Biographical Study of The Autobiography of Malcolm X: with the assistance of Alex Haley

American journalist and civil rights activist Alex Haley recalls being told by Malcolm X “The young whites, and blacks, too, are the only hope that America has,” “The rest of us have been living in a lie.”[footnoteRef:1] In this statement, reminiscent of Paul Gilroy’s commentary on the concept of double consciousness[footnoteRef:2], the Black Atlantic has become disillusioned with the dominant older white generation due to the unforgiveable mistakes of the past to the point where the only way to change things for the better is to educate the younger generation- in order to avoid perpetuating the cycle of oppression.  [1:  Malcolm X, Alex Haley, The Autobiography of Malcolm X: with the assistance of Alex Haley, (New York, Grove Press, 1965) p. 27]  [2:  Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness, (Harvard University Press, 1993) p. 2] 

Malcolm X’s (born Malcolm Little) life was wrought with experiences of racism- his father, as claimed by X’s mother, was murdered by a group of white men affiliated with the Ku Klux Klan in a hit and run.[footnoteRef:3] This shaped Malcolm X throughout his younger life, along with his mother’s hospitalisation. Spending his later childhood separated from his family, he became involved in illicit activities in his young adulthood as a means to make money. Even before he became one of the figureheads of the civil rights movement, he was one of the people he would one day come to represent. In prison he found religion and joined the Nation of Islam, and this experience also shaped Malcolm X- for the rest of his life, until the years preceding his death in 1965, he was a part of the Nation of Islam, and was responsible for a vast increase in their numbers during his years as a civil rights activist until his conversion to Sunni Islam in 1964. In this aspect Malcolm X was a representative of the African Diaspora at its core, for he had suffered at the hands of the modern culture but was born a part of it. Through religion he found a way to rebel against modernity and become a part of the counterculture that opposed their oppression. African-American Muslims were greatly oppressed in America throughout the mid-1900’s, and through Malcolm X’s teachings found outlet for their frustration at their mistreatment and abuse. One of the many recruited into the Nation of Islam was boxer Cassius Clay, who then took the Muslim name Muhammad Ali, becoming friends with Malcolm X and Nation leader Elijah Muhammad.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Malcolm X, Alex Haley, The Autobiography of Malcolm X: with the assistance of Alex Haley, (New York, Grove Press, 1965) p. 89]  [4:  Malcolm X, Alex Haley, The Autobiography of Malcolm X: with the assistance of Alex Haley, (New York, Grove Press, 1965) p. 413] 

Manning Marable recounts an anecdote of Malcolm X’s authority and the power his actions had upon the community of African Americans that followed him, in which to protest the unlawful beating and arrest of Hinton Johnson, some four thousand protestors gathered outside the police station holding Johnson, in which the crowd became enraged almost to the point of becoming violent until X left the station, held up a hand signal, causing the crowd to fall silent and disperse.[footnoteRef:5] [footnoteRef:6] This event shows just how influential Malcolm X became, and how as a symbol of the civil rights movement, the Muslim community and the African Diaspora as a whole, he represents Gilroy’s concept of the lateral, “fractal” growth of the Black Atlantic community and its rhizomorphic structure[footnoteRef:7] in that his influences reached throughout the African American community, the Muslim community, students of all backgrounds and more- promoting growth and a sense of global community.  [5:  Manning Marable, Malcolm X: A Life of Reinvention, (New York City, Viking, 2011) p. 128]  [6:  Malcolm X, Alex Haley, The Autobiography of Malcolm X: with the assistance of Alex Haley, (New York, Grove Press, 1965) p. 336]  [7:  Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness, (Harvard University Press, 1993) p. 4] 

Malcolm X’s departure from the Nation of Islam was caused by a serious rift between X and the Nation’s leader, Elijah Muhammad. Malcolm X had heard rumours that Muhammad had conversely breached the Nation’s teachings and had extramarital affairs and children with his teenage secretaries, and upon confirming these with Muhammad’s son publicly denounced him. This in itself caused a divide within the African American Muslim population and supporters of Malcolm X, until X left the Nation of Islam and in the coming months converted to Sunni Islam. While Malcolm X and Alex Haley’s Autobiography was being written, these events transpired, and this is reflected within the pages themselves- in chapter twelve Malcolm X reflects upon taking the name X after hearing Elijah Muhammad speak: “The receipt of my ‘X’ meant that forever after in the nation of Islam, I would be known as Malcolm X. Mr Muhammad taught that we would keep this ‘X’ until God Himself returned and gave us a Holy Name from His own mouth.”[footnoteRef:8] This reflects X’s sense of debt to the Nation of Islam from his time in prison and his decision to turn his life around from there on and become a leader of people. In that sense it also reflects Paul Gilroy’s passage from The Black Atlantic on W.E.B Du Bois’ address on Bismarck, “He made a nation out of a mass of bickering peoples” “This foreshadowed in my mind the kind of thing that American Negroes must do, marching forward with strength and determination under trained leadership.”[footnoteRef:9] Furthermore, Malcolm X’s public split from the Nation of Islam can be found reflected in chapter 16 of The Autobiography where Malcolm X speaks about the rumours against Elijah Muhammad: “I learned from these former secretaries of Mr Muhammad that while he was praising me to my face, he was tearing me apart behind my back. That deeply hurt me.”[footnoteRef:10] This shattered Malcolm’s belief in the unshaking solidarity of the Nation of Islam that he had found years before, and he felt compelled to look elsewhere for faith. As one of the key leaders of the civil rights movement, and a main figurehead of the African Diaspora, his departure from the Nation led many others to follow suit. [8:  Malcolm X, Alex Haley, The Autobiography of Malcolm X: with the assistance of Alex Haley, (New York, Grove Press, 1965) p. 296]  [9:  Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness, (Harvard University Press, 1993) p. 35]  [10:  Malcolm X, Alex Haley, The Autobiography of Malcolm X: with the assistance of Alex Haley, (New York, Grove Press, 1965) p. 406] 

Elijah Muhammad was a Black activist, civil rights leader and the head of the Nation of Islam from 1934-1975. He was a mentor to his second command within the church, Malcolm X, and he shaped his view and his opinions for many years until their dispute. His life is similar to that of X’s in that as children they were both witness to horrific acts of racism, and these events formed them into the men that they became- furthermore Muhammad’s family partook in the Great Migration, in which six million African Americans moved from the South of the United States to the North and Midwest/North West. This links back to the idea of civil rights leaders having been a living part of the Diaspora, being displaced throughout their lives by a system of oppression. However, with Malcolm X and Elijah Muhammad’s feud over Muhammad’s adultery and other crimes against Islam, there come disparities between the pair. Whereas Muhammad was focused solely on the elevation of the Black Atlantic, Malcolm X eventually came to seek equality amongst all people- embracing his Muslim culture instead of fighting between it and his Black identity as Muhammad had.
After becoming a Sunni Muslim[footnoteRef:11], in 1964 Malcolm X undertook his pilgrimage to Mecca, his Hajj, with the support of his family. After being denied entry in Saudi Arabia on the grounds that he could not speak Arabic and that he was American, Malcolm X received a book written by Abdul Rahman Hassan Azzam, an Egyptian politician, along with his visa approval- and after completing the Hajj rituals and his pilgrimage, stayed as an honoured guest of Prince Faizal. In The Autobiography X recalls how after being approached by non-Black Muslims at universities or lectures he had met them with hostility as per the teachings of Elijah Muhammad. “But in the privacy of my own thoughts after several of these experiences I did question myself: if one was sincere in professing a religion, why should he balk at broadening his knowledge of that religion?”[footnoteRef:12] This line taken from the chapter on X’s pilgrimage to Mecca shows Malcolm X’s feeling of being caught between his identity as a Black man and civil rights activist and as a Sunni Muslim. While he was welcomed by Muslims of all races, he felt disconnected from them due to his time with the Nation of Islam. This state of mind reflects Paul Gilroy’s concept of double consciousness in The Black Atlantic in that X feels a sense of duty to his time in the Nation, but wishes to explore his culture further, creating a conflicting set of ideals.  [11:  Manning Marable, Malcolm X: A Life of Reinvention, (New York City, Viking, 2011) p. 300]  [12:  Malcolm X, Alex Haley, The Autobiography of Malcolm X: with the assistance of Alex Haley, (New York, Grove Press, 1965) p. 430] 

Alex Haley was an American journalist and civil rights spokesperson, most remembered for his novel Roots: The Saga of an American Family.  Haley also co-wrote The Autobiography, it being his first book. Before this, however, Haley was working as a journalist for Playboy magazine. During his time writing for Playboy Haley interviewed various public figures, such as jazz musician Miles Davis, Muhammad Ali and Sammy Davis Jr. His interview with Dr Martin Luther King Jr is the longest interview of King’s to take place, and he even interviewed George Lincoln Rockwell, then leader of the American Nazi Party. It was during one such of these interviews that Haley met Malcolm X. His involvement in The Autobiography of Malcolm X is indisputable. While many sources claim Haley had minimal involvement as a ghost writer, due to the style of writing within the book, as Haley decided to minimise his literary voice in order to portray Malcolm X’s more clearly. Other sources, including Malcolm X himself claim Haley as a co-author of the book. This is worthy of note as explained by Manning Marable: those who portray Haley as no more than a ghost writer do so in order to maximise the achievements of X, and to present the book as a text written by one singular civil rights activist, so as not to discredit X’s martyrdom. That being said Haley’s additions to the text, specifically the epilogue written after Malcolm X’s death, are inarguably integral to the text, as they provide insight into what those closest to Malcolm thought of his life. The last line of the book reads: “After signing the contract for this book, Malcolm X looked at me hard. “A writer is what I want, not an interpreter.” I tried to be a dispassionate chronicler. But he was the most electric personality I have ever met, and I still can’t quite conceive him dead. It still feels to me as if he has just gone into some next chapter, to be written by historians.”[footnoteRef:13] Showing Haley’s and X’s mutual respect for one another, and their acknowledgements of each other’s achievements, this line perfectly sums up Malcolm X’s hold upon his followers, and how this hold is what empowered him to be the champion of the African Diaspora that he became. It can also be said that due to Haley’s impressive repertoire of interviews as a journalist, especially on the subject of racism in America, Malcolm X chose him for his skill in approaching controversial subject matter. [13:  Malcolm X, Alex Haley, The Autobiography of Malcolm X: with the assistance of Alex Haley, (New York, Grove Press, 1965)] 

Malcolm X was undeniably, and unapologetically one of the single most important figures of the civil rights movement, not just in America, but across the world. He became a symbol for the population of the Black Atlantic and in his death, he brought together even more people than when he lived, a feat he will continue to do for the foreseeable future. However, Malcolm X’s legacy does not solely lie in his role as an inspiration to the African Diaspora, but in his words, and in his Autobiography, which has since become a vital piece of literature in the context of civil rights and the global fight for equality. Malcolm X said: “If I can die having brought any light, having exposed any meaningful truth that will help to destroy the racist cancer that is malignant in the body of America- then, all of the credit is due to Allah. Only the mistakes have been mine.”[footnoteRef:14] This shows that Malcolm X never thought of himself as a hero of the civil rights movement, but simply as a man doing his duty to what he believes is morally right, showing us that it is more important in the fight for global equality to do good than to be seen to be doing so. [14:  Malcolm X, Alex Haley, The Autobiography of Malcolm X: with the assistance of Alex Haley, (New York, Grove Press, 1965) p. 501] 
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