Background Information on Malcolm X

DO NOT WRITE ON THESE!!

Malcolm X was born on May 19, 1925, in Omaha, Nebraska.  The fourth of eight children, his birth name was Malcolm Little.  When Malcolm was six years old, his father was murdered by a group of white men.  These men were strongly opposed to Mr. Little’s activities in a group called the Universal Negro Improvement Association, or UNIA.  The UNIA was founded by a man named Marcus Garvey and preached a philosophy of “black separatism” and black pride.  Its goal was to get millions of African Americans to return to Africa because, as Garvey stated, blacks could never be treated justly in a country ruled by whites.

His father’s death destroyed Malcolm’s home life.  His mother went insane, and all of her children were placed, Malcolm included, in different foster homes.  Malcolm was a very bright student, but he was an angry and bitter child.  As he grew older, he lost interest in school.  At the age of 15, he left school and went to live with an older half-sister in Roxbury, Massachusetts, the black section of Boston.  For the next several years, Malcolm lived the life of a street hustler.  He held a few legitimate jobs, but got fired from them.  Instead, he made money illegally, and he also took drugs.  Finally, in 1945 his lifestyle—and the law—caught up with him.  Malcolm was arrested in Boston for a series of burglaries of wealthy people’s homes.  He was sentenced to seven years in prison.  He wasn’t even 21 years old.

TAKE TIME TO ANSWER QUESTIONS 1-3 FROM THE INFORMATION ABOVE.

While he was in prison, Malcolm learned that two of his brothers had joined a religious group called the Nation of Islam.  The members of this group were called Black Muslims.  They were led by a man named Elijah Muhammad, and they preached a philosophy similar to Marcus Garvey’s UNIA.  They favored a path of racial separation for black Americans and a belief in black self-determination.  The group viewed white Americans with suspicion, if not outright hatred, and had no interest in integration with white society.  The Black Muslims operated their own stores, restaurants, and farms.  The group also preached a strict code of member behavior.  Eating pork and using alcohol, tobacco, and drugs was prohibited.  Malcolm wrote Elijah Muhammad from prison inquiring about the Nation of Islam, and received a warm reply.  In 1952, he was released from prison and went directly to Detroit to join the Nation of Islam.  As other Black Muslims had done, Malcolm changed his last name.  Black Muslims considered their family names to be part of their slave past, so they rejected them in favor of the suffix “X.”  Malcolm Little was reborn as Malcolm X.

Malcolm rose quickly within the Black Muslim movement.  By 1954, he had become the Muslim minister in charge of a temple in Harlem, New York.  He built a strong following there, and before long he had become the group’s most effective and well-known spokespersons.  By the early 1960s, Malcolm had begun to openly condemn white racism, and to advocate any means necessary to retaliate against that racism—including violence.  At the same time, he publicly criticized any African American who favored cooperating with the “white establishment” in America, including those who were seeking to integrate blacks into all segments of white society.

TAKE TIME TO ANSWER QUESTIONS 4-6 FROM THE INFORMATION ABOVE

This philosophy put Malcolm in opposition to African-American leaders, such as the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr., who were fighting for civil rights for blacks through integration.  Dr. King advocated nonviolent protest to push Americans to remove segregation where it still existed.  He also believed in cooperating with white politicians who were sympathetic to the civil rights cause to pass laws ensuring that African Americans achieved equality and justice.

By 1964, Malcolm had become the most famous Black Muslim in America.  He continued to push his radical civil rights views, which begun to catch on in urban black ghettos across the country.  Malcolm’s popularity caused some resentment within the Nation of Islam, and a rift developed between him and Elijah Muhammad.  As a result, Malcolm left the group in March 1964.  However, he sated he would remain a Muslim and continue to preach his separatist views.

In April, Malcolm made a pilgrimage to the Middle East and Africa.  In Mecca, the spiritual home of Islam, he was impressed by the harmony he saw among the various racial groups who visited there.  Despite this experience, Malcolm continued to preach the philosophy of black separatism.  However, he did modify his feelings about cooperating with white people.  Late in 1964 he stated “we will work with anyone, any group, no matter what their color is, as long as they are genuinely interested in taking the types of steps necessary to bring an end to the injustices that black people in this country are afflicted by.”

By early 1965, Malcolm had become extremely unpopular with a segment of his old group, the Nation of Islam.  He received death threats.  His house was burned down.  Finally, on February 21, 1965, he was assassinated by three men, two of whom were Nation of Islam members.  All three men were convicted of murder and sentenced to prison.  The question of who, if anyone, had ordered Malcolm’s assassination remained unanswered.

TAKE TIME TO ANSWER QUESTIONS 6-9 FROM THE INFORMATION ABOVE.

