Malcolm presented himself as black America’s unofficial prime minister. Media stories recounting Malcolm’s racial epiphany in the Middle East overshadowed his equally important visit to Ghana. There, Malcolm pragmatically surveyed the inner workings of a pan-African state. He arrived in Accra from Lagos, Nigeria, where, on Friday, May 8, he lectured at the prestigious University of Ibadan, became an honorary member of the Muslim Students’ Society, and was renamed “Omowale,” Yoruba for “the child has returned.”200 In print, radio, and television appearances and interviews, he launched sharp broadsides against American foreign policy imperatives in Africa. At one point he even characterized the Peace Corps as “missionaries of old who are paving the way for neocolonialism.”201

In Ghana, Malcolm conducted interviews, lectured at universities, attended informal and official dinners, conferred with at least fifteen Third  World ambassadors,202 and briefly met President Kwame Nkrumah. During a May 12 press conference, Malcolm expressed feelings of intense kinship with Africa, claiming that he “felt more at home than I have ever felt in America.”203 Ghana’s community of black expatriates welcomed Malcolm, who knew several of them from Harlem, such as Julian Mayfield and Maya Angelou. Five thousand miles from home, in the Ghanaian capital of Accra, he found himself comforted by the knowledge that Africa contained the seeds for a potential global revolution. Candid, late-night discussions with Afro-Americans in Ghana helped to inspire bold political plans that focused on reimagining domestic struggles for racial justice.204 In Malcolm, Ghanaians saw an unusually high-profile tourist who snapped photos, smiled broadly, and reveled in simple pleasures of a traditional lunch of plantains, yams, and rice with palava sauce served on native earthenware.205

On Wednesday, May 13, Malcolm delivered an address entitled, “Will Africa Ignite America’s Racial Powder Keg?” at an event in Legon that was sponsored by the Marxist Forum.206 In this, he recounted the horrors of the transatlantic slave trade in order to highlight connections between Africans and blacks who were Americans “in name but not in reality.”207 The audience sat in awed silence as Malcolm’s words cut through cultural and continental divides. His speech tapped into a shared history of oppression that, perhaps, reminded Ghanaians of their country’s pivotal role (and former name—the Gold Coast) as a way station to the slave trade. Because of this, Malcolm’s appearance in Legon ignited controversy, especially among local Marxists who were offended by the speech’s racial tint. Malcolm nevertheless found his share of defenders, most notably in his old friend Julian Mayfield as well as a writer for the Ghanaian Times who applauded the talk’s candid tone and fierce sense of urgency.208

In Ghana, Malcolm criticized U.S. race relations in language that later groups such as the Black Panthers would come to echo. He characterized America as an empire, a “master of imperialism” blazing a destructive path across the globe. He went on to suggest that the Peace Corps be deployed to Mississippi and Alabama instead of Africa. He noted that “while South Africa preaches and practices segregation, the United States preaches integration and practices segregation.”209 Meanwhile, American officials followed Malcolm’s every move and optimistically concluded that, despite his eloquence, Malcolm “created less of a stir than the Embassy feared.”210

Malcolm published a personal account of his spring tour of Africa in the pages of Liberator magazine. “We Are All Blood Brothers” provided a  sweeping and remarkably precise snapshot of Malcolm’s five weeks in Africa, accompanied by four photos of his trip to Ghana. In Malcolm’s narrative, a lecture at Beirut’s Sudanese Cultural Center proved to be the pivotal moment when he felt “the collective African reaction” to the mistreatment of blacks in America.211 Over the course of the five weeks when he toured Mecca, Malcolm was granted a personal audience with Saudi Arabia’s Prince Faisel, lectured at the University of Beirut, promoted pan-African alliances at the University of Ibadan in Nigeria, spent a day sightseeing in Morocco, and capped off his visit with a brief stay in Algiers.212 That spring, memories of his African tour fueled his own personal resolve.

 

African independence movements awakened Malcolm’s interest in organizing a parallel pan-African movement back home. Over a banana split at Harlem’s 22 Restaurant in June, he told a journalist of his plans to start an explicitly political organization aimed to unite the black community toward the creation of “a strong Pan African movement.”213 Malcolm yearned to fashion a new political organization that could remain steadfast to Islamic principles “in a Western and highly mechanized society,” while simultaneously attracting a large base of secular participants. The name of Malcolm’s proposed new group, Afro-American Freedom Fighters, drew inspiration from independence movements in Algeria and the larger Third World .214

During a secret meeting at the house of actor Sidney Poitier on June 13, 1964, Malcolm pitched his new organization to a group of leading black cultural, political, and intellectual figures. Organizer Clarence Jones (who served as an advisor to King) left the gathering impressed by Malcolm’s worldly vision. Old political friends Ossie Davis, Ruby Dee, and writer John Oliver Killens also participated, as did Whitney Young and emissaries representing A. Philip Randolph and CORE. Malcolm’s “brain trust” provided moral and political support for the OAAU as they offered intellectual, political, and financial resources that could translate his human rights agenda into a practical political program.215

Malcolm X officially launched the Organization of Afro-American Unity at a late-evening rally in Harlem on Sunday, June 28. That same day, Elijah Muhammad returned to New York for the first time in almost four years in a naked effort to upstage his apostate former pupil—who, in the preceding month, had divulged secrets of the Messenger’s numerous infidelities and illegitimate children during legal proceedings to oust him from his NOI-OWNED house in Queens .216 The OAAU implicitly recognized the flaws of  Malcolm’s earlier organization Muslim Mosque Inc., which had been plagued by sectarian infighting and burdened by a name that turned off Malcolm’s more secular supporters. His new group, on the other hand, would approach struggles for racial justice from a national perspective. “When we say South,” noted Malcolm, “we mean south of the Canadian border. America in its entirety is segregationist and is racist. It’s more camouflaged in the north, but it’s the same thing.”217 The organization tested the depth and breadth of Malcolm’s appeals to seasoned activists eager for an alternative to the civil rights status quo.218

Malcolm’s speech at the OAAU’s founding rally deftly combined new perspectives gleaned from his recent trip to Africa with an old-fashioned appeal to the politics of self-determination and pan-African unity. Remarkably, even as he proclaimed the ambitious objective of culling “everyone in the Western Hemisphere of African descent into one united force,” he continued to confront, challenge, and appropriate American democratic traditions.219  Malcolm read the OAAU’s statement of objectives, which proclaimed African Americans’ “inalienable right” to determine their “own destiny.” This passage borrowed words from the Founding Fathers in order to make audacious new claims toward black political power.220 He followed this by reading perhaps the most significant part of the OAAU’s statement: The UN charter and Universal Declaration of Human Rights coupled with America’s Constitution and the Bill of Rights “are principles in which we believe and that these documents if put into practice represent the essence of man-kind’s hopes and good intentions.”221 This statement clearly expressed the evolution of Malcolm’s star-crossed relationship with American democracy. Yet the complex, subtle sentiment behind these words remains an unexplored part of his legacy. Intent on making America live up to the lofty principles found in its sacred texts, by 1964 Malcolm had ratcheted up his very public, though often ignored, dialogue regarding the idea of American democracy.

Despite support from well-known local activists, a secular political outlook that tied national ambitions to pragmatic local measures, and a modest two-dollar membership fee, the OAAU failed to capture the imagination of Harlem and black militants around the nation. Malcolm’s inability to engage in the slow, patient, local organizing that helped propel the NOI in Harlem and around the nation during the 1950s loomed large in this failure. Further, his extensive travels overseas left him struggling to maintain organizational control over the OAAU and close alliances in Harlem. The scattered nature of Malcolm’s final year witnessed promising efforts to speak to multiple  audiences, groups, and factions, sometimes simultaneously. The breadth of these pursuits made for jarring portraits.

On July 9, Malcolm boarded an evening flight from New York to Cairo via London. His passport listed him under his new name, Hajj Malik El Shabazz, and his one-way ticket signaled that his journey would be openended. 222 In London, en route to Cairo, he told reporters that antiblack violence in the South had “reached the point where members of my race will soon react and American will see a blood bath.”223 For Malcolm, the South represented an enduring metaphor for white supremacy that transcended simple geographic boundaries. “As far as I am concerned,” Malcolm once remarked, “Mississippi is anywhere south of the Canadian border.”224 Racial violence in Mississippi fueled Malcolm’s rage. It was there that SNCC’s “Freedom Summer” campaign to register black voters bumped into traditions of white terror that resulted in the murder of three civil rights workers. In Omaha, Nebraska, shortly before he departed the United States, Malcolm threatened to send OAAU members to Mississippi to initiate guerrilla warfare to protect black life there.225 The latest incidents of Southern racial violence convinced Malcolm that his human rights strategy represented black America’s best chance for progress. In Cairo, he tapped into long-simmering pan-African impulses whose modern expression combined New Negro rhetorical effervescence with the kind of practical nation-building that dwarfed even Marcus Garvey’s outsized imagination. There, Harlem would remain on Malcolm’s mind and at the center of his political agenda, even as his political sojourn took him from its gritty street corners to exotic places its residents could scarcely imagine.

Malcolm’s predictions of racial violence came true that summer as Harlem exploded in the aftermath of the Wednesday, July 16, police shooting of a black teenager. Over two hundred arrests, more than one hundred police and civilian injuries, and fifteen confirmed shootings were reported by the following Monday.226 At the very moment racial violence swept through Harlem, Malcolm was in Cairo observing the Organization of African Unity (OAU) conference. He issued a memorandum to each of the heads of African states highlighting the political and ancestral connections between Africans and American blacks lobbying for recognition of domestic racism as a global human rights crisis.227 Aboard the yacht Isis, he engaged in intense dialogue with representatives of liberation movements raging across the continent. Freedom fighters from Angola, Mozambique, Northern Rhodesia (Zambia), Southern Rhodesia (Zimbabwe), and South Africa  captivated Malcolm with details of the “brutal atmosphere” that existed under colonialism.228

Malcolm’s absence from Harlem during the July urban rebellion afforded him a venue to display pan-African statesmanship from faraway Egypt. In Cairo practicing freelance diplomacy when violence in Harlem erupted, he issued press releases explaining his activities overseas while a host of national figures, including King, provided more visible leadership. Meanwhile, State Department officials and outraged American journalists trailed Malcolm’s tour of Africa, fretting that his well-attended lectures and high-profile critiques promoted anti-American sentiment on racial grounds. Assistant Attorney General Walter Yeagley filed internal reports to inquire whether Malcolm’s contact with foreign heads of state violated national security.229

Malcolm’s itinerary touched strategic parts of the continent, taking him from Kuwait to Ethiopia, Zanzibar, and Dar-Es-Salaam at a rapid pace. He addressed university students at virtually every stop, engrossing audiences with grim lectures on the depth of American racism and the shared ancestral bonds that tied Africans and black Americans in the common pursuit of dignity and human rights.230 In early October, he lectured in Addis Ababa to Ethiopian university students about America’s presidential election. He compared the difference between Lyndon Johnson and Barry Goldwater as the choice between “a fox or a wolf.” Malcolm confessed that two months in Cairo had transformed him politically. These changes came into bold relief during the question-and-answer session when he insisted that, despite differences with Martin Luther King Jr. and other civil rights leaders, they nonetheless shared basic objectives. “The main difference,” he deadpanned, “is that he doesn’t mind being beat up and I do.”231

The next week in Dar-Es-Salaam, Malcolm delivered the “inside story” of American racial oppression to journalists, students, and foreign dignitaries, including a three-hour meeting with Tanganyikan president Julius Nyerere.232  In Dar, Malcolm’s visit captured wide attention. The Nationalist carried his picture and accompanying interview on its front page underneath the provocative headline “Malcolm X Raps U.S.A.” But Malcolm did more than just provoke.

From his hotel bedroom, Malcolm parleyed with reporters during the second week of October. Alternately hunched over in deep thought and laid back in a more contemplative repose, Malcolm explained his motivations for touring Africa. He claimed that its unfolding revolution promised a new day in the United States. According to Malcolm, American leaders were  “more afraid of Africanism” than Communism because the nation proved more hospitable to Communists than Africans.233 He told reporters that he planned to stay abroad until after the presidential elections for fear that his presence might animate Goldwater supporters. Malcolm argued that black Americans in Africa who were connected to the State Department presented a false image of democracy that contrasted with the searing realities he routinely exposed in his speeches. Africa’s great challenge, he noted, would be in distinguishing genuine black leaders from state-sponsored Uncle Toms.234

Malcolm arrived in Nairobi on Friday, October 16, from Dar on a plane whose passengers included the prime ministers of Kenya and Uganda. His comment that “providence put us together” downplayed his tenacious efforts to build international political alliances.235 Although not an official guest of the Kenyan government, Malcolm attended Kenyatta Day festivities and maintained a conspicuous presence at major social events. American aid to Africa, suggested Malcolm during a speech in Nairobi, paled in comparison to the continent’s historic contributions to the United States, assistance that came in the form of “human flesh.”236

Malcolm riveted audiences with grisly stories of how civil rights-related violence flourished in the United States, perhaps most notably the summer murders of three civil rights workers in Philadelphia, Mississippi. During an October 21 television interview, he denounced the recently passed civil rights bill as naked propaganda aimed at convincing Africa and Asia of American sincerity on racial matters. He added that Africa’s anticolonial movement inspired domestic civil rights struggles. He then repeated his plans to charge the United States with human rights violations at the United Nations. Malcolm’s high-profile criticism unnerved U.S. embassy officials, whom he suspected of discouraging Americans from visiting him in Nairobi.237

During a chance meeting with SNCC activists John Lewis and Donald Harris in Kenya, Malcolm found kinship with the young civil rights workers. SNCC’s presence in Africa delighted him and reassured him that his dreams of a more worldly approach to racial justice would not fall on deaf ears back home. In Africa, SNCC workers discovered that local leaders gauged their level of political sincerity within the radical framework that Malcolm had left in his wake.238 Furthermore, his time in Nairobi paid immediate dividends. His firsthand reports of American race relations inspired local political groups, such as the Kanu Parliamentary Backbenchers’ Association, to pass a resolution of support for African American freedom and  citizenship. Following Malcolm’s lead, local newspapers referred to the civil rights movement as a “struggle for basic human rights.”239

Back in Addis Ababa at the end of October, Malcolm held a press conference trumpeting his plans to take his quest for racial equality to the United Nations. Here, he discussed his recent foray to Nairobi at the Ethiopian Hotel in front of a group of admirers before departing to Lagos (his second visit to Nigeria in five months).240 According to Malcolm, internal divisions threatened to undermine Africa’s rapid political development. “In East Africa it is the African against the Asian,” he observed, “and in West Africa it is the Moslem against the Christian and all these are fed by outside forces.”241

Malcolm arrived in Liberia one week later on the evening of Friday, November 6 for a three-day visit. There he delivered his now-typical human rights stump speech with the elegance and ease of a seasoned politician. Greeted as “a friend and brother” by the mayor of Monrovia at a Saturday luncheon organized in his honor held at the Tropical Hut, Malcolm thrust America’s racial domestic crises into the wider arena of global politics.242 In speeches, luncheons, and interviews, he applauded China’s recent nuclear progress as a deterrent against American aggression, suggested that the late Patrice Lumumba deserved the Nobel Prize instead of Martin Luther King Jr., and blasted Lyndon Johnson and John Kennedy as political poseurs. He answered questions from luncheon guests who were impressed by his political passion but also curious about the origins of his simmering rage against racial oppression. While civil rights leaders continued to talk in the language of love, peace, and nonviolence, Malcolm countered that “the only language white people understand” was one of “hurt, pain and blood.”243

By the end of his second tour of the continent in November of 1964, Malcolm X was a genuine star in Africa. He was capable of having his comments on the need for African unity and a trip to Monrovia to gain support for his UN petition reported in Nigeria’s biggest daily as newsworthy.244

 

Malcolm X arrived at New York’s Kennedy Airport on Tuesday, November 24 amid a fresh storm of controversy. Muhammad Speaks had launched new broadsides, payback for Malcolm characterizing the Messenger as a religious “faker” while abroad. Regardless of this, however, about fifty cheering supporters waving “Welcome Back Brother Malcolm” signs greeted him—although Bettye Shabazz and their three daughters comprised his most important entourage. He told reporters that he intended to travel to Oxford for a debate the next week, and he then went on to jab at Martin Luther  King Jr.’s recent Nobel Prize victory, without mentioning King’s name, stating, “You know, I, too am a man of peace, but I never could accept a peace prize in the middle of a war.”245

Malcolm plunged back into America’s domestic race war even as he sidestepped the latest eruption in his increasingly bitter feud with the NOI. Following a brief but exhilarating speech at Oxford University, Malcolm made plans to organize voter registration drives in the Deep South and address HARYOU-ACT trainees, an antipoverty effort in Harlem patterned as a domestic peace corps. On Saturday, December 12, Malcolm addressed three hundred trainees in a talk in which his uncompromising insistence on the right to self-defense evoked memories of his NOI heyday. Despite his strident tone, Malcolm maintained his ongoing commitment to working with civil rights groups on bread-and-butter issues such as education and housing.246

The following day, Malcolm spoke at a massive OAAU-sponsored rally in Harlem in support of the Congo. Muhammad Babu, a hero of the Zanzibar Revolution, and comedian Dick Gregory joined Malcolm and a capacity crowd of 1,500 to demand an end to U.S.-backed intervention in the Congo. The audience cheered as Malcolm read a message from Che Guevara, who Malcolm called “a good friend.” In it Che expressed regrets for lack of attendance but promised that “united we will win.” Malcolm excoriated the white press for colluding with Cold War impulses that propped up African dictators as suitable alternatives to Communist influence. He also praised Harlemites, as he did during his meeting with Castro years earlier, as mature political observers immune to anti-Castro propaganda. “You don’t see any anti-Castro Cubans around here,” he observed. “We eat them up!” Gregory regaled the crowd with a comedic routine that wrung humor from the Birmingham racial crisis by lampooning the FBI as an arm of the Klan and King as an unflappable mediator. Babu then hailed Malcolm as a bold visionary, praising him for being the only major black leader to visit Africa and educate the continent about the status of black Americans. Babu, who Malcolm introduced to Harlem as an authentic revolutionary, claimed solidarity with African Americans based on shared histories of struggle. “The struggle of the people suffering in Africa and those suffering here is one and the same,” he explained.247

The OAAU’s pro-Congo rally illustrated Malcolm’s pragmatic efforts to internationalize the black freedom struggle. In the wake of his extensive trips overseas, some of his closest supporters and confidants were anxious and confused over his evolving political direction. Had their champion abandoned the struggle in America for a jet-setting career as a maverick diplomat? Did African struggles really outweigh the rugged political, social, and economic terrain traveled by Harlem residents? The rally, however, showcased Malcolm’s continuing interest and involvement in local politics. Judging by his organizing efforts after his return in November 1964, the answer to these questions was a resounding no.

Instead, Malcolm used the extensive knowledge, contacts, and prestige from his international tour to open up new arenas of struggle domestically. Muhammad Babu’s presence introduced rank-and-file black New Yorkers to the politics of Zanzibar, a place most could not pick out on a map. In addition, reading the message from Che Guevara confirmed Malcolm’s defiance of Cold War dictates that labeled Cuba and its revolutionary heroes as petty tyrants and subversives.

Later that year, representatives of the Southern civil rights movement met with Malcolm in Harlem five days before Christmas. Fannie Lou Hamer, a sharecropper from Ruleville, Mississippi, turned SNCC organizer, appeared onstage with Malcolm at a rally sponsored by the Freedom Democratic Party committee. “We don’t only need a change in Mississippi,” Hamer reminded the people of Harlem. “We need a change in this nation.”248 Hamer’s presence, along with SNCC Freedom Singers and Kenyan vice president Oginga Odinga offered eye-opening examples of the pan-African solidarity Malcolm now preached. “America is Mississippi,” he remarked, in his latest rhetorical effort to erase geographical boundaries that separated Southern and Northern black freedom struggles.249

Malcolm’s efforts to expansively redefine civil rights struggles reverberated from Africa to Washington. As a result, State Department officials fretted over the long-term implications of Malcolm’s efforts to bring human rights charges against America before the United Nations. In response, conservative journalists linked his international exploits back to a global Communist conspiracy.250 Furthermore, the Nation of Islam ridiculed Malcolm as a globe-trotting “international hobo,”251 while NAACP executive director Roy Wilkins marveled that anyone was paying any attention to him at all.252  But many continued to pay attention. In Philadelphia, in late December, Malcolm launched a drive to reorganize the city’s Muslims, a task on which he had first embarked a decade earlier. At that time, Malcolm had been Muhammad’s eager young lieutenant. Now, however, seventy-five police officers guarded Malcolm when he spoke on a local radio program for two hours under the threat of death from NOI enforcers.253

At the beginning of the New Year, seven hundred stalwart supporters braved frigid Harlem temperatures to attend the OAAU’s Sunday-evening rally. There Malcolm played film clips that documented his recent tours of Africa. The striking footage of Malcolm in Ethiopia, Kenya, and Egypt, resplendent in color film, allowed African Americans a tantalizing taste of what might be possible.254

Over the next seven weeks, Malcolm made good on a promise to join in civil rights struggles taking place down South. At the Tuskegee Institute in Alabama, Malcolm lectured to a standing-room-only audience, a visit that would thrust him into the maelstrom of the Southern civil rights movement. In Alabama, he received an invitation to speak to civil rights workers in Selma, the site of a voting rights campaign spearheaded by Martin Luther King Jr. Before three hundred students, many of whom were in high school, Malcolm reiterated that black voting rights would be won “by whatever means is necessary,” while nervous local civil rights leaders held their breath. The audience responded to his wide-ranging remarks with sustained applause, and the Reverend Fred Shuttlesworth followed Malcolm’s rhetorical vigor with more soothing tones of reconciliation.255

It is fitting, then, that Malcolm X made his last public appearance in Harlem on February 21, 1965. Late-arriving speakers added to the stress of an unusually disorganized Sunday-afternoon OAAU rally. Backstage, Malcolm paced the floor in anger and disappointment over the organization’s still-unfinished platform, and he dismissed supporters from his dressing room. After a warm-up speech by one of his lieutenants, he approached the stage to loud applause. After he dispensed with the traditional Muslim greeting (“A Salaam Alakium”), a smoke bomb went off and eyes riveted toward the commotion. Over Malcolm’s call to “Hold it! Hold it!” three gunmen crept toward the stage with one shotgun-toting assassin delivering the fatal blast to his chest. The premeditated diversion turned the Audubon Ballroom into a jumbled scene of frightening confusion, scattering assassins, and panicked supporters that concluded with Malcolm’s bullet-riddled corpse being rushed to Columbia Presbyterian Hospital.256

Hailed by black militants in Harlem and the rest of the nation as a bold prophet cut down in his prime, Malcolm would, in death, become an even bigger icon than he had been while alive. King, who had remained aloof to Malcolm’s public overtures of rapprochement, sent a statement of remorse from Atlanta, stating, “I am deeply saddened and appalled to learn of the brutal assassination of Malcolm X.”257 Outside the United States, demonstrations of grief proved widespread. In Jakarta, Indonesia, five hundred banner-waving protestors stormed the home of the American ambassador in a demonstration against Malcolm’s assassination.258 Ghanaian president Kwame Nkrumah, who responded coolly to Malcolm’s presence in Accra a year earlier, issued a statement of grief that characterized the slain leader as exemplifying a “life of dedication for human dignity” on behalf of blacks all over the world.259 Headlines in African newspapers memorializing Malcolm as a champion of racial justice counteracted the American media’s depiction of the slain black leader as a prophet of rage cut down by his own violent rhetoric.260 From London, the Council of African Organizations assailed Malcolm’s assassination as a “brutal and cowardly” example of American imperialism. In Dar-Es-Salaam, revolutionary organizations in exile—including South Africa’s African National Congress—responded to Malcolm’s death with expressions of grief and outrage.261 But perhaps the most personal expression of grief emanating from the African continent came from Ghana, courtesy of Julian Mayfield, who considered Malcolm a personal friend and hailed him as a global leader whose death would not end the black struggle for freedom.262

 

 

In the popular imagination and most historical narratives of the era, Mal colm X serves as Martin Luther King Jr.’s most well-known counterpart. Whereas King is celebrated as the national leader of the civil rights era, Malcolm’s leadership is largely regarded as an enduring symbol of African American rage and anger. King’s efforts to desegregate public accommodations in the South, his historic March On Washington speech, and his influence over the successful passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act and 1965 Voting Rights Act have the cumulative effect of making him the leader of a movement. Meanwhile, Malcolm remains only the fiery expression of a political mood. Such a perspective separates Malcolm from the social and political context in which he lived, operated, and died in.

This approach is as unfair to King as it is to Malcolm. King served as a national political mobilizer who inspired far-flung local movements, organizations, and individuals toward the civil rights movement’s goals of racial reform, which included desegregation, equal protection under the law, and voting rights. King’s eloquence, creativity, and global stature accelerated civil rights victories and, over time, would resonate around the world. However, King’s political mobilizing would have been impossible without local groups,  organizers, activists, and everyday people, all of whom bled for American democracy during the civil rights era.

Malcolm X served as more than just a symbolic leader of racial militancy. In Harlem, Detroit, Los Angeles, and other cities, he organized coalitions of early Black Power activists who championed political self-determination as the key to a revolutionary politics that would transform American race relations. At the same time, he also cultivated a wide range of secular radicals who included civil rights renegades, socialists, intellectuals, artists, and independent organizers. Such activists confronted unemployment, police brutality, crime, and drug abuse through local organizing that took place outside bookstores and bars, public schools and police precincts.

Black radicals who unleashed bedlam at the United Nations in 1961 were only a small part of the constellation of activists who looked to Malcolm for leadership. Both seasoned veterans as well as youthful militants found inspiration in him. In contrast to King, years before Malcolm rose to national prominence he participated in grassroots organizing in some of urban America’s toughest neighborhoods. It was there that the quest to convey political ideas played out as a kind of trench warfare where combatants included the police, criminals, rival political sects, and apathy.

Malcolm’s formidable status as an icon of Black Power militancy continues to obscure the practical political organizing that he conducted for over a decade. Conventional interpretations characterize Malcolm’s time in the NOI as a period of unrealized potential. In contrast, his last year is held up as a daring rejection of his misguided past, tragically cut short by his premature death. The publication of Malcolm’s best-selling autobiography, complete with an epilogue by Alex Haley, cemented this narrative in historical memory and popular discourse.

But Malcolm’s time in the NOI proved more painful and complex than his autobiography suggests. From the moment he arrived in Harlem in June 1954 to the day of his death on February 21, 1965, Malcolm X forcefully confronted American democracy’s jagged edges. In Harlem, he embarked on a mission of recruiting converts to Temple No. 7. In doing so, he successfully turned the tiny storefront operation into a political headquarters whose strength, prestige, and financial resources rivaled NOI strongholds in Chicago and even Elijah Muhammad’s personal kingdom in Arizona. Moreover, Malcolm reached out to the secular world that Muhammad and the NOI dismissed as doomed by religious prophecy.

Over the course of his long professional association with the Nation, Malcolm explored the fundamentals of his own developing political thought.  His intense interest in foreign affairs naturally drew him to Africa, where independence movements—both peaceful and violent—swept the continent and the larger Third World. In the process of founding or solidifying Muslim mosques around the nation in the 1950s, he established formal and informal networks of contacts who included trade unionists, elected officials, journalists, civic and business leaders, intellectuals, as well as ordinary citizens.

In Northern cities, Malcolm’s influence extended into the secular world of black militants who toiled in the Southern civil rights movement’s long shadow. While racial turmoil in the Deep South captured headlines, Northern black freedom struggles encountered an equally hostile reception to efforts to secure jobs, decent housing, and to end police brutality. Organizers of bruising school boycotts in New York and Chicago, rent strikes in Harlem, and desegregation campaigns in Chester, Pennsylvania, and Cambridge, Maryland, looked to Malcolm X as a national symbol of black political power. His closest allies ranged from teenaged revolutionaries in Detroit, Harlem, and Philadelphia to the more seasoned veterans of the Robeson generation. They helped organize an early Black Power movement that advocated African American political self-determination, linked anticolonial struggles abroad with domestic civil rights campaigns, and attempted to redefine black citizenship and American democracy. What is evident from both travels, political activities, and speeches is that Malcolm viewed struggles for racial justice holistically.

After leaving the NOI, Malcolm attempted to use his extensive knowledge of organizing, sizable reputation, and global network to form a secular organization capable of uniting the far-flung political and ideological tendencies that formed the black world. However, his organizing efforts took place against a backdrop of sectarian violence between his relatively small band of followers and the much larger Black Muslims. FBI agents and local police agencies documented the increasingly brazen attempts by the NOI to harass, threaten, and kill Malcolm, but did little to prevent the conflict from resolving itself tragically. Shadowed by death threats, plagued by fears for his family’s safety, and undermined in his organizing efforts by the NOI, FBI, and a hostile white press, Malcolm turned to the international arena. There, he engaged in rounds of freelance diplomacy with representatives of African states, including Cairo, Zanzibar, Kenya, Ghana, and Ethiopia.

Domestically, Malcolm’s “Ballots or Bullets” speech broke new ground in its provocative synthesis of civil rights activists’ unyielding quest for the vote and Black Power militants’ promotion of racial justice by any means necessary. Moreover, the speech also highlighted Malcolm’s optimism. “If you take  this warning, perhaps you can still save yourself,” he remarked in a 1964 television documentary. “But if you ignore it or ridicule it, well, death is already at your doorstep.”263

During Malcolm’s last year, he pursued both personal and political redemption. Personally, he embarked on a religious and spiritual quest that culminated in his acceptance of orthodox Islam after successfully completing his Hajj pilgrimage in the Middle East. Spiritual redemption fueled more politically minded plans to expose the NOI and his former religious leader, Elijah Muhammad, as unworthy of the mantle of trust and devotion that Malcolm had helped to instill in thousands of true believers.

Malcolm’s legacy is often defined as much by his speaking style and public image as his political accomplishments. Immediately following his assassination, dozens of Black Power activists and organizations invoked Malcolm as a patron saint, mentor, teacher, and enduring icon. But many never adequately absorbed his political thought, investigated the contours of his domestic and global activism, or comprehended his complex relationship with civil rights and American democracy.

Malcolm was more than simply an eloquent though ultimately ineffectual rabble-rouser who attacked civil rights from Harlem’s safe streets while young activists—both black and white—risked life and limb in the heroic pursuit of democracy and citizenship. Malcolm pursued the same goals as his civil rights counterparts, first as a Nation of Islam activist, and later as an independent political organizer and mobilizer.

Malcolm’s political, cultural, and intellectual leadership transformed postwar America. As an activist, intellectual, organizer, and icon, he sought to reimagine the very meaning of American democracy. He redefined it on his own terms and in tough language that intimidated, frightened, and disgusted critics who, even in their denunciations, admitted the power of Malcolm’s rhetorical eloquence. Ironically, his genius for language, gift of connecting with ordinary African Americans, and penchant for the outrageous sound bite have overwhelmed Malcolm’s impact as a historical figure. There is still no definitive biography of this important historical figure, and scholars too often rely on his speeches as a means to explain his impact rather than actively seeking to reconstruct the breadth and depth of his political activism. Malcolm’s twelve years as an NOI minister are easily dismissed, even as his final twelve months are extolled for providing the glimpse of a brilliant work in progress cut down in his prime.

This is as unfortunate as it is shortsighted. As a Black Muslim minister, Malcolm participated in the front lines of struggles for racial justice even as  he conformed to the NOI’s dictates to refrain from overt political activity. In Harlem, his power base rivaled that of the legendary congressman Adam Clayton Powell Jr., and in urban cities he led a coalition of black militants who engaged in both local civil rights organizing as well as the spectacular displays of militancy associated with Black Power insurgency. Furthermore, Malcolm’s political presence was not limited to the urban North. In the 1950s, as the NOI’s roving national organizer, he helped to facilitate and strengthen temples in Miami, Birmingham, and Atlanta.

By the early 1960s, then, Malcolm was a powerbroker. His sprawling influence extended beyond NOI enclaves through his prodigious speaking schedule and the success of Muhammad Speaks, perhaps the most important black radical periodical of the era. The newspaper found its voice and secular appeal through its meticulous documentation of the global nature of civil rights struggles and generous coverage of black militants both in the United States as well as African independence movements abroad.

Malcolm’s threat to the existing civil rights establishment and America’s elected officials lay less in his provocative predictions of a coming race war than in his efforts to redefine the terms of a debate that guided America’s civil rights struggles. Using the NOI’s infrastructure to inject himself into national controversies surrounding Birmingham, Alabama, he turned into a militant statesman by the early 1960s. The same year as the March On Washington, his allies helped organize a massive demonstration in Detroit that featured Martin Luther King Jr. as the keynote speaker.

The breadth of Malcolm’s influence was such that black nationalists in Harlem, black preachers in Detroit, and even civil rights activists in the Deep South all debated the merits of his critiques regarding the very nature of American democracy. Rallies in Harlem in December of 1964 and a trip to Tuskegee and Selma, Alabama, in February 1965 offer glimpses of his evolving worldview. All of these events featured jarring alliances between black nationalists, Southern civil rights activists, and African revolutionaries. He found strength in these juxtapositions by acknowledging that political distances once thought to be insurmountable could be bridged through robust debate.

Malcolm’s revolutionary posture also hid a surprisingly pragmatic political side. For a time, the NOI offered Malcolm an organizational vehicle to promote spiritual redemption and political activism, the latter primarily through his association with black militants around the country. Paradoxically, his successful foray into the secular arena through college lectures and speaking tours in the early 1960s doomed his standing in the NOI even as  it helped turn the once-modest organization into a financial colossus. The NOI remained aloof from political protest initially. It did so in order to hide

its irrelevance on the national stage and, later, as a form of self-preservation against a phalanx of threatening government authorities including the IRS, which could potentially revoke the group’s tax-exempt status. Malcolm, however, contrasted this caution through a passionate engagement with local, national, and international politics. As the NOI’s national representative, Malcolm served as the de facto leader of a national movement for black political power that paralleled, and at time intersected with, conventional civil rights struggles.

During his year of political independence, Malcolm attempted to confront the very institutions of democracy that he spent his entire career challenging—but on his own terms. His biggest successes combined his credibility on the world stage with street knowledge of America’s gritty inner cities. When he left the NOI, Malcolm attempted a number of different organizational strategies, including an effort to recruit disgruntled Black Muslims into his newly created Muslim Mosque, Inc., an attempt to develop a working alliance with civil rights leaders, and lobbying African leaders to petition the United Nations on behalf of black Americans.

Malcolm took three tours of African between 1959 and 1964. A member of the NOI during his brief first visit, by 1964 he toured Africa as an independent political activist and budding pan-Africanist. Malcolm’s presence in Africa reverberated from the global cities of Lagos, Nigeria, and Dar-Es-Salaam, Tanganyika, all the way to western citadels of power in Washington, D.C.

For Africans unaware of the complex dynamics of American race relations, Malcolm offered a crash course in the politics behind the civil rights struggle and his own efforts to expand the movement’s goals, strategies, and tactics. Like a politician engaged in an endless campaign, he held dozens of press conferences, conducted numerous interviews, spoke at countless lunches and dinners, and attended soirees in an effort to convince Africans of their shared political destiny with black Americans. In Cairo, Addis Ababa, Nairobi, Accra, and other African cities, Malcolm spoke with local activists, national leaders, and diplomats. However, his evolving political dreams would bear partial fruit only after his death, as a generation of Black Power activists crafted a political agenda inspired in part by his political thought and activism. But Black Power activists also encountered the limitations inherent in efforts to forge pan-African alliances that transcended  history and geography. Postcolonial visions expressed by new African states would, in too many instances, buckle underneath the combined weight of ethnic and regional tensions, political corruption, environmental and natural disasters, and financial and diplomatic pressure from the West.

Ultimately, Malcolm X exposed the gulf between America’s democratic rhetoric and practice at home and abroad. In doing so, he critically participated in a conversation about race, democracy, and citizenship that was local, national, and global. But Malcolm did more than simply react to proliferating instances of racial injustice during the civil rights era’s heroic years. He also advanced a constructive and radical political dialogue about black people’s future in America and around the world. Part of this national conversation included a critical engagement with democracy. His legacy opened up new avenues of political expression as well as intellectual and cultural understanding of American race relations. Only by finally coming to terms with Malcolm X the activist and organizer and placing him within the larger historical context in which he lived, worked, and died can we come to a more complex and sophisticated understanding of the era he indelibly shaped.264
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