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M a l c o l m  x  a n d  
B l a c k  R a d i c a l  T h o u g h t

.. .for us, the problem is not to make a utopian and sterile attempt 
to repeat the past, but to go beyond.

— A im e C e sa ire 1

This is not a biography o f  M alcolm  X , but rather a geography o f 
knowledge.2 This is an attem pt to place the political thought o f  
M alcolm  X  within a broader context o f  fundamental concepts o f  
Geography, including segregation, territoriality, representations o f 
place, scalar politics, and representations o f  self-hood. M y starting 
point begins with a challenge posed by M alcolm  X  himself. Shortly 
before his death in 1965, M alcolm  X  concluded his autobiography 
with a reflection on his greatest failing, namely, the lack o f an aca
demic education. M ore significant, though, was his understanding 
o f  the confluence o f  knowledge, liberation, and African Americans. 
M alcolm  X  wrote:

You see, m ost w hites, even when they credit a N egro with som e 

intelligence, will still feel that all he can talk about is the race issue; 

m ost whites never feel that N egroes can contribute anything to other 

areas o f  thought, and ideas. You ju st notice how rarely you will ever 

hear w hites asking any N egroes w hat they think about the problem  

o f  w orld health, or the space race to land men on the m oon .3

1
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I propose to ask M alcolm  X  about geography.
An enigmatic and controversial figure, the legacy o f M alcolm  X  

continues to evoke intense debate over the meanings o f both justice 
and humanity.“We want freedom ,justice, and equality,” M alcolm  X 
wrote.“We want recognition and respect as human beings.”4 Malcolm 
X  was clearly a product, and producer, o f  his times. M alcolm  X  also 
represented both a continuation with earlier radical black intellectuals 
as well as a transitional figure between the counterculture and youth 
movements o f the late 1960s and early 1970s. Indeed, as the Civil 
Rights M ovem ent shifted in the m id-1960s, dem anding economic 
equality as well as social justice, scholars and federal officials at
tem pted to untangle the threads o f  poverty, race, and gender; much 
o f  this scholarship began to focus on core themes that were recurrent 
in the speeches and writings o f  M alcolm  X .s

The late 1950s and early 1960s— the years o f  M alcolm  X ’s most 
intense political maturation— were a chaotic period o f C old War 
politics, wars o f national liberation, and social movements for self- 
determination. Following the Second W orld W ar the United States 
found itself as the most powerful economic and military state in the 
world, and Am erican policy-makers worked to maintain this su
premacy. D uring the C old W ar the United States dedicated itself to 
the endless accumulation o f capital and to the securement o f markets 
for resources and investment. Politicians were prepared to exercise 
the political and military power to defend and promote that process 
across the globe against the communist threat.6 Billions o f  dollars 
in aid were distributed to W estern European states in an attempt to 
buttress America’s preeminence in the world market. And even Japan, 
a country devastated by A m erica’s nuclear power, was reconstructed 
with American monies.

In its foreign affairs, the United States presented itself as the 
chief defender o f  liberty and equality. But Am erican policies were 
at times seen as contradictory and hypocritical. The United States, 
for example, supported in principle the ideals o f self-determination, 
and yet simultaneously helped France reimpose its colonial reign 
on Indo-C hina. American officials likewise suppressed anticolonial 
liberation movements in the C ongo and the Philippines. M alcolm
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X , am ong others, was a vocal critic o f  Am erican policies, daring to 
challenge the hypocrisy o f  American foreign interventions.

M alcolm  X is in many ways inseparable from the revolutionary 
fervor o f  the 1960s. All society was a battleground: a great deal was 
at stake and powerful social forces were in conflict.' According to 
M ax Elbaum , this conflict entailed, on the one hand, the country’s 
traditional elite, accustomed to power and absolutely determined to 
maintain it; on the other hand, were previously marginalized groups 
who were no longer prepared to accept unequal treatment or unjust 
wars at home or abroad.8

A s opposition to international communism bccamc the gu id
ing principle o f American foreign policy, so too did this principle 
translate into increased surveillance and repression o f  domestic social 
movements. A s the C old W ar was increasingly cast in apocalyptic 
terms, critics o f  American society— such as M alcolm  X , but also 
Paul Robeson, Richard W right, and D ick  Gregory— often found 
themselves labeled as “subversive” and “anti-A m erican.”9 American 
politicians, fearful o f  communism both home and abroad, retained 
a tight control over ideas and actions. Th is would have a profound 
impact on the development o f black radical thought. A s expressed 
by Rod Bush, throughout the twentieth century African-Am erican 
social movements shifted from a concern primarily with their own 
survival and prosperity to a more antisystem ic position, which 
essentially dem anded a fundam ental reordering o f  the capitalist 
world-system .10

A m erican attitudes and treatm ents o f  “m in orities,” however, 
became international fodder for the communist states o f the Union 
o f Soviet Socialist Republics (U S SR ) and China. D uring the C old 
War years A m ericas self-proclaimed leadership o f  the free world 
came under intense scrutiny. Im ages o f police dogs and national 
guard soldiers attacking African A m ericans were discordant with 
the principles forwarded by American politicians. A s the United 
States competed with the Soviet Union for the “hearts and m inds” 
o f  newly independent states in A sia and A frica, a burning ques
tion remained: D id Am erica live up to its own ideals? Such was 
the American dilem ma, the contradiction between racism and the
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ideology o f  dem ocracy." M alcolm  X  recognized this dilem ma, and 
understood fully the implications o f Am erican foreign policy on 
the Civil Rights M ovem ent. H is message was painfully blunt, his 
words were passionate but plain: “You and I were born at this turning 
point in history,” he explained, “we are witnessing the fulfillment o f  
prophecy. O ur present generation is witnessing the end o f  colonial
ism, Europeanism , W esternism, or ‘W hite-ism ’...the end o f white 
supremacy, the end o f the evil white man’s unjust rule.”12

Political and economic changes were also manifest on the land
scapes o f  the United States. From L o s Angeles to H arlem , Chicago 
to Boston, M alcolm  X  witnessed the profound changes that were 
occurring at the street level. The years o f  M alcolm  X  evinced a 
reorganization o f everyday life that was unparalleled in American 
history. Especially pronounced in the northern and western states, 
many young American families began to settle in the suburbs. The 
“Am erican” way o f life was that o f  Norm an Rockwell, with private 
single-fam ily homes and white picket fences. A nd by 1960, for the 
first time in U.S. history, a majority o f  American families owned 
the homes in which they lived.13 But not all Am ericans were able 
to participate in these changes. The spaces o f A m erica were Janus- 
faced, with the decaying black urban ghetto contrasting starkly with 
the idyllic suburban oasis o f  white Am erica. The color line long ago 
identified by W .E .B . D uB ois was more than a spatial metaphor; it 
was the literal inscription o f social injustice and inequality on the 
Am erican landscape. For many African Am ericans, their lives were 
spatially restricted to high-rise project buildings in overcrowded and 
underserviced slums. These spaces o f oppression and degradation 
were not the result o f  local prejudices. Rather, for M alcolm  X , these 
spaces were the result o f  an entrenched and corrupt system that 
marginalized peoples in Am erica and beyond.

Economically, many African Am ericans entered the decade o f 
the 1950s in a better economic position than ever before; earnings 
as a whole were up, and the number o f  A frican-Am erican house
holds that could legitimately afford to own a home had increased 
substantially.14 However, many A frican-A m erican  fam ilies were 
unable to participate fully in the American Dream . Lending institu
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tions continued to discriminate in their granting o f  loans and, with 
new housing largely unavailable to them, A frican A m ericans found 
themselves left only with hand-m e-down houses.15 Subsequently, as 
A m erica’s involvement in global capitalism deepened, many A frican 
Americans saw their lives continue to worsen.The C old W ar rhetoric 
o f self-determ ination, equality, and social justice rang hollow in the 
ears o f  many African Am ericans. The historical and geographical 
experiences o f  African Am ericans left them with a deep sense o f 
alienation from the society o f  their birth and an intense longing 
for full and equal citizenship.16 This sense o f  longing, however, was 
coupled with a profound questioning o f  their belonging.

W hat does it mean to belong? In a state such as the United States, 
a nation o f many cultures, does it make sense to speak o f an American 
community o f meaning, an American culture? According to Kenneth 
Karst, the question “W ho belongs?" turns out to be a question about 
the meanings o f America. H e explains that to speak o f self-definition, 
o f the sense o f community, and o f the community-defining functions 
o f law is not to identify different parts o f a machine, but to view a 
complex social process from several different angles.17

Q uestions o f belonging are thus as much personal and political as 
they arc legal. But they are also spatial.To belong is to be some place. 
But as M alcolm  X  argued, belonging was not a matter o f  choice, 
but rather a matter o f  contestation. The Civil Rights M ovem ent was 
more than a demand to eat at a lunch counter; it was a demand to 
be present, to be counted.The message o f M alcolm  X  was, in short, 
for African Am ericans to assume their Constitutionally guaranteed 
place in Am erica.The Civil Rights M ovem ent must be transformed 
into a revolutionary movement to remake American spaces.

B la c k  R a d ic a l In te llec tu a ls  and
the P u rsu it  o f  G e o g ra p h ic  U n d erstan d in g

Geography, as the study o f space, is well positioned to contribute to 
an understanding o f  racism and other forms o f injustice. H ow  these 
geographies are approached, however, requires a critical reflexivity 
in the questions we ask, the methods employed, and the worldviews 
that guide them. In short, a revolution in geography is also required.
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For nearly four decades David Harvey has been an outspoken pro
ponent o f  just such an approach. According to Harvey, a revolution 
in geographic thought does not “entail yet another empirical inves
tigation o f  the social conditions in ghettos.” For Harvey, sufficient 
information exists as evidence o f  our society’s inhumanity. We do 
not need another map o f malnutrition, poverty, or crime; we do not 
need further sterile empirical descriptions devoid o f critical analysis. 
Instead, Harvey argued that the immediate task for geographers was 
and is “nothing more nor less than the self-conscious and aware con
struction o f  a new paradigm for social geographic thought through 
a deep and profound critique o f  our existing analytical constructs.” 
Geography was to mobilize its efforts “to formulate concepts and 
categories, theories and argum ents” which could then be applied “in 
the process o f  bringing about a humanizing social change.”18

W illiam Bunge likewise cautioned against “cam pus geographers” 
who tended to separate theory from practice. O f  these geographers, 
sitting comfortably within their ivory towers, Bunge admonished that 
“They read too much and look and, often, struggle not at all. They 
cite, not sigh t.”19 Bunge described his experiences o f  living in the 
African-Am erican “ghetto” in Chicago for the M artin Luther King, 
Jr. demonstrations. A t the time, Bunge was contem plating a project 
on “humankind as a three-dimensional creature.” H e wrote:

I worked with a young B lack w om an, a union worker, and form er

peddler on 43rd Street__ She hated my concern about the three

dim ensionality  o f  the species and our need to protect the w orld ’s

children. H er peop le ’s children were starv in g__ A n oth er young

Black w o m an . ..w as teaching me sim ilar lessons, filled with hatred 

toward me because I did not notice the children being murdered 

by autom obiles in front o f  their hom es or children starving in front 

o f  abundant food .20

Bunge concluded that the two young black women, furiously inter
preting the world all around him that he could not sec, because his life 
had been spent buried in books, caused him to reverse his analysis.

By the late 1980s, however, a geographic engagem ent with racial 
injustice was dim inishing.The revolutionary paradigm advocated by 
Harvey, Bunge, and others remained unfinished. Despite H arvey’s
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plea in the early 1970s, inquiries into the spatial distribution and 

developm ent o f  A frican-A m erican  residential patterns as well as 

concerns over social problem s have dom inated the literature at the 

expense o f  cultural and historical studies o f  A frican  A m ericans and 

A frican-A m erican  places. M oreover, in tandem  with the relative 

decline o f  the C ivil R ights M ovem ent in the late 1970s, and in the 

face o f  widespread w hite-identity backlash, the effect m ay have been 

to reduce, if  not remove, challenges to racism from  the dom inant 

liberal agenda.21

Certainly the infusion o f  critical social theory into the discipline o f  

geography has retained som e discussion on racism and social justice. 

Hi is is exhibited m ost clearly in the forw arding o f  fem inist and queer 

theories, and, in particular, the nexus o f  the personal and the political. 

M o n a D om osh , for exam ple, relates her experience o f  hearing bell 

hooks speak at F lorida A tlantic University. D om osh  was inspired by 

the talk, but she was conccrned by som e o f  the com m ents o f  other 
people who attended the talk. D om osh  explains:

In several o f  these conversations, people were critical o f  her [h ook ’s] 

talk  because it w as “an ecd otal” . B u t that w as exactly the po in t for 

m e. bell h ooks seam lessly  related large-scale po litical issues to her 

personal life and personal sto rie s ....T h ese  stories did two th in gs for 

m e— they transform ed her from  a sym bol o f  gen dered /racialized  

academ ic analysis into a fu ll-b lood ed , vulnerable person , and they 

allow ed m e to th ink through  com plex issues by w rapp in g  my m ind 

around a particular event, with real hum an co n sequen ces.22

Accordingly, the experiences o f  both D om osh  and hooks relate to 
broader epistem ological questions surrounding power and knowledge. 

Recent discussions am ong fem inist geographers in particular have 

encapsulated these concerns.23 Audrey Kobayashi, for instance, identi

fies that “Fem inist scholars are unabashedly forward in using their 

work to engage the political, by challenging academ ic norm s and by 

helping to bring about social transform ation.’’Moreover, she contends 

that “A nti-racist scholars, many o f  whom work within their own vis

ible m inority com m unities, see the struggle to overcome racism as a 

transform ation o f  them selves as much as it is a transform ation o f  the 

social norm s and practices through which racism occurs.”24
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Radical geography is thus about fighting for social justice as well 
as revolutionizing the discipline o f  Geography in particular, and 
academia more broadly. But apart from critique and transformation, 
radical Geography is concerned with the forwarding o f  “alternative” 
geographies, o f  transformed spaces.

Black radicalism likewise is about alternative geographies, o f  social 
and spatial transform ations; black radicalism is about the remak
ing o f spaces. Progressive social movements do not simply produce 
statistics and narratives o f  oppression; rather, the best ones do what 
great poetry always does: transport us to another place, compel us 
to relive horrors, and, more importantly, enable us to imagine a new 
society.23 A s David Delaney writes:

I f  we w ant to understand the historical construction o f  geographies 

o f  race and racism in the U nited States, it seem s we have to do more 

than m ap changing distributions o f “black peop le”— as i f  the g e o g 

raphies o f  race were in principle no different than the geographies o f  

cotton or the blues or the A M E  C hurch. W e will instead exam ine 

the ways in which racism as a set o f  ideologies contributes to the 

shaping o f  geographies o f  power__ 26

Robin Kelley argues that the conditions and the very existence 
o f  social movements enable participants to imagine something dif
ferent, to realize that things need not always be this way.27 It is that 
imagination, that effort to see the future in the present, that Kelley 
calls poetic knowledge and what Derek Gregory terms geographical 
imaginations. These alternative knowledges, in fact, have a long his
tory among writers and activists. The utopian/dystopian literatures 
o f  George Orwell, Ray Bradbury, and A ldous Huxley, for example, 
are world-writing: they are geographies. Moreover, the geographical 
imaginations o f  these writers have become exemplars o f social justice 
in that they serve as warnings o f  oppression and exploitation.

Significantly, black radicalism consists o f  similar approaches. K el
ley explains that in the poetics o f  struggle and lived experience, in the 
utterances o f  ordinary folk, in the cultural products o f  social move
ments, in the reflections o f activists, we discover the many different 
cognitive maps o f the future, o f  the world not yet born. Indeed, Kelley 
concludes that the m ost radical art is not protest art but works that
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take us to another place, envision a different way o f  seeing, perhaps 
a different way o f  feeling.28 Kelley’s use o f  “m aps” and spatial analo
gies extends beyond a mere metaphorical use, for Kelley effectively 
captures the literal “geo-graphing” o f space.The epistemology o f black 
radicalism is thus predicated on a ground-level reality. Indeed, Black 
radical intellectual production oftentimes began with an engagement 
and dialogue with W estern radical political ideas, and then moved 
on to a critique o f these ideas as their incompleteness was revealed.29 
A s Kelley writes, the most radical ideas often grow out o f  a concrete 
intellectual engagem ent with the problems o f  aggrieved populations 
confronting systems o f oppression.30

Bogues identifies two dominant, though not necessarily exclusive, 
traditions o f  black radical thought. The first is a heretic intellectual
ity wherein heresy entails the challenging o f  authority. For the black 
radical intellectual, heresy means becoming human, not white or 
imitative o f  the colonial, but overturning w hite/European norma- 
tivity.31 Heresy is therefore a constructive project, one predicated on 
establishing an alternative political economy. A second tradition is 

that o f  prophesy. Prophetic redemptive figures are numerous in black 
political and social history, but their presence has been marginal in 
the study o f  black intellectual production. For Bogucs , this is becausc 
they exemplified, in colonial eyes, unreason as compared to European 
reason and disciplinary rationalities.32

Characteristically, the prophetic tradition in black radical thought 
functions as a form o f social criticism. It entails a redemptive discourse 
that argues for the end o f racial oppression and exploitation. D espite 
these basic components, however, prophecy within the black radical 
tradition is not monolithic. Robert Terrill identifies two broad forms 
o f prophetic discourse within African-Am erican protest rhetoric: 
the jerem iad and the apocalyptic.33 The term jerem iad , m eaning 
lamentation or doleful complaint, derives from the O ld Testam ent 
prophet, Jerem iah, who warned o f  Israel’s fall and the destruction o f 
the Jerusalem  temple by Babylonia as punishment for the people’s 
failure to keep the M osaic covenant.34 W ithin the United States, the 
jerem iad has a long and deeply entrenched history.The Puritan John 
W inthrop referred to New England as a “C ity on a H ill,” a shining
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example o f socioreligious perfection lighting the way for the coming 
o f  G o d ’s earthly kingdom .35

The A m erican jerem iad has been frequently adapted for the 
purposes o f  black protest and propaganda.36 Indeed, it has been 
suggested that jerem iad prophecies appealed to African-Am erican 
preachers and abolitionist orators because African-Am erican slaves 
often compared themselves to the Israelite slaves o f  the O ld T es
tament, awaiting their exodus to the Promised Land o f  a socially 
equitable A m erica.3' The jerem iad tradition, though, entails two 
basic variations. One tradition is directed toward whites in which 
the racist society must reform its behaviors. Adherents o f  this tradi
tion advocate a virtually complete acceptance o f and incorporation 
into the national ideal o f  Am erica’s promise. This conforms readily 
with the integrationist or accom m odationist ideologies o f  Frederick 
D ouglass and M artin Luther King,Jr. African Americans, according 
to this perspective, must wait for the racists to atone for their sins. A 
second jeremiad tradition perceives the destiny o f  African A m eri
cans to be apart from the dom inant white society. This is seen, for 
example, in the nineteenth-century separatist movements o f  “Pap” 
Singleton, the “M oses o f the Negro People,” who led an exodus o f 
African Am ericans from the D eep South to Kansas.

In contrast to jerem iad prophecies, apocalyptic rhetoric promises 
the inevitable and cataclysmic end o f  the oppressor; as such, there 
is little motivation for a rhetoric o f  integration.38 Proponents o f the 
apocalyptic tradition maintain that the racist society is irredeem
ably corrupt. TIiis variant o f  prophetic black protest resonates with 
the separatist claims o f  M arcus Garvey and Elijah M uham m ad, 
both o f  whom were influential to the philosophical development o f 
M alcolm  X .

“I see Am erica through the eyes o f  the victim. I don’t see any 
Am erican dream; I see an American nightm are.”39 So argued M al
colm X  in his momentous “The Ballot or the Bullet” speech delivered 
at the Cory M ethodist Church in Cleveland, O hio.The speech came 
just months after Martin Luther King J r ’s prophetic “I Have a Dream ” 
speech in W ashington, D C . M alcolm  X  explained that he was not 
an American. Rather, in his words:
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I ’m one o f  the 22 m illion black people who are victim s o f  A m eri

canism . O n e o f  the 22 m illion black people who arc victim s o f  

dem ocracy, nothing but disguised hypocrisy. So, I ’m not standing 

here speaking to you as an A m erican , or a patriot, or a flag-saluter, 

or a flag-waver— no, not I. I ’m speaking as a victim o f  this A m erican 

system .40

M alcolm  X  viewed the spaces o f  Am erica not as a dream but as a 
nightmare. H e did not in 1963 see a Promised Land, one where the 
white racists could be redeemed. Am erica was not a bright C ity on 
a Hill illuminating the world in all its glory. Rather, Am erica was a 
hypocrisy, a place o f  dreams deferred and promises not kept. And it 
was within these spaces that M alcolm  X  implored his audiences to 
retain a sense o f  self within a dehumanizing, unjust landscape.

A s a black radical, however, M alcolm X  does not conform easily 
with the prophetic or heretic traditions. Prophetic speech does not 
model for its audiences a productive relationship between invention 
and action: listeners may be encouraged to act in accordance with 
the values and standards that are claimed to have been obscured— as 
through racist educational systems— but not to judge critically or 
to make independent decisions.41 This form o f protest and social 
criticism was increasingly unacceptable to M alcolm  X  who, in the 
months before his death, desired to pursue a prudent strategy o f black 
radicalism and racial uplift based on ground-level realities. Prudence 
emphasizes the individualized perception o f the possibilities inherent 
in any given situation.42 In a speech delivered in Harlem to a group 
o f black high school students visiting from M cC om b, M ississippi, 
M alcolm  X  stated that “one o f the first things I think young people, 
especially nowadays, should learn how to do is see for yourself and lis
ten for yourself and think for yourself.”43 Prudence is inward-looking; 
rhetorically it encourages audiences to question, evaluate, and monitor 
their own actions and relationships. Prudence requires audiences to 
develop a habit o f critical judgm ent and reflexivity. A s discussed in 
later chapters, M alcolm X  encouraged his listeners and readers to 
think about their relationships, not only to the white society, but with 
other peoples o f  the African diaspora. David Sm ith writes that “ if  a 
geographically sensitive ethics has no more than one major message,
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it is ...the importance o f context, o f understanding the particular situ
ation: how things are, here and there.”44 Today, M alcolm  X ’s phrase 
“By any means necessary” is alm ost a cliche. However, his statement 
resonates with his rhetorical style, one that indicates a geographically 
sensitive ethics. A t the time o f  his death,M alcolm  X  did not forward 
a normative geography; nor did he specify a detailed m apping for his 
remaking o f American space. Rather, the geography o f  M alcolm  X , 
while strongly and unwaveringly committed to the elimination o f 
oppression and exploitation, was contingent and flexible.

M o v in g  F orw ard , M o v in g  Beyond

In the future there will be white men who will look 
into black and yellow and brown faces, 

and they will say to themselves: "I wish to God 
that those faces were educated, 

that they had lived lives as secure and serene as mine;
then I  would be able to talk to them, to reason with them__”

But then it will be too late.
—  R ich ard  W righ t4'

In his book on M alcolm X , W  illiam Sales Jr. asks “W hy another book 
on M alcolm  X ?” H is answer is simple yet compelling.There remains 
a need to discuss the experience and thinking o f M alcolm X  in order 
to move his legacy beyond the stage o f hero worship.46 Crucially, as 
bell hooks writes, the “contemporary resurgence o f  interest in the 
writings and teachings o f M alcolm  X  has helped to create a critical 
climate where we can reassess his life and work from a variety o f  
standpoints.”47This includes Geography.

D uring the latter years o f  his life, M alcolm  X  was one o f the most 
invited speakers on university cam puses throughout the United 
States. Moreover, The Autobiography o f Malcolm X  was without ques
tion the single most widely read and influential book am ong young 
people o f  all racial backgrounds during the mid- to late-1960s.48 
Significantly, the salience o f  M alcolm  X  has not diminished over 
time. I f  anything, the ideas, expressions, and actions o f M alcolm  X  
have assumed greater importance during the decades following his
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death. In an era o f  globalization, unilateralism, and preemptive war, 
the salience o f M alcolm  X ’s thought is as germane as it was during 
the Vietnam era.

The Geography of Malcolm X  is less about Malcolm X  than it is about 
his production and critique o f geographic knowledge. In particular, 
I argue that the objective o f  M alcolm  X ’s black radicalism was the 
attainment o f respect and equality within American society; this was 
to be accomplished through a remaking o f  American space.

In the pages that follow I attem pt to push forward our under
standing o f  radical spaces by moving beyond the traditional account 
o f one man’s life. Geography has been too myopic, stagnated by its 
insularity from radical intellectuals.The counterrevolution advocated 
by D avid Harvey so many years ago remains unfinished and, in cer
tain respects, neglected. It is not too late; the chickens have not all 
come home to roost.
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T h e  D i s p l a c e m e n t s  

o f  M a l c o l m  X

Do not ask who I  am and do not ask me to remain the same: 
leave it to our bureaucrats and our police to see 

that our papers are in order.
—  M ich e l F o u c a u lt1

Steve Pile asks, “what difference does it make to think theory in 
different places or through different understandings o f space?”2 This 
question is particularly relevant in articulating an understanding o f 
the geography o f  M alcolm  X . Scholars, for example, have frequently 
ascribed tremendous explanatory power to the travels o f  M alcolm X  
following his separation from the Nation o f  Islam .3 As a case in point, 
in the foreword to a collection o f M alcolm  X ’s speeches, M alcolm 
X  is said to have progressed “through a rapid political evolution to 
carefully thought-out anticapitalist and, then, pro-socialist positions 
during this last year o f  his life.”4 Dean Robinson also writes that “in 
the last year o f  his life, M alcolm  X  broadened his thinking about 
black politics at home, the links to African politics abroad, the need 
for self-defense and even a favorable consideration o f  socialism .”5 
W illiam  Sales concurs, noting that, “A s a result o f his two trips to 
A frica in 1964, M alcolm  X  came to recognize the inconsistency o f 
Black control o f  Black communities in a monopoly capitalist economy 
rooted in Western im perialism .”6

15
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For the m ost part I agree with these assessm ents, both with the 
impact o f  travel and with a focus on the last year o f his life. A s M i
chael Dawson explains, “Just as it is difficult to reconcile the ‘young 
M arx ’ with later versions, it is hard to believe that the political 
thought o f  M alcolm  X  in 1961 and his beliefs in early 1965 can be 
easily reconciled within a single theoretical fram ework.”7 However, 
an overemphasis on the writings and speeches o f  his last year tends 
to impart a radical split in the political consciousness o f  M alcolm  
X . O ne comes away from these studies with the impression that 
M alcolm  X  was exceptionally unaware o f world events and black 
political ideologies prior to his travels.This is simply not true.These 
elements were present, but M alcolm  X  needed a personal separation 
from the Nation o f Islam to better comprehend, contextualize, and 
formulate his ideas.

Researchers, theorists, or activists do not operate in vacuums; 
rather, their activities reflect personal experiences and values, societal 
concerns, and disciplinary trends.8 David Lowenthal, for example, 
argues that “every image and idea about the world is compounded .. .o f  
personal experience, learning, imagination, and memory.”9 Moreover, 
as H eidi N ast identifies, “historical and material (including bodily) 
conditions o f oppression carried through patriarchy, racism, hetero- 
sexism, capitalism, and so on foster different ways o f  knowing or 
epistem ologies that affect how we (whomever we are and wherever 
and however we are positioned) negotiate the world and how we 
resist those in power.”10 Specific to black radicalism, Anthony Bogues 
writes that there exists a deep political practice that connects the lived 
social and political experiences o f  A fricans and the A frican diaspora 
to the categories o f  political thought.11

M alcolm  X , an exemplary o f  prophetic and prudent traditions 
o f Black radical thought, predicated his geographical imaginations 
on a dialectics between his lived experiences and broader ideas. H is 
radical political thought was a synthesis o f  Christian, Islamic, social
ist, and Pan-A fricanist philosophies; accordingly, his slogan by any 
means necessary resonated at a number o f levels.Taken often as choice 
between the bullet or the ballot, the phrase is more applicable to his 
later contingent and flexible approach to social justice.
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The geography o f  M alcolm  X ’s political transform ation, I suggest, 
is supported by a series o f  displacem ents, though two stand apart 
from the others: first, his philosophical separation from the N a
tion o f  Islam and, second, his physical separation from the United 
States in the form o f two sojourns to A frica and the M iddle East. 
However, I argue that this second separation (his travels) would not 
have impacted M alcolm  X  to the degree it did without the earlier 
philosophical separation. In the remainder o f  this chapter I consider 

these dialectics o f  lived experience and critical interpretations, but 
specifically as these experience occurred in space. Operatively, they 
arc located in particular places and at particular times.

A substantial number o f biographies and memoirs o f M alcolm  
X  have been published, some good, some bad.12 For the most part, 

these works provide either a chronology o f  M alcolm X ’s entire life 
or his last year. Substantively, these works also reflect, in general, a 
particular ideological viewpoint or disciplinary perspective. M y pres
ent study both follows and departs from these trends. A s indicated 
in chapter 1 ,1 provide not a biography o f  M alcolm  X , but rather a 
geography. M y interest lies in M alcolm  X ’s own understanding o f 
geographic concepts— place-representation, territoriality,separatism, 
nationalism— as they relate to a broader program o f  social justice. 
Consequently, the organization o f  my book is topical rather than 
chronological. Chapter 2, though, is a partial exception. In a m o
ment, I will provide a cursory narrative o f  M alcolm  X . In these few 
short pages I cannot hope to do justice to the depth o f  M alcolm  X ’s 
life. And yet I do provide this portrait for three reasons. First, I can
not assume that readers will be familiar with M alcolm X . Despite 
his still public persona, his face adorning posters and t-shirts, there 
remains an ignorance o f  the man, his life, and his beliefs. Second, I 
maintain that key events and places greatly informed M alcolm  X ’s 
geographies. Tliis, o f  course, represents one purpose o f  this present 
work. A nd third, I take seriously M alcolm  X ’s own sentiments as 
expressed in his posthumously published autobiography:

...each  day I live as i f  I am already dead, and I tell you w hat I would 

like for you to do. W hen I am dead— I say it that way because from 

the things I know , I do not expect to live long enough to read this



18 T h e  G e o g r a p h y  o f  M a l c o l m  X

book in its finished form — I w ant you to just watch and see i f  I ’m 

not right in w hat I say: that the white m an, in his press, is going 

to identify me with “hate”. H e will m ake use o f  me dead, as he has 

m ade use o f  me alive, as a convenient sym bol o f  “hatred” (italics in 

origin al).13

I would like to prove M alcolm  X  wrong. I f  I am to “make use” o f 
M alcolm  X , it is to enrich our understandings o f  protest movements 
and the quest for social justice.

The D isp la c e m e n ts  o f  M alco lm  L ittle

On M ay 19, 1925, M alcolm  Little was born in O m aha, Nebraska. 
N ot until 1952 would he “become” Malcolm X . But the M alcolm X  o f 
the 1950s and 1960s was many years and many miles away from the 
M alcolm  Little o f  the late 1920s and 1930s. M alcolm  was the fourth 
child o f  his mother, Louise Norton Little and the seventh child o f  
his father, Earl Little (who had three children from a previous m ar
riage). Earl Little was a carpenter by trade who also guest-preached 
in local churches. H e was also an organizer for M arcus G arvey’s 
Universal Negro Improvement Association (U N IA ).T h e Jam aican- 
born Garvey (1887-1940) founded the U N IA  in an effort to facili
tate the uplift o f all peoples o f  A frican descent. H im self inspired by 
Booker T. W ashington (discussed in chapter 3), Garvey, through his 
U N IA , was part o f a broad Pan-African nationalist movement that 
flourished during the early twentieth century and represented a key 
grassroots movement for African Am ericans. Garvey viewed the 
masses o f  African diaspora as a strength and laid the foundations for 
the fo rm u latio n  o f  su b seq u en t P a n -A frica n  n a tio n a list  id eas. 
P. Olisanwuche Esedebe, for example, asserts that Garvey introduced 
the ideas o f  an African nationality and the African personality to 
the uninformed m asses in the villages and streets o f the A frican 
w orld.14 M ichael ConnifF and Thomas D avis likewise argue that 
Garvey captured the popular imagination and developed the largest 
black nationalist organization and movement in history.15 Em ploying 
slogans such as “Africa for the A fricans” and “Back to A frica,’’Garvey 
argued that for blacks to be free and not oppressed wherever they 
lived, A frica itself must be free from European colonialism. Garvey
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demanded equality and “gave notice to the European imperialists 
and colonialists, to quit or face forcible eviction.”16

Born in 1890 in Reynolds, G eorgia, Earl Little traveled for much 
o f his life. H is first marriage resulted in three children, although he 
left behind this family and moved to M ontreal, Canada. H e later 
lived for various periods in Philadelphia, O m aha, M ilwaukee, and 
Lansing. H e met his second wife, Louise, at a U N IA  convention in 
Montreal. Louise Norton Little was born in Grenada and immigrated 
to C anada in 1917. She, like Earl, was a strong supporter o f the 
ideas o f Garvey and often served as a reporter for the organization’s 
publications. A s a child she had been educated in Anglican schools 
in Grenada; as an adult, she cautioned against religious orthodoxy. 
Indeed, it was through his mother that M alcolm  was exposed to a 
variety o f  Christian denominations, including the Baptists, M ethod
ists, Pentecostals, and Seventh D ay Adventists. A t the same time, 
though, Louise also encouraged her children to form strong relation
ships with G od.

M alcolm  was immersed in the atmosphere o f  his parents’ politi
cal activism and, indeed, it was the Little household that laid the 
foundation for the critical aspects o f  M alcolm ’s later ideas.1' In his 
autobiography, M alcolm  X  explained that his father believed, as did 
Garvey, that freedom , independence, and self-respect could never 
be achieved by the Negro in Am erica, and that the Negro should 
leave Am erica to the white man and return to his African land o f 
origin.18 O f  the U N IA  meetings that M alcolm  attended with his 
father, M alcolm  remembered

hearing of “Adam driven out of the garden into the caves of Europe,” 
“Africa for the Africans,’’“Ethiopians, Awake!” And my father would 
talk about how it would not be much longer before Africa would 
be completely run by Negroes— “by black men” was the phrase he 
always used. “No one knows when the hour of Africa’s redemption 
cometh. It is in the wind. It is coming. One day, like a storm, it will 
be here.””

These memories are significant in that they reveal how deeply the 
jerem iad tradition was instilled in young M alcolm .They are also im 
portant elements in the later articulations o f M alcolm ’s geographies,
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o f having a homeland with an em phasis on home. According to Kofi 
Natam bu, the repatriation-to-A frica idea was especially appealing 
to Earl and Louise Little and many other poor A frican Americans 
who were deeply alienated by the oppressive racism they encountered 
in the United States.20

E arl’s support o f  Garveyism was a dangerous undertaking during 
the 1920s. A nd it was E arl’s sermons that contributed to his family’s 
displacements. A s a young child Malcolm and his family were driven 
from O m aha by members o f  the Ku Klux Klan. A fter a brief stop 
in M ilwaukee, the family finally settled in Lansing, M ichigan. A s 
M alcolm later detailed in his autobiography,“The Klansmen shouted 
threats and warnings at her [M alcolm ’s mother] that we had better 
get out o f  town because ‘the good Christian white people’ were not 
going to stand for my father’s ‘spreading trouble’ am ong the ‘good ’ 
Negroes o f  O m aha with the ‘back to A frica’ preachings o f  M arcus 
Garvey.”21

A s the Littles moved to M ilwaukee and then to Lansing, at each 
place they encountered racism and violence, both at the hands o f  racist 
white groups and disgruntled black families that disapproved o f  Earl 
L ittle’s preaching o f  Garveyism and “not knowing his place.”

Life did not improve for the Little family in M ichigan. W hen 
M alcolm  was six years old, Earl L ittle was crushed beneath the 
wheels o f a street car. Although evidence suggested that he had been 
murdered by a white supremacist group, the authorities concluded 
that Earl had committed suicide. A s a result, Louise Little was un
able to collect on a life insurance policy.

African A m ericans were especially hard hit by the G reat D epres
sion, and the Little family was no exception. The family, poor even 
when Earl was alive, became more mired in poverty. In 1937 the stress 
o f raising seven children under the age o f twelve, o f a humiliating reli
ance on welfare, and o f seeing her family torn apart by social workers, 
took its toll on Louise. She eventually suffered a mental breakdown 
and was incarcerated in the State M ental H ospital at Kalam azoo. 
Throughout these years M alcolm  and his siblings were repeatedly 
transferred from foster home to foster home. Any semblance o f  a 
“normal” life was impossible. M alcolm  X  recalled, “I truly believe
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that i f  ever a state social agency destroyed a family, it destroyed ours. 
We wanted and tried to stay together. O ur home didn’t have to be 
destroyed. But the W elfare, the courts, and their doctor, gave us the 
one-two-three punch.”22 M alcolm  X , in retrospect, concluded that 
the social workers, the courts, and even society in general “looked at 
us as numbers and as a case in their book, not as human beings. And 
knowing that my mother in there was a statistic that didn’t have to be, 
that existed because o f  a society’s failure, hypocrisy, greed, and lack o f 
mercy and com passion.”23This episode foreshadows the experiential 
significance o f  M alcolm  X ’s political thought in that M alcolm  X  
would later frame his experiences within a context o f institutional 
and material factors that caused his fam ily’s suffering.

The educational system was also a source o f  discrimination and 
oppression for the young M alcolm . Although he ranked third in his 
class, and was elected class president,M alcolm  was subjected to racial 
jokes and slurs, by both teachers and students. H e remembered:

English  and history were the subjects I liked m o st__ The one thing

I didn’t like about history class was that the teacher, M r. W illiam s,

was a great one for “n igger” jokes__ Later ...w e cam e to the textbook

section on N egro history. It was exactly one paragraph long. M r. 

W illiam s laughed through it practically in a single breath, reading 

aloud how the N egroes had been slaves and then were freed, and 

how they were usually lazy and dum b and sh iftless.24

Education seemed to offer few opportunities. This “reality” was 
driven home after class one day. M alcolm X , in his autobiography, 
detailed the advice given to him regarding career choices. An E n g
lish tcacher asked M alcolm  whether he had given any thought to a 
career. In reality, M alcolm  had not, but on the spur o f the moment, 
said that he would like to be a lawyer. M alcolm described what hap
pened next:

M r. O strow ski [the teacher] looked surprised ...an d  leaned back 

in his chair and claspcd his hands behind his head. H e  kind o f  

half-sm iled and said , “M alco lm , one o f  life’s first needs is for us 

to be realistic. D o n ’t m isunderstand me, now. W e all here like you, 

you know that. B u t you’ve go t to be realistic about being a nigger.
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A  lawyer— th at’s no realistic goal for a nigger. You need to think 

about som eth ing you can be. You’re good  with your hands— m aking 

th ings__ W hy don’t you plan on carpentry?2’

This well-known episode certainly sheds insight into the evolving 
political thought o f  the man who would become M alcolm  X . H ow 
ever, M alcolm ’s early childhood is tremendously im portant for an 
understanding o f his geographies. To this point in M alcolm ’s life, 
factors beyond his control, beyond the control o f his parents, worked 
to destroy his family. M ore significantly, the institutions that were 
tasked to help— social work agencies, schools, police authorities, 
insurance com panies— did little to help him or his family. Indeed, in 
many instances these institutions augmented the Littles’ problems. 
Concurrently, however, M alcolm  had been exposed, largely through 
the efforts o f his mother but also his father, to numerous ideas and 
approaches for redemption, social reform, and liberation.

M alcolm  first visited Roxbury, Boston ’s black ghetto, in 1940 
when he spent a summer with his half-sister, Ella Collins. H erself a 
homeowner, Ella lived on Sugar Hill in the black middle-class section 
o f Roxbury. Following the death o f Earl and the institutionalization 
o f  Louise, Ella visited M alcolm  in M ichigan, and later, encour
aged M alcolm  to visit her in M assachusetts. Away from M ichigan, 
M alcolm was overwhelmed. In his autobiography,M alcolm described 
his impressions:

I couldn’t have feigned indifference i f  I had tried to__ I didn’t know

the world contained as m any N egroes as I saw thronging downtown

Roxbury at n ight N eon lights, nightclubs, pool halls, bars, the cars

they drove! Restaurants m ade the streets sm ell— rich,greasy, down- 

hom e black cooking! Jukeboxes blared E rsk in e H aw kin s, D uke

E llington , C ootie  W illiam s__ A nd on Sundays, when E lla , M ary,

or som ebody took me to church, I saw churches for black people 

such as I had never seen.They were m any tim es finer than the white 

church I had attended back in M ason , M ich igan .26

Tli is physical displacem ent o f M alcolm  was transformative in its 
effect.The new sights, the sounds, even the smells, affected M alcolm 
deeply. According to N atam bu, the experience in Boston induced a
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radical change in M alcolm ’s perspective and behavior in that he saw 
a different side— indeed, different spaces— o f Black Am erica. And 
after Ella arranged to obtain custody o f M alcolm , he moved to B o s
ton in 1941. It was also in Boston, however, that the older M alcolm 
X  would develop his attitudes toward class differentials within the 
African-Am erican population. As M ichael Dyson explains, in Boston 
M alcolm encountered “for the first time the black bourgeoisie, with its 
social pretensions and exaggerated rituals o f cultural self-affirmation, 
leading him to conclude later that the black m iddle class was largely 
ineffective in achieving authentic black liberation.”27

Ella enrolled M alcolm  in an all-boys’ school in Boston, but he 
quickly dropped out and made his way to the clubs, pool halls, bars, 
and dance halls o f  Roxbury. M alcolm worked menial jobs, includ
ing stints as a shoe shine boy and a railroad dining-car attendant on 
the Boston-N ew  York route. H e first went to Harlem  in 1943 and 
later found employment there as a waiter in the nightclub Sm all’s 
Paradise Club. Louis D eC aro writes that H arlem , to M alcolm , was 
the heartbeat o f  A frica-in-A m erica. Indeed, m aking the trip to 
H arlem , for M alcolm , was a form o f Garveyite pilgrimage, a way o f 
reaffirming his belief in the black gospel that had been preached by 
his parents.28

A s a youth growing up on the streets o f  both Boston and H arlem , 
M alcolm  entered a world o f  hustlers, pim ps, prostitutes, and thieves. 
This was a period o f M alcolm ’s life that, he later recalled, m ight have 
found him dead were it not for prison. M alcolm , during these years, 
apparently turned away from religion and morality. A s explained by 
D eC aro, though, M alcolm ’s “race-consciousness remained intact.” 
Indeed, D eC aro contends that the atheism exhibited by M alcolm 
was “more practical than philosophical, convenient as it was to his 
emerging criminal life-style.”29

In 1946, at twenty-one years o f age, M alcolm , his friend Shorty, 
and two white sisters, were arrested for burglary.The average prison 
sentence for a first-time offender was two years; Malcolm and Shorty, 
though, each received ten-year sentences. Later, in his autobiography, 
M alcolm  X  explained that he was punished more for dating white 
women than he was for robbery:
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The girls got low bail.T hey were still w hite— burglars or not. Their 

w orst crime was their involvem ent with N egroes. B u t Shorty  and 

I had bail set at 810,000 each, which they knew we were nowhere 

near able to raise.The social workers worked on us. W hite wom en in

league with N egroes was their m ain obsession__H ow , where, when,

had I m et them ? D id  we sleep together? N obody  wanted to know 

anything at all about the robberies. A ll they could see w as that we 

had taken the white m an’s w om en.30

D uring the trial, M alcolm  recalled that “Even the court clerks and 
the bailiffs: ‘Nice white girls ...goddam  niggers— ’ It was the same
even from our court-appointed lawyers__Before the judge entered,
I said to one lawyer, ‘W e seem to be getting sentenced because o f 
those girls.’ H e got red from the neck up and shuffled his papers: 
‘You had no business with white girls.’”31

A ccording to his autobiography, M alcolm ’s prison experience 

appears as a poignant narrative o f  redemption and salvation, one 
o f  personal transformation and enlightenment. It was during this 
period that M alcolm  reeducated himself. H e began correspondence 
courses in English and, later, Latin. He also transcribed the dictionary, 
dutifully rewriting every mark on every page. However, the prison 
“rebirth” o f  M alcolm was probably not so dramatic as described in his 
autobiography. M alcolm  was actually prepared for his self-education 
because o f  the Garveyite upbringing he received from his mother. 
D eC aro explains that following Garvey’s adm onitions to “never stop 
learning” and “m aster the language o f  your country,” Louise, whose 
Anglican school training far exceeded her husband’s elementary level 
schooling, kept issues o f the U N IA ’s Negro World and a dictionary 
ready for use for the children’s homework assignments. H e maintains 
that if  M alcolm  reached for the dictionary in prison, it was because 
he had seen his mother and elder brother W ilfred using it many 
times, and had already internalized its great value for learning and 
the art o f  com m unication.32

M alcolm  did, though, considerably expand his personal educa
tion while confined. H e read widely and voraciously, making use o f 
the prison library: W ill D urant’s Story o f Civilization, H .G . W ells’s 
Outline o f History, and W .E .B . D u B ois’s Souls o f Black Folk. H e read
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o f N at Turner and M ahatm a G andhi, and the writings o f  philoso
phers such as Socrates, H erodotus, Kant, Spinoza, and Nietzsche. 
M alcolm  also read and learned from the histories o f revolutionary 
movements, including the Am erican, French, Russian, and Chinese 
revolutions. Years later this knowledge infused his advocacy for po
litical change in the United States, and was a defining element that 
distinguished M alcolm  from the integrationist leaders o f the Civil 
Rights M ovem ent.

It was also in prison that M alcolm  turned to the Nation o f  Islam 
and the teachings o f  Elijah M uham m ad. However, this was not likely 
to be the first time that M alcolm  had heard o f the Nation o f  Islam. 
Louis Lom ax writes that “M alcolm ’s prison years are now discussed 
in mystical terms by those who elevated him to sainthood and m ar
tyrdom. The harsh truth is that these years o f  confinement allowed 
M alcolm  to crystallize the forces that were already at work within 
him.The Black M uslim doctrine capsulated his experience with white 
people, women, poverty, crime, and Christianity.”33 Indeed, Lom ax 
contends that M alcolm  was probably exposed to the Black M uslim 
movement prior to his incarceration. H e explains, first, that Earl 
Little, as an evangelical black nationalist in Lansing— some thirty 
miles from Detroit, the birthplace o f the Nation o f Islam — would no 
doubt have heard about the movement and discussed it with his wife 
and older children. Second, information obtained by Lom ax indicates 
that Ella Little C ollins was closely allied with Elijah M uham m ad in 
the early years o f  the N ation, and indeed was scheduled to become 
M uham m ad’s first female minister. Lom ax concludes that “The gen
eral assumption has been that Malcolm came upon the Black M uslim 
teachings while in prison. It now appears...that M alcolm had been 
familiar with the movement for several years, and the solitary life o f  
prison gave him time to think and crystallize what had always been 
a strong influence in his family life.”34

D eC aro ’s studies o f  M alcolm X ’s religious involvements also sup
port Lom ax’s assertion. Louise taught her children to appropriate 
their experience in various religious communities as tools in con
structing their own altars o f  faith.3’ It is not far-fetched to assume 
that M alcolm  X  began to incorporate his own personal experiences
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with organ ized religions, w h ite-dom inated  institu tion s, and societal 

racism  with the teach ings o f  the N atio n  o f  Islam . M alco lm  X  w ould 

later recall that:

The white people I had known marched before my mind’s eye. From 
the start o f my life.The state white people always in our house after 
the other whites I didn’t know had killed my father...the white 

people who kept calling my mother “crazy” to her face and before 

me and my brothers and sisters, until she was finally taken off by 

white people to the Kalamazoo asylum ...the white judge and others 

who had split up the children ...the teachers— the one who told me 
in the eighth grade to “be a carpenter” because thinking o f  being a 
lawyer was foolish for a Negro.36

M alco lm  drew on his casual observation s— his geograph ically  

situated life experiences. H e  began to m ake inform ed observations, to 

com pare his personal experiences with w hat w as taught in schools, or 

w as spoken  by politicians. Prison did  afford M alco lm  an opportun ity  

to develop a renewed understan din g o f  h istory  and o f  geography, 

and o f  the place o f  A frican  A m erican s in a racist society: the m ate

rial aspects o f  life, the m eanings o f  bein g black. R eson an t with the 

teach ings o f  G arvey, these ideas also foregrounded M alco lm ’s later 

thinking on questions o f  truth, power, and know ledge.T hese them es, 

w hich are developed m ore fully in chapter 3, are expressed clearly 

in his autobiography:

“The true knowledge,” reconstructed much more briefly than I re
ceived it, was that history had been “whitened” in the white man’s 

history books, and that the black man had been “brain-washed for 

hundreds o f years.” .. .Human history’s greatest crime was the traf

fic in black flesh when the devil white man went into Africa and 

murdered and kidnaped to bring to the West in chains, in slave ships, 

millions of black men, women, and children, who were worked and 
beaten and tortured as slaves. The devil white man cut these black 
people off from all knowledge o f their own kind, and cut them off 

from any knowledge of their own language, religion, and past culture, 

until the black man in America was the earth’s only race o f people 

who had absolutely no knowledge o f his true identity.37
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To M alcolm , “H istory had been so ‘w hitened’ by the white man 
that even the black professors have known little more than the most 
ignorant black man about the talents and rich civilizations and culture 
o f the black man o f  millenniums ago.”38 Accordingly, the representa
tion o f peoples, places, and events would figure prominently in the 
political thought o f  M alcolm  X . W ithin his speeches and writings 
M alcolm  X  would later challenge the dominant representations o f 
A fricans and African Am ericans that were taught in history classes. 
M alcolm  X , for example, made the following accusation:

In one generation, the black slave wom en in A m erica had been raped 

by the slavem aster white m an until there had began to em erge a 

hom em ade, handm ade, brainw ashed race that w as no longer even 

o f  its true color, that no longer even knew its true fam ily nam es.The 

slavem aster forced his family name upon this rape-m ixed race, which 

the slavem aster began to call “the N egro” .Th is “N egro” was taught 

o f  his native A frica  that it was peopled by heathen, black savages, 

sw inging like m onkeys from  trees.This “N egro” accepted this along 

with every other teaching o f  the slavem aster that was designed to 

m ake him accept and obey and w orship the white m an .39

Paroled from prison on A ugust 7 ,1 9 5 2  at twenty-seven years o f 
age, M alcolm  found, through his brother W ilfred, employment at a 
furniture store in Detroit. M alcolm ’s concerns at this point, though, 
focused more on his activities at the Nation o f Islam’s Detroit Temple 
Num ber One.

Founded in 1930 by W. I) . Fard, the Nation o f  Islam developed 
into the most important black nationalist organization. The Nation 
o f Islam rose on the remnants o f  Garveyism and other movements in 
inner-city Detroit. Part o f its early success must be attributed to the 
extraordinary range o f  its foundational prophecy, which integrates 
the influences o f Christianity, orthodox Islam , science fiction, black 
nationalism, Pan-A fricanism , and Freemasonry.40

In 1934 Fard mysteriously disappeared, and, subsequently, leader
ship was assum ed by Elijah M uham m ad. Originally named Elijah 
Poole, M uham m ad was born in Georgia in 1897, the son o f ex-slaves. 
D uring his reign over the Nation oflslam ,M uh am m ad would assume
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the title “M essenger o f  Islam ” and claim to be the prophet o f  Allah. 
U nder his guidance, moreover, the Nation o f Islam was tightly regu
lated. M inisters o f  the N ation, for example, were strictly trained as to 
the proper messages disseminated. According to Elijah M uham m ad, 
only the black race was the original creation o f  Allah; all others were 
not o f  divine origin, but rather the result o f genetic experiments by 
a Yacub, a black scientist.The white race— devils— created by Yacub 
were the natural enemy o f  blacks.41

M alcolm ’s involvement in the N ation o f  Islam contextualizes 
many o f the influences o f his early life. The teachings o f the Nation 
o flslam  did not separate A frican A m ericans’ resentment o f servitude 
from the racial identity o f the people responsible for it. Furthermore, 
the values o f  the Nation o flslam  (e.g., respect, knowledge, self-help, 
communal solidarity) resonated strongly with M alcolm ’s Garveyite 
childhood as well as his prison experience. Indeed,M alcolm  personi
fied these changes and made them m anifest in his adoption o f  the 
name M alcolm  X . A s he later explained in his autobiography, “the 
M uslim  ‘X ’ symbolized the true African family name that he never 
could know. For me, my ‘X ’ replaced the white slavemaster name o f 
‘L ittle’which some blue-eyed devil named Little had imposed upon 
my paternal forebears.”42

The tone o f Elijah M uham m ad’s teachings articulated the personal 
anger o f  M alcolm  X  in racialized, structural terms. Indeed, years 
later M alcolm  X ’s half-sister Ella recalled that “The N O I had given 
[M alcolm ] a platform to structure for his life’s battles and a black 
perspective to take to the country and the world.”43

In 1953 M alcolm  X  was appointed by Elijah M uham m ad as A s
sistant M inister o f  D etroitTem ple Num ber One. A skilled organizer 
and masterful orator, M alcolm  X  recruited new members in the bars, 
poolrooms, clubs, and street corners o f  Detroit. W ithin six months 
the membership o f  Temple Num ber One tripled.44 Following this 
success, M alcolm X  rapidly ascended the ranks, serving as Temple 
M inister in Philadelphia and New York. D uring his twelve years with 
the Nation o flslam  M alcolm  X  evolved into a strong critic o f white 
supremacy and racism. H e would also emerge as a vocal critique o f  
specific policies o f the Civil Rights M ovem ent, namely his percep
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tion that other African-Am erican leaders tended to accommodate 
too readily within a white racist system.

The time spent in the N ation o f Islam for M alcolm  X , while im 
portant in his maturation as a community leader, was also limiting. 
M alcolm X  grew increasingly frustrated with the insular nature o f the 
N ation o f  Islam , and especially o f Elijah M uham m ad’s instructions 
to keep the Nation o f Islam out o f the broader activities o f  the Civil 
Rights M ovem ent. For a “radical” organization, the Nation o f Islam 

was exceptionally conservative. The speeches and writings o f ministers 
o f the Nation o f  Islam, for example, during the time o f its ascendancy 
in the early 1960s, were tightly controlled by Elijah M uham m ad. For 
the most part, orations and publications consisted o f delivering varia
tions o f  the foundational mythic narrative o f  Yacub.45 For M alcolm 
X , though, it was hypocritical for the Nation o f  Islam not to take a 
proactive stance on civil rights while many other African Am ericans 
were dying in the effort.Thesc differences would eventually contribute 
to the breakup o f  M uham m ad and M alcolm  X.

The underlying causes leading to M alcolm  X ’s split from the 
Nation o f  Islam are many, including intraorganizational jealousies 
and the revelations that Elijah M uham m ad him self had violated the 
Nation’s strict sexual codes by fathering children out-of-wedlock with 
different women o f  the Nation. Publicly, however, one event more 
than any other served as the catalyst. In Decem ber 1963, following 
a speech in New York at M anhattan Center, M alcolm  X  was asked 
to com m ent on the recent assassination o f President John F. K en
nedy. Elijah M uham m ad had given strict orders that no member o f 
the Nation o f Islam would publicly comment on the assassination, 
except to express their sympathy. Malcolm X , however,set the context 
for his response by naming leaders in Africa, Latin Am erica, and 
Southeast A sia who had been killed as a result o f  American covert 
intervention. And then M alcolm  X  said, “This [the assassination] is 
simply a case o f chickens coming home to roost. Being an old farm 
boy myself, chickens coming home to roost never did make me sad; 
they’ve always made me glad.”46

A s the nation mourned the death o f  the president, M alcolm  X  
articulated the interrelation o f  oppressive and violent world events.
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M alcolm  X , as Natam bu identifies, had been the only national figure 
to speak out against A m erica’s central role, via the C IA , in the as
sassination o f  Prime M inister Patrice Lum um ba in the C ongo (see 
chapter 6); the only black leader to address the American public 
regarding the country’s war in Vietnam ; and the only black leader 
to openly criticize the Kennedy administration for bullying Fidel 
Castro and attem pting to have him assassinated.47

Perhaps it was inevitable that M alcolm  X  would depart the 
Nation o f ls la m . N o doubt, the increased activism o f  M alcolm  X  
would not long remain tolerated within the rigid confines o f Elijah 
M uham m ad’s organization. W hatever the reasons,M alcolm X ’s break 
from the Nation o fls la m  was crucial for his own maturation as an 
advocate o f  social justice. This is seen both in his rhetorical style, as 
well as his overall message.

Following his separation from the Nation o f ls la m , M alcolm  X  
abdicated the “prophetic” relationship o f a Black M uslim  minister 
to his audience in favor o f a more “prudent”’ role. A s Robert Terrill 
concludes, a prophetic rhetoric was ill-suited to M alcolm X ’s under
standing o f  his and his audience’s situation and position.48 Increas
ingly, M alcolm  X  disavowed his position as a religious leader and 
its implied authority; instead, M alcolm  X  assumed a more Socratic 
role, the persona o f a teacher. In his “The Ballot or the Bullet” speech 
delivered on April 3 ,1964 , M alcolm X  began “I would like to clarify 
something concerning myself. I ’m still a M uslim , my religion is still 
Islam .” H e continued that “Although I ’m still a M uslim , I ’m not here 
tonight to discuss my religion. I ’m not here to try and change your 
religion. I ’m not here to argue or discuss anything that we differ about, 
because it ’s time for us to submerge our differences and realize that 
it is best for us to first see that we have the same problem__ ” 49

In a press conference on M arch 8, 1964 M alcolm  X  declared 
his formal separation from the Nation o fls lam . In so doing he an
nounced the formation o f his first organization: the M uslim M osque, 
Inc. Soon after, he intimated his course o f  action for a progressive 
social movement. On M arch 12, in his “Declaration o f Indepen
dence” spcech, M alcolm  X  began: “Because 1964 threatens to be a 
very explosive year on the racial front, and because I m yself intend
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to be very active in every phase o f  the Am erican Negro struggle for 
human rights, I have called this press conference this morning in 
order to clarify my own position in the struggle. . . . ”50This declara
tion solidified a position that would remain constant throughout the 
remaining eleven months o f  his life, namely the linkage o f  the Civil 
Rights M ovem ent to the larger struggles o f third world liberation 
and social justice (see chapter 7).

D uring his 1964 travels M alcolm X  undertook the hajj, and gave 

numerous speeches and lectures at universities, cultural centers, and 
on radio and television. H e also visited with various political lead
ers, including Tanzanian President Julius Nyerere, Kenyan President 
Jom o Kenyatta, N igerian President Azikiw e, G hanian President 
Kwame Nkrum ah, and Ugandan Prime M inister M ilton O bote. As 
M alcolm X  explained in Decem ber 1964 ,“I ’ve done a lot o f  traveling 
and, I think over all, travel does broaden one’s soul.”51 M ore infor
mative, M alcolm  X  explained that the understanding he received 
from his travels and his conversations with political leaders enabled 
him to “see the problems confronting Black people in Am erica and 
the Western Hem isphere with much greater clarity.”52These travels 
would greatly inform his later Pan-A fricanist sentiments.

In a now-famous series o f letters from abroad Malcolm X  detailed 
his personal transformation during the hajj. M alcolm X  wrote: “There 
were tens o f  thousands o f pilgrims from all over the world.They were 
o f  all colors, from blue-eyed blonds to black-skinned A fricans, but 
were all participating in the same ritual, displaying a spirit o f unity 
and brotherhood that my experiences in Am erica led me to believe 
could never exist between the white and the non-white.”53 Further
more, M alcolm X  wrote that “The experiences o f this pilgrimage 
have taught me much, and each hour here in the H oly Land opens 
my eyes even m ore.”’4

The 1964 travels o f M alcolm  X , including his hajj, should be 
viewed through his evolving geopolitical philosophy. It was during 
the first trip o f  1964 that M alcolm  X  appeared at the Sum m it o f  the 
Organization o f  African Unity (O A U ) where he introduced a peti
tion charging the United States with violating the rights o f  A frican 
Am ericans.55 On his second trip he attempted to organize a coalition
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to politically challenge the United States and the European states 
o f Britain, France, and Portugal who had colonial governments in 
A frica, and also to gather support for his quest to bring the United 
States to trial to the United Nations on human rights abuses.

A part from the context o f  M alcolm  X ’s travels, the “place” o f 
travel also must be modified. The transformative effects o f  M alcolm  
X ’s 1964 travels are not in dispute. However, these sojourns were not 
the first travels abroad for M alcolm X . In M ay 1959, for example, 
President G am al Nasser invited Elijah M uham m ad and his family to 
make the hajj and to visit Egypt as official state guests. However, both 
the United States Federal Bureau oflnvestigation (F B I) and Central 
Intelligence Agency (C IA ) attempted to prevent M uham m ad from 
receiving a passport (in 1951 similar tactics were used to prevent Paul 
Robeson and W illiam L . Patterson from traveling). O w ing to delays, 
and not wanting to waste this opportunity, M uham m ad sent Malcolm 
X  in his place. M alcolm  X  left on July 12, 1959 and visited Egypt, 
Iran, Syria, and Ghana. M alcolm  X , though, is curiously silent in his 
autobiography regarding the 1959 trip. Likewise, other chroniclers 
o f M alcolm  X ’s life make little reference to this event.

A side from travel, the exposure to an international perspective, as 
well as socialist ideology, also appears much earlier than many writers 
give credit. Indeed, M alcolm  X  was clearly aware o f  these ideologies 
prior to his 1964 trips. A s early as 1959, for example, M alcolm X 

was referring to the 1955 Bandung Conference in his speeches (a 
subject I discuss more fully in chapter 7). Later, in his 1963 “M essage 
to the G rass R oots” spcech given while still a member o f  the Nation 
o f Islam , M alcolm  X  explained:

...on ce you study w hat happened at the Ban dung conference, and 

the results o f  the Ban dung conference, it actually serves as a m odel 

for the sam e procedure you and I can use to get our problem s solved.

A t B an dun g all the nations cam e together, the dark nations from 

A frica  and A sia. Som e o f  them were C hristian s, som e were C on fu- 

cianists, som e were atheists. D esp ite their religious differences, they 

cam e together. Som e were com m unists, som e were socialists, som e 

where capitalists— despite their econom ic and political differences, 

they cam e together. A ll o f  them were black, brown, red or yellow.
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The num ber-one thing that was not allowed to attend the Bandung 

conference was the white m an .56

D uring the late 1950s and early 1960s, well before his separation 
from the Nation and his travels o f  1964, M alcolm X  learned from 

the third world revolutionary movements o f Algeria, C uba, Kenya, 
and Vietnam , am ong others. In 1960, furthermore, M alcolm  X  met 
with Fidel Castro in New York. M alcolm  X  also spoke o f  human 
rights while a member o f the Nation o f Islam. A t the University o f 
California, Berkeley,on October 1 1 ,1 9 6 3 ,M alcolm X  explained that 

there were “Twenty million so-called Negroes, second-class citizens, 
seeking nothing but human dignity and human rights, the right to 
life in dignity as a human being.”57

W hat is the difference between the travel experiences o f  1959, 
o f which virtually nothing is said, and the travels o f  1964, which 
are described as epiphanies? A partial answer must be that M al
colm X  underwent a personal liberation after his separation from 
the N ation o f Islam. For anyone who was a member o f  the Nation, 
Peter Goldm an explains, doubt was not permissible; rebellion was 
unimaginable.58A s Goldm an further writes, the M alcolm X  o f 1959, 
despite his travels, refused to acknowledge the contradictions between 
the N ation o f  Islam and orthodox Islam. M alcolm  X , prior to 1964, 
for example, would lecture to light-skinned Arab M uslim s on the 
blackness o f G od and why it was necessary and proper that the world’s 
least color-conscious religion maintain a black-only com m union.To 
G oldm an, M alcolm  X  simply rejected the evidence o f  his senses.59 
The experience o f travel, in the development o f M alcolm X ’s thought, 
is thus more a philosophical distancing from the rhetoric o f  Elijah 
M uham m ad. In 1959 M alcolm  X  traveled as a spokesperson for the 
Nation; five years later M alcolm  X  traveled for himself. Indeed, it 
was following his hajj that M alcolm X  assumed his orthodox M uslim 
name, Al-ITajj M alik A l-Shabazz, thus symbolically signifying his 
transformation.

Prior to 1964 M alcolm X  largely reduced his analysis o f  the exploi
tation and oppression o f  African Am ericans to the racist and sexist 
doctrine ofth e Nation o flslam .In  his 1963 “G rass Roots” speech,for 
example, M alcolm  X  explained his understanding o f the meeting o f
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the colonized states at Bandung: “W hen they came to the Bandung 
conference, they looked at the Portuguese, and at the Frenchmen, 
and at the Englishm en, and at the Dutchm en, and learned or realized 
the one thing that all o f them had in com m on— they were all from 
Europe, they were all Europeans, blond, blue-eyed and white skins.”60

But following his pilgrimage and his travels, M alcolm  X  rein
terpreted the causes o f oppression am ong third world peoples. Hie 
enemy for Malcolm X  was no longer reducible to skin color,but rather 
was a synthesis o f structures, including racism, capitalism, colonialism, 
and sexism. In his speech o f  D ecem ber 20, 1964, thus, M alcolm  X  
described how the European countries exploited A fricans; how the 
industrialization o f Europe came at the expense o f A frica— through 
resource exploitation, slavery, forced labor, and captive markets. H e 
then drew a connection between these forms o f  colonial oppres
sion and exploitation with the continued discrimination o f  A frican 
Am ericans. “You can’t understand what is going on in M ississippi,” 
he told his audience, “if  you don’t understand what is going on in the 
C ongo.”61 Rather than parroting the Nation o f Islam ’s racial-based 
doctrine, Malcolm X rearticulated an argument predicated on the 
globalization o f capital under the guises o f  colonialism and neocolo
nialism. A s detailed in subsequent chapters, M alcolm  X  argued that 
social justice for A frican Am ericans would never be achieved while 
racist power structures controlled the global economy.

The travels o f Malcolm X  also significantly influenced his thinking 
on women within the Black Revolution. In his early speeches and 
writings, while still a member o f the Nation, M alcolm  X  “evoked 
what might be called a ‘benevolent’ patriarchy in which the patriar
chal father/ruler would assume full responsibility for caring for his 
family.”62 In his speech o f  O ctober 11, 1963, for example, M alcolm 
X  decried the condition o f black women and children in America: 
“Because our children grow up in this overcrowded atmosphere, 
the lack o f  much-needed privacy destroys their sense o f  shame. It 
lowers their moral standards and leaves them exposed to every form 
o f  indecency and vice imaginable. O ur young girls, our daughters, 
our baby sisters become unwed mothers before they arc hardly out 
o f their teens__And our community has tens o f  thousands o f  little
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babies who have no father to act as their provider or protector.”63 
Tellingly, in an apparently autobiographical statement, M alcolm  X  
concluded that “the only provider many o f  our children know is the 
white welfare agent or the white social worker,” the implication being 
that the provider should be the black man.64

The speeches and writings o f M alcolm  X  while he was a member 
o f the Nation were laden with m isogynist statem ents suggesting 
that the current negative condition o f  A frican-Am erican men was 
predicated on the “evils” o f  women. A s bell hooks writes, “M alcolm 
was obsessed with the notion o f emasculation and concerned that 
black men assert control over their lives and the lives o f  others.”65 
In his autobiography, for example, M alcolm  X  discussed his views 
on women while he was a member o f  the Nation. Reminiscent o f 
A dam ’s fall from grace in the Garden o f  Eden, M alcolm  X  asserted 
that women were “tricky, deceitful, untrustworthy flesh” and he “had 
seen too many men ruined, or at least tied down, or in some other 
way messed up by w om en.”66

Once separated from the Nation o f Islam M alcolm X  began to 
reconsider the role o f  women both in revolutionary movements and 
within the community. Jam es Cone writes that “Following his split 
with the Nation o f Islam and his subsequent trips to the M iddle 
East and A frica, M alcolm  made an about-face regarding his view 
on women’s rights, as he began to consider the issue not only in 
the context o f  religion and morality, but, more importantly, from 
the standpoint o f  m obilizing the forces needed to revolutionize 
society.”67 hooks concurs, noting that “It was M alcolm ’s break with 
the patriarchal father em bodied in Elijah M uham m ad that created 
the social space for him to transform his thinking about gender.”68 
Nevertheless, M alcolm  X  did not, in the last eleven months o f his 
life, provide an explicit theoretical understanding o f  gender and the 
Civil Rights M ovem ent. A s such, M alcolm  X  continued to cast the 
movement in masculine terms.

C o n c lu sio n s

Bobby W ilson writes that “to incorporate black identity politics 
into ...fram ew orks o f  analysis, we must begin from the standpoint
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o f race-connected practices in the lives o f  people, the particularity 
o f  the person, the body, how these concrete practices produced and 
reproduced themselves over time and space— how they, in fact, shaped 
and reshaped the world o f  both black and white bodies in actual 
praxis.”69 M alcolm  X  was, literally and figuratively, a product o f  his 
times. But this does not negate his importance for contemporary 
society. In her foreword to M alcolm  X ’s autobiography, Attallah 
Shabazz, M alcolm ’s eldest daughter, writes: “Som e have said that 
my father was ahead o f  his time, but the truth is he was on time and 
perhaps we were late.” Geographers may be late in acknowledging 
the contributions o f  M alcolm  X  on the theory and praxis o f  space 
and social justice. But, as M alcolm  X  him self explained in 1965, 
“anything that is done for us, has to be done by us.” '0

In the chapters that follow I present a series o f  geographic en
gagem ents with M alcolm  X . M y intention is not to substantiate his 
claims, but rather to open the dialogue o f space and social justice to 
include heretofore excluded voices. M y goal is to establish M alcolm 
X  as a serious scholar on geographical issues, one deserving the 
recognition and critical examination afforded other social theorists 
by geographers.
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K n o w l e d g e s

The supposed neutrality of geographic knowledges 
has been at best proven to be a beguiling fiction 

and at worst a downright fraud.
—  D av id  H a rv e y 1

“...C au caso id ,M on go lo id ,an d  N egroid— there’s no such thing”: So 
argued M alcolm  X  in a speech delivered on January 24, 1965, just 
four weeks prior to his assassination. H e continued: “These are so- 
called anthropological terms that were put together by anthropolo
gists who were nothing but agents o f  the colonial powers, and they 
were purposefully given that status, they were purposely given such 
scientific positions, in order that they could come up with definitions 
that would justify the European domination over the Africans and the 
A sians.”2 In this statement, M alcolm  X  argued against the classifica
tion o f  races; he vociferously contested the (still) taken-for-granted 
racial hierarchies prevalent in the social sciences. This is seen, for 
example, in his critique o f  racial terms, such as Negro. H e argued, for 
example, that “Negroes” do not exist outside o f  America’s geographical 
imaginations, for they are a construct o f American racial ideologies. 
M alcolm  X  elaborated that “The Black man’s history— when you 
refer to him as the Black man you go way back, but when you refer to 
him as a Negro, you can only go as far back as the Negro goes. A nd

37
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when you go beyond the shores o f  Am erica you can’t find a Negro. 
So if  you go beyond the shores o f  A m erica in history, looking for 
the history o f  the Black man, and you’re looking for him under the 
term Negro, you won’t find him. H e doesn’t exist.”3

The contributions o f black radical intellectuals to geographic 
thought remain mostly neglected. This is consonant with a broader 
neglect in situating the contributions o f  A frican Am ericans to both 
political thought and social theory. A nd yet, as M ichael Dawson 
writes,“Over the centuries black activists, elites, and intellectuals have 
forged .. .visions o f freedom into black political ideologies which offer 
both a more or less consistent vision o f  freedom and a roadmap for 
the journey to freedom. ”4The thoughts o f M alcolm  X ,in  particular, 
have been m issing from m ost discussions. M inim al research on 
M alcolm  X  attem pts to relate his political thought to radical prac
tice geared toward social transformation and human liberation. Th is 
lacuna exists, despite the fact that M alcolm  X  was the second-m ost 
sought after speaker on college cam puses across the United States 
and around the world, including O xford University, the London 
School o f Econom ics, and the University o f Ghana.

The neglect o f  M alcolm  X  is not simply an oversight. Rather, his 
absence in the discussions o f  social justice, politics, and geography 
is related to the messages that M alcolm  X  forwarded. Specifically, 
M alcolm  X  critiqued the existence o f  institutional racism, both 
within educational systems and the media. D uring his life, and after 
his death, M alcolm  X  was and is marginalized by a conservative ele
ment that ignores the radical challenges he posed. Indeed, even the 
continued deification o f  M alcolm  X  precludes serious discussion o f 
his contributions to Civil Rights and social justice.

In this chapter I focus on the contributions o f  M alcolm  X  to the 
contestation o f  education and, especially, his critique o f  the production 
o f  geographic knowledge. On the one hand, geographical knowledge 
may be understood as that information purported to explain, describe, 
and interpret the distributions and characteristics o f peoples and 
places.This is a fairly standard approach to Geography: the writing 
o f  peoples and places. On the other hand, geographical knowledge 
may also be understood to encompass a normative dimension in that
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it prescribes where peoples are to be located. This is consonant, for 
example, with a more critical understanding o f  geography, one that 
takes seriously the claim that social struggles, manifest spatially, are 
crucial to the structuring and shaping o f  oppression and exploitation. 
In this way, education is inseparable from larger concerns o f  social 
justice. Historically, education for A frican A m ericans, including 
both access to education as well as the content o f education, has 
been contested. In this chapter I maintain that these contestations 
are doubly manifest in the production o f  geographic knowledges 
about African Americans and also the knowledge available to African 
A m ericans. A s designed by various “white architects” o f black educa
tion, knowledge about A fricans, A frican A m ericans, and A frica 
often served to legitimate the institution o f slavery. M ore pointedly, 
though, education— and particularly that o f  industrial education as 
forwarded by the H am pton Institute (see below)— served to recast 
A frican Am ericans into a docile, subservient, slavelike position.

The P ro d u ctio n  o f  G e o g ra p h ic  K n ow led ges

Educational policies were crucial to the maintenance and rational
ization o f slavery in the antebellum United States, as well as in the 
segregated landscapes following emancipation. In both periods, the 
geographic knowledge about A frican Am ericans, as well as A frica 
and A fricans, often reflected white supremacy. Indeed, this function 
o f education— to articulate and justify a racist order— increased in 
significance during the Reconstruction period. A s Leon Litwack 
writes, what underlay the movement for black education among some 
whites was clearly the pressing need to inculcate a new generation 
o f blacks with proper moral and religious values.5

Crucially, debates over the content o f postem ancipation black 
education, and particularly the representation o f  African Americans 
and o f  slavery, coincided with the apex o f  W estern imperialism . 
Between 1860 and the start o f  W orld W ar I, much o f  A sia and 
A frica was occupied, and the profits from colonialism, the value 
o f  capital accumulated in A sia, A frica, and Latin Am erica, along 
with the riches flowing from the newly settled areas o f European 
settlement, expanded enormously.6 Prior to 1884, for example, over
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80% o f  the A frican continent was under indigenous control; within 
decades, though, virtually all o f the continent came under European 
domination. In A sia, likewise, Britain was consolidating its control, 
especially in China, M alaya, and Burm a; France was in the process 
o f colonizing Indochina— the present-day states o f  Vietnam , Laos 
and Cam bodia.

These were the years o f exploration and observation, classifica
tion and conquest, as “scientists” sought to make sense (and order) 
o f the world they “discovered."The nineteenth century especially was 
the age o f scientific exploration and the production o f geographic 
knowledge. M ost o f what was learned about non-Europeans came 
from these sources: colonial adm inistrators, travelers, military per
sonnel, scientists, missionaries. Jam es Blaut argues that geographic 
knowledge “constructed from this information— and this includes 
the great bulk o f nineteenth-century anthropological, geographic, and 
politico-economic theories about non-Europeans— is systematically 
distorted.”7 In particular, scientists and researchers were often most 
intent on substantiating pregiven racial hierarchies and supremacist 
beliefs o f  nationality. However, as David Livingstone writes, there is a 
danger o f  too narrowly typecasting both geography and imperialism, 
perceiving geography just as the scientific underwriter o f overseas 
exploitation. It is necessary, therefore, to more concretely consider 
the practices that followed the ideas.8

This was also the period during which many geographical societies 
were founded, and it was often through the efforts o f geographers that 
specific knowledges o f  distant people and places were produced. The 
American Geographical and Statistical Society (later shortened to the 
American Geographical Society [A G S]) was founded in New York 
between 1851 and 1852. Initiated by the concerns o f philanthropists, 
the objectives o f  the A G S  were to provide a source o f geographical 
and statistical information about parts o f the United States that 
were not well known, and also about foreign areas where American 
merchants were transacting business.9 In 1888 the W ashington, 
D C -based  National G eographic Society was form ed, and in 1904 a 
third, and more scholarly association, was founded: the Association 
o f American Geographers.



C o n t e s t i n g  G e o g r a p h i c  K n o w l e d g e s 41

Such was the context from which the contestation over A frican- 
American education emerged. Scholastically the histories and ge
ographies to which all children were exposed in the classroom and 
the primers made a virtual gospel o f  the superiority o f  A nglo-Saxon 
institutions and ways o f  thinking and acting. Keith Johnston’s 1896 
text, for example, Physical, Historical, Political, and Descriptive Ge
ography, explained that “throughout the many classifications o f  the 
varieties o f the human family in the different schools o f ethnology, 
there is a general agreement in recognizing the peoples o f  the most 
highly-developed nations o f  the world ...a s belonging for the most 
part to one group.This is called the Aryan or Indo-European family 
o f nations__ ’’ The book continues that “Increasing ever in civilisa
tion and intellectual power from age to age, this group has become 
the dom inant one in the world, extending its influence to every part 
o f  the earth, supplanting many inferior races, and re-peopling wide 
areas, as in Am erica and A ustralia.”10 Education provided, essen
tially, a sanitized history o f  A nglo-Saxons and northern Europeans: 
Pilgrims, Puritans, and Founding Fathers.11

W ith respect to questions o f  A fricans and people o f  A frican 
descent, geographers (am ong others) expounded and elaborated 
on existent racial hierarchies. A s explained in another geography 
text, written in 1870, the “white or Caucasian race is superior to 
all” whereas “blacks in A fr ic a ...an d  the In d ian s...in  North and 
South Am erica ...are savages.”12 Johnston’s text likewise reaffirmed 
the supposed natural, and scientifically derived, hierarchy o f races. 
“N egroes,” as described byjohnston, are native to Central A frica and 
“are marked generally by their black wooly hair, protruding lips, and 
flattened nose; they are fond o f ornament, and, above all, o f  dancing; 
they live for the moment, and are careless and improvident, passing 
quickly from one mood to another, from the most exuberant joy to 
melancholy or anger.”13

A part from the content o f  education— such as the geographi
cal knowledge o f  persons o f African descent— educational policies 
also address the dissem ination o f  inform ation. Were whites and 
blacks, for example, to reccive identical educations? O r were they
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to be accorded a different set o f  objectives vis-a-vis education? A s 

W .E .B . D u  Bois explained during a 1930 com m encem ent address 

at H ow ard University:

It was ever the new and age-young problem of youth — a black man 
who was not born in slavery. W hat was he to become? Whither was 
his face set? How should he be trained and educated? His fathers 
were slaves, for the most part, ignorant and poverty-stricken; eman
cipated in the main without land, tools, nor capital— the sport of 
war, the despair o f economists, the grave perplexity of science.Their 
children had been born in the midst o f controversy, of internecine 
hatred, and in all the economic dislocation that follows war and civil 
war. In a peculiar way and under circumstances seldom duplicated, 
the whole program of popular education become epitomized in the 
case of these young black folk.14

In short, the education o f  A frican  A m ericans specifically was 
predicated on a question o f  whom the A frican  A m erican was and 

would becom e, and, crucially, where the A frican  A m erican  would 
be placed.

The Power o f Knowledge

K now ledge about any given object, and especially the production o f  

that knowledge, is crucial to political practice. In the num erous w rit

ings o f  M ichel Foucault, knowledge assum es a central place. Indeed, 

a dom inant m o tif o f  Foucault’s work was to provide a critique o f  

the way m odern societies control and discipline their populations 

by sanctioning the knowledge claim s and practices o f  the human 

sciences.15

For Foucault, know ledge is inseparable from  power. Foucault 

writes that power and knowledge directly im ply one another; there 

is no power relation w ithout the correlative constitution o f  a field 
o f  know ledge, nor any knowledge that does not presuppose and 

constitute at the sam e tim e power relations.16 Power as conceived by 

Foucault is exercised rather than possessed. H e writes: “Power m ust 

be analysed as som ething which circulates, or rather as som ething 

which only functions in the form o f  a chain. It is never localised here
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or there, never in anybody’s hands, never appropriated as a commodity 
or piece o f wealth.”17 Later, in his History o f Sexuality (Vol., 1), Fou
cault explains that power is not something that is acquired, seized, 
or shared; relations o f  power are not in a position o f  exteriority with 
respect to other types o f  relationships (e.g., economic processes); 
there is no binary and all-encom passing opposition between rulers 
and ruled at the root o f  power relations; there is no power that is 
exercised without a series o f aims and objectives; and where there is 
power, there is resistance, and this resistance is never in a position 
o f  exteriority in relation to power.18

Foucault maintains that discipline is a form o f power, “a modality 
for its exercise, com prising a whole set o f  instruments, techniques, 
procedures, levels o f  applications.”19 Moreover, discipline m aybe ap
propriated by various institutions, such as prisons, schools, and the 
military. Foucault, however, also counters the traditional notion that 
power as manifest in discipline is a purely negative process, o f  one 
individual or institution exerting hegemony over another. Power, even 
within disciplining practices, is always diffuse. Discipline, in the words 
o f Foucault, produces subjected and practiced bodies.20 Disciplinary 
techniques are used for specific purposes by specific institutions. In 
short, “It m ight be said that the disciplines arc techniques for assur
ing the ordering o f human multiplicities.”21

From a Foucauldian standpoint, it is the body that is the object o f 
knowledge and the target for disciplinary practices. Captured in the 
term biopower, Foucault considered at length the governmental regu
lation o f populations and the concomitant production o f  knowledge 
o f those populations. Foucault argued that this notion o f biopower is 
crucial in the incorporation o f labor in that it constitutes “an indis
pensable element in the development o f  capital; the latter would not 
have been possible without the controlled insertion o f bodies into 
the machinery o f  production and the adjustment o f the phenomenon 
o f population to economic processes.”22 Education, in its broadest 
usage, assumes a crucial role in both the discipline o f  geography and 
a discipline through geography. Foucault introduced the concept o f 
a microphysics o f power, one which presupposes that the power ex
ercised on the body is conceived not as a property, but as a strategy,
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that its effects o f  dom ination  are attributed not to appropriation 

but to dispositions, maneuvers, tactics, and techniques.23 Education  

performs a political econom y o f  the body. A s  Foucault writes:

the body is ...directly in a political field; power relations have an 
immediate hold upon it; they invest it, mark it, train it, torture it, 

force it to carry out tasks, to perform ceremonies, to emit signs.This 

political investment o f  the body is bound up in accordance with 

complex reciprocal relations, with its economic use; it is largely as a 
force o f production that the body is invested with relations of power 

and domination; but, on the other hand, its constitution as labour 
power is possible only ifit is caught up in a system o f subjection ...the 

body becomes a useful force only ifit  is both a productive body and 

a subjected body.24

This is seen clearly in F o u c a u l t s  discussion o f  “subjected and prac

tised” bodies. H e  elaborates:

Discipline increases the forces o f the body (in economic terms 

o f utility) and diminishes these same forces (in political terms of 

obedience). In short, it dissociates power from the body; on the 

one hand, it turns it into an “aptitude,” a “capacity,” which it seeks 
to increase; on the other hand, it reverses the course o f  the energy, 
the power that might result from it, and turns it into a relation of 

strict subjection. I f  economic exploitation separates the force and 

the product o f labour, let us say that disciplinary coercion establishes 

in the body the constricting link between an increased aptitude and 

an increase domination.25

Foucault asks: “W h a t  m ode o f  investment o f  the body is necessary 

and adequate for the functioning o f  a capitalist society?” In other 

words, how was education to be utilized to facilitate a reconstructed 

slavery under the guise o f  wage labor? It was precisely this qu es

tion that the architects o f  A fr ican -A m erican  education asked. The 

problem for many whites cam e down to perceptions o f  the effects o f  

black schooling in a society that depended on blacks to perform most 

o f  its menial ta sks .26 A s  W ill iam  W atkins affirms, the education o f  

A fr ican  A m erican s  has always been inextricably connected to state 

politics and the labor m arket .27
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The Discipline of Education

The post-Rcconstruction period was characterized by the continued 
rationalization and justification o f  slavery— an em ergent ideol- 
ogy predicated on re-creating “black spaces.” G eorge Fredrickson 

m aintains that, “Once freed, the black population o f  the South 
constituted a new element that had to be incorporated somehow 
into the American social and political structure.”28 Sim ply put, as 
the title o f Jeffrey H um m el’s 1996 book suggests, it was a process 
o f  Em ancipating Slaves, Enslaving Free M en.29 This required the 
construction o f  new spaces for blacks, spaces that were enforced 
commonly by legalities and often by violence. Specific knowledges 
o f  blacks, and o f the consequences o f em ancipated blacks, were 
produced. The com m ents o f  George T. W inston, President o f  the 
College o f Agriculture and M echanic A rts in North Carolina at the 
turn o f the twentieth century, are instructive.30 In a paper published 
in 1901 W inston waxes nostalgic about the days o f  slavery and how 
he spent time playing with “N egro” children. H e writes, “ [Ajlw ays 
in my childhood memories, especially in happy m emories, I find 
associated together my mother, my home, and the Negro slaves.” 
W inston further discusses the respect he saw between blacks and 
whites during slavery. In refcrcnce to blacks, W inston writes, “ it was 
always ‘Uncle Tom ’ or ‘Aunt Susan.’”31 To W inston, this informality 
and familiarity was not a cause o f social death but an indication o f 
white society’s acceptance o f  blacks.

Tliis attitude, characteristic o f  many authors during the post- 
Rcconstruction period, accompanicd the rctrospcctivc justification 
o f slavery as a form o f social welfare for blacks. Slavery was seen as a 
contributing to the genetic betterment o f  the black race, a viewpoint 
often reflecting a misappropriation o f Darwinian thought and the 
progress o f  natural selection. W inston suggests that slavery “trans
formed the Negro so quickly from a savage to a civilized m an.”32

H .E .A . Belin concurs, writing in 1908 that “Slavery, so far from 
degrading the Negro, has actually elevated him industrially, mentally, 
and morally, the term o f his involuntary tutelage [slavery] to the white 
race raising him to a vastly higher level than that ever occupied by 
his kinsmen in A frica .”33
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Supposedly, the abolition o f  slavery curtailed this evolutionary 
improvement. W inston notes that at the time o f his writing, unlike 
in the days o f  his youth, the “familiar salutation o f ‘U ncle’or ‘A untie’ 
is no longer heard.”34 The black had overstepped his bounds and no 
longer knew his place. Moreover, the black was retrogressing to his 
natural, uncivilized condition. Belin describes the transformation as 
“frenzied,” noting that blacks who “but one brief hour before, were 
laughing, chattering, peaceable m em bers o f the community, are 
subject at any moment to be converted by some trivial occurrence 
into fierce, howling, blood-thirsty savages.”3’ Indeed, Belin provides 
a veiled defense o f  slavery and, implicitly, lynching when he writes, 
“W  ith the overwhelming disparity o f numbers in favor o f the Blacks, 
the white population was in sheer self-defense...com pelled to exer
cise a vigilant control over the excitable sem i-barbarous.”36 Senator 
Ben “Pitchfork” Tillm an o f South Carolina was more direct: in his 
defense o f the federal quiescence regarding violence perpetrated 
against blacks, T illm an argued that blacks had deteriorated since 
slavery and needed to be frightened into subm ission.37 In short, 
through education (or other means), blacks must be taught their 
proper place in white America.

The history to which black children were exposed in the classroom 
and the primers made a virtual gospel o f the superiority o f  A nglo- 
Saxon institutions and ways o f  thinking and acting. They imbibed 
the same lessons taught in the white schools. It was not their his
tory, nor had it much relevance to their lives or to the lives o f  their 
parents and neighbors. W hat little they learned o f their own history 
consisted often o f disparaging caricatures o f black people as the least 
civilized o f  the races— irresponsible, thoughtless, foolish, childlike 
people, satisfied with their lowly place in American life, incapable o f 
self-control and self-direction.38 A s Litw ack concludes, the history 
o f black people was a history o f submission gladly endured and o f 
services faithfully rendered.39 The geography o f  black people was o f  
knowing one’s place— literally and symbolically— and not transgress
ing those spaces.

W ith few exceptions, following emancipation, what the black child 
learned in school was expected to underscore a moral, productive,
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and accommodative life.40This is seen in three major “architects” o f 
Black education: Sam uel Arm strong, Booker T. W ashington, and 
Thomas Jesse Jones. Born on the island o f M aui in the Hawaiian 
Islands, Arm strong was the son o f  missionaries. In his adult life, 
he would become a missionary, solider, educator, and college presi
dent. M ost significant, however, Arm strong was the founder o f  the 
H am pton Institute and the mentor o f  BookerT . W ashington. It was 
the H am pton Institute that, as a pedagogical model, predominantly 
influenced black education for much o f the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries.

A lthough an abolitionist, A rm strong believed firmly in white 
superiority. H e believed, for example, that African Am ericans were 
im m oral, inferior, and destitute o f  am bition. Perhaps indicative 
o f  a missionary zeal, he also felt that it was his duty to perform 
G o d ’s work, and, in the process, to combine humanitarianism with 
patriotism . D uring and after the American Civil War, Arm strong 
associated with blacks in various capacities. W hile on military duty, 
for example, Arm strong supervised black soldiers; later, he worked 
in the Freedman’s Bureau. It was during his time at the Freedman’s 
Bureau, especially, that A rm strong articulated his ideas regarding the 
place o f  emancipated blacks.

Although Armstrong fervently believed in the inferiority o f blacks, 
he also did not deny that blacks would occupy a permanent place in 
the socioeconomic life o f the United States.41 That place, though, was 
rooted in the South in the form o f cheap labor. W ith regard to the 
various separatist movements, for example, and the Exodus o f African 
A m ericans to the W est (see chapter 4), Arm strong cautioned blacks 
about venturing into uncertainty.42These attitudes reflect less an altru
ism toward African Am ericans than a concern over the viability and 
prosperity o f  the southern states. Arm strong wrote in 1881:

Some of the Negroes are leaving the South, not because they are 
oppressed or outraged, but because they are anxious to better their 
condition. He is told that he can do better in the North, or East, 
or West than at home; and, being of a trusting, confiding nature, 
easily led and easily influenced, he believes the representations 
that are made to him. But, except in some rare instances, there is
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no oppression of the black man in the South today. He is paid fair 
wages, and he has all the work he cares to do. His work, however, 
is altogether in the field.45

For A rm strong, A frican A m ericans were best located in the 
South; their needs would be met beyond (from his point o f  view) 
expectations, and the overall environment was amenable. It was only 
through false representations, perhaps the orations o f blacks who did 
not “know their place” that was the source o f  tension.

Armstrong believed that providing accommodationist-style educa
tion to the African American was key to resolving the larger racial, 
social, and political problems o f  the tim e.44 Through the assistance o f 
the American M issionary Association, A rm strong arranged to obtain 
property along the H am pton River in Virginia.This was to be the site 
o f  A rm strong’s vision, the H am pton Institute. O pened on April 1, 
1868, the institute was a manual labor school. As described by W at
kins, the institute would provide badly needed teachers for a mostly 
illiterate, alienated, and displaced black population; it would provide 
training in character building, morality, and religion to “civilize” the 
“childlike” and “ im petuous” Negro. Moreover, a particular narrative 
o f  African Am ericans was produced. This entailed a retrospective 
on slavery that was aimed at defusing anger by presenting slavery as 
an unfortunate episode or an aberration.45 Pedagogically, Arm strong 
believed that African Americans had the intellectual capacity to learn, 
but what was required was not “book learning”but instead knowledge 
o f  industry, self-restraint, and decency.46

The H am pton Institute, in effect, operated to produce docile 
African-Am erican bodies who “knew their place” and yet, in the 
process, were able to contribute to the economic functioning o f 
American society. A t H am pton, for example, students took lessons, 
practiced military-style drills, and learned such basic trade skills as 
laundry work and domestic service for the girls and proper farming 
techniques for the boys.4/ Regarding cheap labor, Arm strong wrote 
in 1878 that:

There is no source whatever of a suitable supply in lieu of Negro 
labor.The large, low swampy, malarial, but highly productive area of 
the South would become almost a desert without it.The successful
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Southern farmer knows that he has the best labor in the world.The 
Negro is important to the country’s prosperity.48

Blacks were to be free, but not too free; they were to remain sub
servient to the economic and political interests o f whites. Arm strong’s 
vision therefore was to provide a manual labor school, to provide 
training in character building, morality, and religion to “civilize” 
African A m ericans.49

Booker T. W ashington was H am pton’s prize student. H e later 
became a major educator, albeit one who remains contested in the 
writings o f  A frican-Am erican history. W ashington has been labeled 
an accom m odationist, and is discussed in opposition to other educa
tors, such as D uB ois. W ashington did embrace the H am pton ideal, 
and he did encourage the attitude o f  self-help fostered by the H am p 
ton Institute. In particular, W ashington believed that A rm strong’s 
views on discipline, orderliness, and character building for A frican 
Americans were desirable.50 However, as will be seen in later sections, 
the ideas o f  W ashington were too complex to be reduced to one o f 
accommodationism .

Born into slavery in Franklin County, Virginia, BookerTaliaferro 
W ashington developed into an influential educator and spokesper
son for African Am ericans. In his autobiography Up From Slavery 
W ashington described his early experiences o f  living and working on 
a plantation. H e learned the alphabet on his own, and later he found 
time in between his labors in the salt mines to attend night classes. 
Later, while working as a “houseboy” for a wealthy white lady— Viola 
Ruffncr— W ashington was encouraged in his schoolwork. Ruffner, 
for example, permitted him to take an hour from his work to attend 
classes; she also lent him books from her personal library.51

Washington eventually was able to enter H ampton Institute, where 
he stayed for three years until his graduation in 1875. A rm strong 
invited W ashington to tcach night school. In 1881 Arm strong was 
asked by the Alabam a State Education Com m ission to recommend a 
qualified white man to be principal o f  a new normal school for blacks 
in Tuskegee. Arm strong, however, recommended W ashington.

W hen W ashington arrived in Tuskegee, he found that no re
sources had been provided. Accordingly, W ashington arranged for
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the students themselves to construct the buildings, produce and 
cook foods, and perform other required tasks. Throughout his ef
forts, W ashington related education to life, reflecting the American 
dream o f self-determination.The controversial aspect hinges, in part, 
on interactions with whites, and the “place” o f  African Am ericans in 
American society. W ashington, for example, believed that Southern 
whites had to be convinced that the education o f  blacks was in the 
best interest o f  the South.52

Through industrial training at Tuskegee, black youths would not 
only acquire skills as bricklayers, blacksm iths, and printers; they 
would also acquire m iddle-class virtues: thrift, cleanliness, work, and 
self-help. A t the same time, the educational experience at Tuskegee 
taught young blacks to curb their ambitions and aspirations, and to 
adapt themselves to the limitations placed on them.S3 W ashington 
became the apostle o f  a form o f industrial education that would not 
antagonize the white South and, concurrently, carvc out a place o f 
service for blacks in their com m unities.54

W ashington did not publicly stress or promote political or civil 
rights for African Americans. On this score, therefore, W ashington 
is portrayed as an accom m odationist— one who capitulated to the 
white racist society. However, as John Franklin and others identify, 
W ashington also privately financed some o f the earliest court cases 
against segregation and, away from the public spotlight, fought lynch
ing, disenfranchisement, peonage, and educational discrimination. 
It appears, therefore, that W ashington attempted to work within a 
racist system, effecting change without raising questions from his 
white supporters.

Thom as Jesse Jones, born in W ales, immigrated to the United 
States with his widowed mother and siblings in 1884. A s a teenager 
Jones enrolled in W ashington and Lee University in Virginia and, 
later, M arietta College in Ohio; each time as a result o f  a ministerial 
scholarship. Later,Jones took classes simultaneously in graduate social 
science at Colum bia University and religious studies at the Union 
Theological Seminary. A s W atkins summ arizes,

Jones was serious about his studies and came under the influence
of the sociology professors interested in applying Christian and
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religious teachings to current social problems__Geographical dis
placement, labor relations, race relations, and immigrant exclusion 
were foremost.’ 5

A s reflected in his m aster’s thesis, entitled Social Education in the 
Elementary School, Jones was increasingly interested in how schooling 
could and should contribute to the social development o f  (especially) 
disadvantaged populations. Throughout his carccr, Jones put these 
ideas into practice. In 1902 Jones accepted an appointm ent as as
sociate chaplain and professor at the H am pton Institute. There, he 
taught social science classes and contributed articles for the institute’s 
journal, the Southern Workman. Jones also authored the Hampton 
Social Studies, a manuscript which becamc the primer for African- 
American education. According to W atkins, the primer, intended as 
a classroom curriculum, taught A frican Am ericans their place in a 
society in transition from agricultural slavery to mechanical indus
trialization; it addressed the question o f how blacks should fit into 
the new social order without disruption.56

Arm strong, Jones, and W ashington all stressed industrial educa
tion, character training, and social evolution. Their task was one o f 
social engineering, as education was viewed as a civilizing mission. 
Arm strong and Jones, specifically, developed policies and curricula 
that reinforced white supremacy and o f  defining and maintaining 
acceptable spaces for African Americans as providers o f  cheap, docile, 
and largely manual labor. Education in this manner functioned as 
a microphysics o f  power. The “bodies” o f  A frican A m ericans were 
to be subjugated as a means o f  civilization, but more so to serve as 
productive laboring bodies. Education was not a tool for personal 
self-fulfillment, but rather as a means to produce a reserve o f exploit
able labor. Indeed, Baldwin stated bluntly that “ Educating southern 
Negroes was not a matter o f humanitarianism or altruism, but rather 
o f social order and commerce.”5'

Th e L e s s o n s  o f  M alc o lm  X

For many educators and policy makers schooling became a tool for 
disciplining A frican Americans. However, this disciplining did not
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go unchallenged. A s Litwack finds, although often hedged by cau
tious adm inistrators, some black teachers endeavored to redeem the 
black past even as they projected hope about the future.58 A frican 
Americans did not simply acquiesce to the production o f  knowledge, 
nor to the construction o f  educational policies. Rather, challenges 
to educational systems and curricula were made: all in an attempt to 
remake the histories and geographies o f  peoples o f  African descent. 
And it is along this path, pioneered by individuals such as W .E.B . 
D uB ois,C arterW oodson,and M ary M cLeod Bethune thatM alcolm  
X  is to be understood.

Both D uB ois and W oodson,for example, were each vociferous op
ponents o f  accommodationism, the H am pton Institute, and especially 
men like Jones.The “body” and the “m ind” o f  African Americans be
came issues o f  contestation. Indeed, D uB ois argued th at“Before men 
thought or greatly cared, in the m idst o f the very blood and dust o f
battle, an educational system for the freedmen had been begun__”59
In defiance o f  white supremacy, portraits and pam phlets o f  the lives 
and exploits o f  black leaders like Frederick D ouglass were sold within 
African-Am erican com m unities.60 Also, blacks and black educators 
fashioned their own narratives and attempted to redeem the black 
past. For many African-Am erican teachers and reformers, to redeem 
their history was to get beyond their slave past and to discover their 
cultural roots.61 But for some, such as M alcolm  X , “getting beyond” 
did not entail forgetting. Lessons were to be learned from the experi
ences o f  slavery and emancipation, morals were to be drawn from 
historical analogies, such as “field slaves” and “house slaves.”

Cornel W est writes that M alcolm  had a great love for black 
people; his love was a concrete connection with a degraded and de
valued people in need o f  psychic conversion.62 This is why M alcolm 
X ’s articulation o f  black rage was not directed first and forem ost at 
white Am erica. Rather, M alcolm  X  believed that if  black people felt 
the love that motivated that rage, the love would produce a psychic 
conversion in black people; they would affirm themselves as human 
beings, no longer view their bodies, minds, and souls through white 
lenses, and believe themselves capable o f taking control o f  their own 
destinies.631 would also suggest that this conversion was also spatial,
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founded on a belief that African Am ericans should take control o f 
their own spaces, and counter the negative images associated with 
“slum s” and “ghettos” (see chapter 4).

M alcolm  X  argued that education was politically controlled and 
socially disciplining. He spoke at length that the production o f  geo
graphic knowledge served to instill in African Am ericans a sense o f 
inferiority. H is words echoed those o f  Carter W oodson who wrote: 
“I f  you can control a man’s thinking you do not have to worry about
his action__If  you make a man feel he’s inferior, you do not have to
compel him to accept an inferior status, for he will seek it himself.” 
W oodson was influential in his criticism o f A frican-A m crican edu
cational policies, identifying how knowledge was used to subjugate 
African Americans:

...if  by the teaching of history the white man could be further as
sured of his superiority and the Negro could be made to feel that he 
had always been a failure and that the subjection of his will to some 
other race is necessary the freedman, then would still be a slave.64

M alcolm  X  contested the production and dissemination o f geo
graphic knowledge. Aware o f  the political economy o f  the body, o f 
“scientific” observations and “statistical” truths that were used to 
subjugate African Am ericans,M alcolm  X  addressed the physical and 
psychological segregation that resulted from assim ilating into the 
oppressor’s system. It is this understanding o f  geographic knowledge, 
I contend, that buttressed his arguments for separation as opposed 
to integration (chapter 4) and provided the keystone to M alcolm 
X ’s differentiation o f black revolution and Negro revolution (chapter 
5). In a spcech delivered at the London School o f Econom ics on 
February 11, 1965, for example, M alcolm  X  explained that “ [We 
would] ...hate the shape o f  our nose. We would hate the shape ofou r 
lips. We would hate the color o f  our skin and the texture o f our hair. 
This was a reaction, but we didn’t realize that it was a reaction.”63

M alcolm  X  identified that these negativities o f  the black body 
were imbricated with colonial practices. M alcolm  X , for example, 
argued th a t“H aving complete control over Africa, the colonial pow
ers o f  Europe projected the image o f  A frica negatively. They always
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project Africans in a negative light: jungle savages, cannibals, nothing 
civilized.”66 H e continued: “W hy then naturally it was so negative 
that it was negative to you and me, and you and I began to hate it. 
We didn’t want anybody telling us anything about A frica, much less 
calling us A fricans.”67

The production o f  geographical knowledge, from M alcolm  X ’s 
perspective, operates at a psychological level. In effect, geographical 
knowledge may engender a crisis in identity.This crisis emerges from the 
way in which the Western powers constructed the image o f Africa 
and Africans. M alcolm  X  argued that:

By skillfully making us hate Africa and, in turn, making us hate 
ourselves, hate our color and our blood, our color became a chain. 
Our color became to us a chain. It became a prison. It became some
thing that was a shame, something that we felt held us back, kept us
trapped__As long as we hated our African blood, our African skin,
our Africanness, we ended up feeling inferior, we felt inadequate, 
and we felt helpless.68

The spatial imagery in M alcolm  X ’s assessm ent is readily appar
ent. Reminiscent o f  Frantz Fanon’s rhetorical question— “W here 
am I to be classified? or, if  you prefer, tucked away?”69— M alcolm 
X  recognized that the production o f geographical knowledge was 
more than a simple description o f  observable physical features or the 
areal differentiation o f facts; geographical knowledge, rather, served 
a disciplinary function.This disciplinary technique was employed to 
keep people in “place” both physically (e.g., segregated spaces) and 
psychologically (e.g., knowing one’s place).

Confronted with negative representations, A frican Am ericans 
faced a limited number o f  possibilities. On the one hand, African 
Americans could indeed attempt to assimilate or acculturate into 
mainstream society. Arguing from a third world colonial context, 
Fan on ,for example, wrote that, “H e becomes white as he renounces 
his blackness, his jungle.”70 In other words, by refusing the negative 
representation, and adopting the externally constructed mask o f  the 
colonizer, the colonized could perhaps find a place in the dominant 
society. However, both Fanon and M alcolm  X  maintained that this 
“dream” o f  acculturation was impossible. In his London School o f
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Econom ics speech, M alcolm  X  explained that “The Black man in
the W estern H em isphere__they don’t want to accept their origin,
they have no origin, they have no identity. They are running around 
here in search o f an identity and instead o f trying to be what they 
are, they want to be Englishm en.” H e continued, “In Am erica our 
people are trying to be Am ericans, and in the islands you got them 
trying to be Englishm en, and nothing sounds more obnoxious than 
to find somebody from Jam aica running around here trying to outdo 
the Englishm an with his Englishness.”71

A nother possibility forw arded, but never advocated, by M a l
colm X  was to cmbracc the identity that the dominant socicty had 
forged for the marginalized group. This would necessitate the adop
tion— social scientists use the terms acculturation or assimilation— o f 

the oppressor’s language and geographic knowledge. M alcolm  X , 
however, explained that “since the white man, your friend, took your 
language away from you during slavery, the only language you know 
is his language.”72 Moreover, M alcolm  X  stressed that the adoption 
o f the oppressor’s language would lead to a disem bodied existence.

Carter W oodson wrote that, “W hile being a good Am erican, he 
[the African American] must above all things be a ‘good N egro’; and 
to perform this definite function he must learn to stay in a ‘N egro’s 
place’.”73 Hi is statement highlights the interconnections o f power, 
knowledge, and geography within the context o f  African-Am erican 
thought. These concerns resonate with the theoretical insights o f 
Foucault who argues that “the body is directly involved in a politi
cal field.’’The production o f knowledge about A frica, A fricans, and 
African A m ericans was constituted in such a way as to produce 
docile, subjugated bodies that “knew their place” in a racist society. 
Foucault, however, also argues that one is never entirely subjugated. 
Indeed, the very fact that disciplinary practices need be imposed 
suggests the presence o f  resistance movements.

M alcolm  X ’s deconstruction o f the term Negro is crucial for un
derstanding his contestation ofgeographic knowledges. H e began his 
critique with the observation that “O ne o f  the main reasons we are 
called Negro is so we won’t know who we really are.”74This education 
o f ignorance, M alcolm  X  explained, was rooted in the “m aking” o f
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slaves. “The slave maker,” M alcolm  X  said, “knew that he couldn’t 
make these people slaves until he first made them dumb. And one 
o f the best ways to make a man dumb is to take his tongue, take his 
language.”75

M alcolm  X  em phasized the spatiality inherent in the term Ne
gro. M alcolm  X  explained, “Negro doesn’t tell you anything. I mean 
nothing, absolutely nothing. W hat do you identify it with? ...N oth
ing__It ’s completely in the middle o f nowhere. And when you call
yourself that, that’s where you are— right in the middle o f  nowhere.” 
Accordingly, the word Negro as a signifier is used to negate the physi
cal presence o f  African Am ericans. This is made possible because, 
according to M alcolm  X , Negroes do not exist as people. Rather, they 
“were scientifically produced by the white m an.”76

M alcolm X  continued that the adoption o f  the term Negro “doesn’t 
give you a language, because there is no such thing as a Negro lan
guage. It doesn’t give you a country, because there is no such thing 
as a Negro country. It doesn’t give you a culture— there is no such 
thing as a Negro culture, it doesn’t exist. The land doesn’t exist, the 
culture doesn’t exist, the language doesn’t exist, and the man doesn’t 
exist. They take you out o f  existence by calling you a N egro.” "  In this 
manner, when used in the context of, and by, the oppressors, the term 
Negro carries negative meanings. By extension, when used by African 
Americans as a self-descriptor, the term is emptied o f  m eaning.This 
constitutes a variation o f Patterson’s concept o f  social death whereby 
the nam ing o f  slaves contributes to their nonexistence as a people. 
M alcolm  X  em phasized that “W hen we were first brought here, we 
had different names. W hen we were first brought here, we had a dif
ferent language.”'8 However,resultant from enslavement, M alcolm X 
explained how the Africans became socially dead: “ ...once our names 
were taken and our language was taken and our identity was destroyed 
and our roots were cut off with no history, we became like a stump, 
som ething dead, a twig over here in the Western H em isphere.”79 
The use o f  the oppressor’s language is self-defeating. For M alcolm 
X , those who identify themselves as Negroes “can walk around in 
front o f them [whites] all day long and they act like they don’t even 
see you. Because you made yourself nonexistent.”80
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Fanon wrote that “the black man should no longer be confronted 
by the dilem ma, turn white or disappear, but he should be able to take 
cognizance o f a possibility o f existence.”81 M alcolm  X would be in 
agreement with this statement, arguing that the adoption o f  the term 
Negro (or any other name foisted by the “white” power structure) 
would lead to a condition o f  nonexistence. Using an analogy o f  trees 
and root systems, M alcolm  X  affirmed that, “Just as a tree without 
roots is dead, a people without history or cultural roots also becomes 
a dead people. A nd when you look at us, those o f us who are called 
Negro, w ere called that because we are like a dead people. We have 
nothing to identify ourselves as part o f  the human family.”82 One 
either attempts to emulate the oppressor, which is never completely 
possible, or through the adoption o f the oppressor’s label, one becomes 
socially dead. In this sense, African Americans would become liminal; 
all that would remain is the “place,” which the oppressor provides, a 
place that historically has been predicated on economic usc-valuc. 
It is this underlying connection between geographic knowledge and 
existence— a point I return to in chapter 4— that explains much o f 
M alcolm  X ’s antipathy and resistance toward strategies o f  integra
tion that permeated many Civil Rights discussions. Here, however, 
I draw a parallel between M alcolm  X ’s understanding o f  racism and 
knowledge and Iris Young’s conception o f cultural imperialism. For 
Young cultural imperialism consists in a group’s being invisible at 
the same time that it is marked out and stereotyped. She writes that 
“culturally imperialist groups project their own values, experience, 
and perspective as normative and univcrsal”while “victims o f cultural 
imperialism are rendered invisible as subjects.” Concurrently,however, 
the oppressed groups are “fixed” as deviant and always marginal to 
the normative group.This is seen most vividly in the use o f  adjectives 
to separate out marginalized groups ( e . g African Am ericans or black 
Am ericans). Linguistically, these groups arc never able to fully be 
within society. A s Young concludes, “W hen the dominant culture 
defines some groups as different... the members o f those groups are 
imprisoned in their bodies. D om inant discourse defines them in 
terms o f bodily characteristics, and constructs those bodies as ugly, 
dirty, defiled, impure, contaminated, or sick.”83
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It was this em bodim ent o f  racism that M alcolm  X  understood in 
his critique o f  white supremacy. Consequently, an engagem ent with 
terminology formed a major element in the “Basic Unity Program” 
that M alcolm X  and his colleagues forwarded within his fledgling 
Organization o f  A fro-A m erican Unity (O A A U ). As explained in 
the program (which M alcolm  X  did not write, but he did approve), 
the term Negro is “erroneously used and is degrading in the eyes o f 
informed and self-respecting persons o f  African heritage.”84 The 
program continues that the word Negro “denotes stereotyped and 
debased traits o f  character and classifies a whole segm ent o f  hum an
ity on the basis o f false inform ation__[I]t is a badge o f slavery and
helps to prolong and perpetuate oppression and discrim ination.” A 
critique o f  terminology thus transcends far beyond mere word choice, 
for the use o f  terms such as Negro denoted other, negative, meanings. 
The term Negro, as the O A A U  program specified:

developed from a word in the Spanish language which is actually an 
adjective (describing word) meaning “black,” that is, the color black.
In plain English, if someone said or was called a “black” or a “dark,” 
even a young child would naturally question. “A black what?” or “A 
dark what?” because adjectives do not name, they describe. Please 
take note that in order to make use of this mechanism, a word was 
transferred from another language and deceptively changed in 
function from an adjective to a noun, which is a naming word. Its 
application in the nominative (naming) sense was intentionally used 
to portray persons in a position of objects or “things.” It stamps the 
article as being “all alike and all the same.” It denotes: a “darkie,” a 
slave, a subhuman, an ex-slave, a “negro.”S!

A s evidenced by these excerpts o f the O A A U ’s Basic Unity Pro
gram, M alcolm X  envisioned a movement that would challenge the 
existing normative functions o f American culture. Consonant with 
his advocacy o f  revolution, M alcolm X  premised that racism within 
the United States was deeply entrenched institutionally. Social justice 
and, by extension, the challenge to white supremacy, would entail a 
sustained critique o f  all forms o f knowledge. All persons, white and 
black, would require a substantial reeducation.
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C o n c lu s io n s

M alcolm  X  explained that “as long as the A frican  h im self was held in 

bondage by the colonial powers, was kept from  projecting any positive 

im age o f  h im self on our continent, som ething that we could look 

proudly and then identify w ith— it was only as long as the A frican  

h im self was kept down that we were kept dow n.”86 However, he also 

explained that “to the sam e degree that it has shifted from  negative 

to positive, you’ll find that the im age o f  the Black man in the W est 

o f  h im self has also shifted from  negative to positive.”87

A reappropriated education, for M alcolm  X , was crucial for the 

C ivil Rights M ovem ent. In this m anner,M alcolm  X  believed that the 

em ancipatory effects o f  education, and a reconstituted historical and 
geographical understanding o f A fricans and A frican A m ericans, was 

param ount in the cultivation o f  a positive self-im age. In an interview 

given to Jack  Barnes and Barry Shepard for the Young Socialist on 

January 1 8 ,1 9 6 5 , M alcolm  X  was asked who is responsible for racc 
prejudice in the U nited States. M alcolm  X  answered: “ ... a skillfully 

designed program  o f  m iseducation that goes right along with the 

A m erican system o f  exploitation and oppression.”88 H e continued:

If the entire American population were properly educated— by 
properly educated, I mean given a true picture of the history and 
contributions of the Black man— I think many whites would be less 
racist in their feelings.They would have more respect for the Black 
man as a human being. Knowing what the Black man’s contributions 
to science and civilization have been in the past, the white man’s 
feelings o f superiority would be at least partially negated. Also, the 
feeling of inferiority that the Black man has would be replaced by a 
balanced knowledge ofhim self....So it takes education to eliminate 
[racism]. And just because you have colleges and universities doesn’t 
mean you have education.The colleges and universities in the Ameri
can educational system are skillfully used to miseducate.89

M alcolm  X  em phasized to young C ivil Rights w orkers,but also to his 

audicnces in general,“the im portance o f  viewing the world from  their 

own perspective, on their own terms: terms based and built on the best 

continental and diasporan A frican views and values, criticism s o f  and
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contributions to human culture and civilization.”90This necessitated 
a restructuring o f  the educational system, and o f the production o f 
countergeographic knowledges. African Am ericans were to refuse 
the language o f  the colonizer, then replace negative or liminal terms 
such as Negro with more Afrocentric terms. A s such, the Garveyite 
roots o f  M alcolm  X ’s upbringing are brought sharply into focus.

For M alcolm  X , though, there was also an immediate and practi
cal dimension to the production and control o f  knowledge. A s he 
explained in the above-mentioned 1965 Young Socialist interview, 
“the students have been deceived in w hat’s known as the civil rights 
struggle__The students were maneuvered in the direction o f think
ing the problem was already analyzed, so they didn’t try to analyze 
it for themselves.” He elaborated this point, noting that the political 
dimensions o f  education are often overlooked. Accordingly, students 
must learn to think for themselves, to not accept the colonizer’s 
language:

...if  the students in this country forgot the analysis that has been 
presented to them, and they went into a huddle and began to research 
this problem of racism for themselves, independent of politicians and 
independent of all the foundations (which are a part o f the power 
structure), and did it themselves, then some of their findings would 
be shocking, but they would see that they would never be able to 
bring about a solution to racism in their country as long as they’re 
relying on the government to do it.91

It was imperative, from M alcolm  X ’s perspective, for his audience 
members to become active critics o f the dominant culture, to be able 
to make independent judgm ents regarding their relationship to that 
culture. Prophecy does not constitute such participation, but pru
dence does.92 In short, M alcolm  X  assumed the role o f  an educator, 
one committed to producing an alternative geographic knowledge. 
African Am ericans must be in control o f  themselves, their identity, 
their analysis, and their actions, for only then would it possible to 
enact the particular form o f oppositional prudence that M alcolm  X  
advocated.93 A s explained in the next chapter, this prudence would 
become a key element in M alcolm  X ’s linkage o f subjectivities and 
separatism.



4
S p a c e  a n d  

t h e  G e o g r a p h i e s  
o f  S e p a r a t i o n

We shall have to struggle for the right to create our own terms 
through which to define ourselves and our relationship to the society, 

and to have these terms recognized.
— KwameTure and Charles H amilton1

On February 14, 1965 M alcolm  X  spoke to an audience o f  four 
hundred attendees at the Ford Auditorium in Detroit. In his speech 
he addressed the civil unrest that had occurred during the summer 
o f 1964. M alcolm X  noted that the press coverage “referred to the 
rioters as vandals, hoodlum s, thieves” and that the press “skill
fully took the burden o ff the society for its failure to correct these 
negative conditions o f  the black community.”2 H is argument was 
epistem ological: the observation o f  A frican  A m ericans “rioting” 
was not all that it appeared. Rather, the actions o f the “rioters” were 
symptomatic o f  deeper, more entrenched structural conditions. D u r
ing a “riot,” M alcolm  X  argued, the white merchant is not present; 
the white landlord is not present, and so the property is attacked. In 
short, according to M alcolm  X , the control o f  economic resources 
by exploitative white merchants and landlords “is what makes them 
[the rioters] knock down the store windows and set fire to things.”

61
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M alcolm  X  concluded,“I t ’s not that they’re thieves__It ’s a corrupt,
vicious hypocritical system that has castrated the black m an, and the 
only way the black man can get back at it [the system] is to strike it 
in the only way he knows how.”3

M alcolm  X  forwarded an argument that hinged on the dialectics 
o f  se lf and space. The “solution” to the problem o f the “color line” 
was not to be found in the ghettos themselves. N or was the solution 
found in an attitudinal change o f white society. Instead, for M alcolm 
X , what was required was a complete remaking o f  society and space. 
This remaking was to be foundationally predicated on a reconfigured 
understanding o f  the appropriation and representation o f space. D on 
M itchell argues that “Conflict over rights often resolves itself into 
conflict over geography” and that “Space, place, and location are 
not just the stage upon which rights are contested, but are actively 
produced by— and in turn serve to structure— struggles over rights.” 
M itchell contends that, “Rights have to be exercised somewhere, 
and som etim es that ‘where’ has itself to be actively produced by 
taking, by wresting, some space and transform ing both its meaning 
and its use— by producing a space in which rights can exist and be 
exercised.”4 For M alcolm  X , the production o f  space was encapsu
lated in the idea o f separatism , for it was through separatism that 
African Am ericans would be able to reclaim their rightful place in 
America.

The (Re)Making of Space

In chapter 3 I discussed the shifting productions o f  geographical 
knowledges. These discourses are crucial in the making o f  both space 
and race. A t this point, however, it is necessary to engage more con
cretely with the concepts o f  identity and space because, as W olfgang 
N atter and John Paul Jones attest, subjects achieve and resist their 
system o f  identification in and through social space.5

It is common to say that an individual, such as M alcolm  X , “made 
history.” Im plicit in this statem ent is the understanding that “his
tory” was made discursively; that through one’s actions, events were 
affected. Less common, though, is the assertion that an individual 
“makes space.” A s expressed by Edward Said, “Just as none o f  us is
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outside or beyond geography, none o f  us is completely free from the 
struggle over geography.”6 Space and spatial relations are therefore 
seen as key to grasping the essential changes in the possibilities for 
agency and the key fields where social intervention is called for.'

The centrality o f space is well-illustrated by D avid D elaney’s de
scription o f  what he terms geographies o f experience. Delaney writes, 
“O ur lives are, in a sense, made o f time. But we are also physical, 
corporeal, mobile beings. We inhabit a material, spatial world. We 
move through it. We change it. It changes us. Each o f  us is weaving 
a singular path through the world.The paths that we make, the con
ditions under which we make them, and the experiences that those 
paths open up or close off are part o f what make us who we are.”8

Delaney prefigures a discussion o f a dialectics between se lf and 
space. 'Hi rough our daily activities we encounter other peoples 
and other places; our thoughts and actions are influenced by these 
encounters. Concurrently, however, our presence, our interactions, 
likewise reflect back upon those spaces. Just as we are transformed 
through our daily activities, so too are the spaces which we inhabit 
transformed. In short, we produce and are produced by space just as 
we produce and are produced by discourse.

A t this point it becomes clear that the meanings and uses o f  spacc 
are never separate from the contestations over identities: W ho is 
granted or denied access to certain spaces? W hat activities are deemed 
acceptable or not? And who has the authority— the power— to define 
such spaces. Henri Lefebvre suggests that space may be viewed in two 
basic form s, these being representations o f  space and representational 
spaces. Representations o f  space are conceptualized spaces, the spaces 
o f scientists and planners, the “dom inant” space in society.9 In this 
light,“Space is purposefully representational o f  certain societal ideals, 
and therefore the holders o f  these ideals attempt to control its use.”10 
Often we are socialized— and trained—into an understanding o f these 
representations o f  space. Public parks, we are taught, are childrens or 

famHies’ spaces. Teenagers who attempt to appropriate these spaces 
for their own use, such as for hanging out, are shunted away by au
thorities. These divisions o f  spacc, and o f  appropriate use, become 
naturalized and normalized.This does not counter the fact that these
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spaces remain (often) highly regulated and policed; spaces become 
sanctioned. It is through the forwarding o f  representations o f space, 
we will see, that certain people are viewed as being “out o f  place.” 

Representations o f  space may be materially demarcated, as in the 
erection o f  signs, walls, or fences. Enforcem ent, as indicated above, 
may be further ensured through collective action and the threat, if  not 
actual use o f  force. We internalize these lessons, and learn appropriate 
behavior. The imposition o f  Black C odes following Em ancipation, 
and later, Jim  Crow laws, were attempts to fix the meaning o f  space, 
reflecting a hegemonic cultural norm (e.g., white supremacy). Spaces 
in this sense were color coded and imbued with particular meanings. 
A s Grace H ale w rites,“Segregation tried to make racial identity vis
ible in a rational and systematic way.”11

The dominance o f  representations o f  space is far from complete. 
Representational spaces “are sites o f  resistance, and o f  counter- 
discourses which have not been grasped by apparatuses o f  power.”12 
According to Lefebvre, representational spaces “need obey no rules 
o f  consistency or cohesiveness. Redolent with imaginary and sym
bolic elements, they have their source in history— in the history o f a 
people as well as in the history o f  each individual belonging to that 
people.”13 The work o f H ale, am ong others, finds, for example, that 
racially segregated spaces were far from rigid; indeed, the absolute 
racial coding o f spaces was often very porous.14

M itchell argues that “Public space often, though not always, 
originates as a representation o f  space” but “as people use these 
spaces, they also become representational spaces, appropriated in 
use.”15 It is through this interaction that space is produced or made. 
As Lefebvre explains, “Space is never produced in the sense that a 
kilogram o f sugar or a yard o f  cloth is produced.”16 Instead, space is 
“the product o f competing ideas (discourses) about what constitutes 
that space— order and control or free, and perhaps dangerous interac
tion.”17 The struggles to maintain (public) space, however, are rarely 
the stuff o f  form al politics. Rather, these struggles are “found in the 
parks, plazas, streets, and sidewalks o f our cities and towns, and they 
arc waged through the acts o f  ordinary people in the everyday spaces 
in which we live.”18
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Ju st as space is produced through the contestation over repre
sentations, so too are identities. Neither space nor identity are fixed, 
monolithic or bound; both are open to interventions.19 Edward Soja 
refers to this process as a sociospatial dialectic: that social and spatial 
relations are dialectically interactive and interdependent.20 Racial 
form ations, accordingly, become manifest in the representations o f 
space and, through this process, spaces become racialized (as well 
as sexed, gendered, classed, and so on). Spaces, therefore, become 
“overcoded”; physical space is produced via classification schemes 
with various ideological divisions such as “good” and “bad” areas 
(e.g., redlining practiccs) and “ours” and “theirs.”21 M ore germane, 
however, is that these codings are fundam ental in social and cultural 
reproduction. A s Rob Shields elaborates, people learn the com port
ment associated with gender or “race” and, hence, “know their place 
in society”; ideologies and cosm ologies are reproduced through this 
training o f  bodies in spacc as well as through the tutoring o f  outlook 
via images o f  community, nation, and world.22 This is captured in 
the idea o f  racialized spaces. Delaney explains that “race— in all o f  
its complexity and ambiguity, as ideology and identity— is what it 
is and does what it does precisely because o f  how it is given spatial 
expression.”23 African Am ericans, for example, arc often associated 
with “ghettos” and the “inner city.” The place o f  African Am ericans 
becomes fixed.

Attem pts to normalize space are never complete; the hegemonic 
control o f  space is always open to exposure, confrontation, reversal, 
and refusal through counterhegemonic or disidentifying practices.24 
We saw in chapter 3 how M alcolm X  began to reappropriate the 
“identities” o f A frican A m ericans through his deconstruction o f 
the term Negro. H is rearticulation o f A frican Am erican identity, 
however, had a spatial counterpart, one reflected in his forwarding 
o f separatism. In this chapter I examine more closely M alcolm  X ’s 
deconstruction o f  representations o f  space. Following N atter and 
Jones, a social movement that works against hegemony in all its forms 
must not only disidentify from the categories o f  identity processed 
by hegemony (e .g .,“Negro”), it must also disidentify from the spaces 
in which it has been situated and m aintained.25
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Making Segregated Spaces

The segregated spaces o f the American landscape arc neither natural 
nor inevitable; rather, they are born o f generations o f race-connected 
practices that simultaneously include and exclude peoples based on 
racist discourses. Segregated spaces must be constantly produced and 
reproduced through a sociospatial dialectic.

In the United States, the term segregation was first used in reference 
to the physical partitioning o f African Americans from whites during 
the 1890s.26The spatial practice,however, had a much longer history. 
In 1717, for example, freed blacks were prohibited from residing in 
any town or colony in Connecticut; by 1820, blacks were concen
trated in New York C ity in the Five Points area— popularly called 
“Stagg Town” or “Negro Plantation.”27 For our purposes, however, 
the period immediately following the Civil W ar was m ost crucial to 
the emergence o f  segregated black spaces.

W ith in  the United States, the years follow ing em ancipation 
were, and in many ways remain, a time o f  extraordinary confusion 
and invention, a period defined by struggles over basic questions o f 
racialized identities and social/spatial relations.28 A fter the abolition 
o f  slavery as an institution, as Hale writes, “I f  whites no longer owned 
A frican Am erican bodies, they had new, more flexible means o f  
maintaining a different power.”29 This was to be accomplished more 
completely through the control and regulation o f space.

Between 1865 and 1866 Southern politicians implemented laws to 
curtail A frican-Am erican occupational, social, and spatial mobility. 
Known as Black Codes, and geographically varying by state and local 
jurisdiction, these laws generally denied freed slaves the right to marry 
whites,bear arms, or assemble after sunset. A s D avid Blight explains, 
President Andrew Johnson was a thoroughgoing white supremacist 
and a doctrinaire states rightist. A s such, Johnson him self openly 
encouraged the South to draft the Black C odes. Moreover, every 
governor whom Johnson appointed to head the new state govern
ments opposed black suffrage.30

The Black C odes were followed by a decade-long “occupation” 
o f  Southern states by Federal troops. This period o f Reconstruc
tion (1867-77) brought some improvement— both politically and
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socially— to the lives o f  A frican Am ericans. The gains, however, 
were short-lived as national reconstruction came at the expense o f  
racial reconstruction. As Blight argues, the reunion o f Southern and 
Northern whites following the Civil War was achieved through a 
segregated landscape— as seen in theaters, train cars, washrooms, 
and Civil W ar memorials— and a segregated memory o f  antebel
lum society— encapsulated in literature, song, and, later, film. Blight 
concludes that the American reunion could only be achieved through 
new regimes o f  racial subjugation; as a result, the “civil and political 
liberties o f  African A m ericans ... were slowly becom ing sacrificial 
offerings on the alter o f reunion.”31

Following the period of Reconstruction, voting fraud, intim ida
tion, and violence intensified, actions intended to oppress African 
Am ericans politically, economically, and socially. Between 1890 and 
1910 a majority o f  African Americans in Southern states lost the right 
to vote as statutes specifying poll taxes, “grandfather” clauses, voter 
examinations, and property qualifications were enacted; in Alabam a, 
for example, there was a requirement o f  ownership o f  forty acres o f  
land or real personal property worth three hundred dollars on which 
the taxes for the preceding year had been paid.32

The emergent spatial practice o f  segregation was ultimately codi
fied in the U.S. Supreme C ourt’s ruling of P/essy v. Ferguson (1896) 
which legitim ated a policy o f  “separate but equal.” Known as Jim  
Crow, de jure (or legal) segregation constituted a representation o f 
space wherein “making and perpetuating the myth o f absolute racial 
difference ...required the creation o f racial segregation as the central 
metaphor o f  the new regional culture.”33 In short, the reappropria
tion o f  space following emancipation and Reconstruction was about 
remaking racial form ations. It is imperative to understand, however, 
that “Jim  Crow was not the logical and inevitable culmination o f civil 
war and emancipation, but rather the result o f a calculated campaign 
by white elites to circumscribe all possibility o f  A frican American 
political, economic, and social power.”34

The emergence o f  systematic (de jure) segregation as the policy o f 
governments with authority over large areas— as opposed to (de facto) 
segregation by local custom or regulation— was a racist response to
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broader social and economic changes and a reflection o f  the new 
configuration o f  race and class that they engendered.35 In chapter 
3 I argued that the production o f geographic knowledge, especially 
following emancipation, was capitalist-induced. African Americans 
were constructed as objects o f  cheap, docile labor. An elaborate sys
tem was constructed, one consisting o f  disguised forms o f  slave labor 
(e.g., the prison system). The “place” o f A frican Americans was to 
occupy the lower rungs o f  a racially defined class hierarchy. Educa
tion, furthermore, prepared African Am ericans to expect and accept 
this placement. The educational system, however, carried a spatial 
counterpart in that certain areas were to includc or exclude A frican 
Am ericans. The northern urban ghetto, in particular, emerged as an 
urbanized space o f  capitalism and advanced capitalism.

Both the southern and northern regions o f  the United States 
underwent massive, and rapid, economic and social changes in the 
latter decades o f  the nineteenth century. In the South, the ravages o f  
the boll weevil and o f  floods operated as push factors. These environ
mental conditions com pounded underlying structural inequalities, 
such as the increased dependency o f  southern agriculture on northern 
industries. The South o f  1910, according to Carole M arks, was an 
agrarian socicty that had lost its source o f wealth and an industrial 
economy was only beginning to expand.36 A frican Am ericans in 
the South likewise sought escape from racist legal and educational 
system s.The North was represented as the “Promised L an d .”

The northern states, in contrast, were undergoing tremendous 
industrialization. This was, in part, a reflection o f the introduction 
o f  the factory system. Throughout much o f the nineteenth century 
vital labor supplies were provided by European migrants. Between 
1880 and 1920, for example, approximately twenty-three million 
Europeans entered the United States; the majority were destined 
for the industrializing North. The onset o f  the First W orld W ar in 
1914 further stimulated the U .S. economy, facilitating the develop
ment of, am ong other things, munitions factories. However, the war 
also decreased the available supply o f  labor. In 1917, labor shortages 
became even more acute after the United States entered the war.
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The northern shift toward A frican-Am erican labor was, in many 
respects, born o f  necessity. Northern industrialists were initially 
reticent to utilize large numbers o f  A frican-A m erican  workers. 
M arks identifies three main reasons.37 First, there was in the North 
a fear o f black workers inundating cities, which made employers 
hesitant, because o f  community opposition. Second, the critical role 
that cotton played not only in the southern economy, but also in the 
national economy, made southern black labor indispensable. Third, 
through the 1870s, it was largely impractical for a northern company 
to travel to the South and recruit workers. By 1916, however, these 
conditions had mostly been removed. A s Eugene W olfenstcin sug
gests, labor recruiters from northern industries along with the African 
American press played a critical role in bringing the possibilities o f  
self-improvement to the conscious attention o f  southern blacks.38

C om bined, the push-pull o f  southern agricultural poverty and 
northern industrial prosperity contributed to the “G reat M igration” 
(1910-30) o f  African Am ericans.39 Situated, therefore, within a con
text o f  m igrations, urbanizations, and industrializations, segregation 
by law became more and more inscribed on the American landscape. 
The first U.S. housing segregation ordinance,enacted in San Francisco 
in 1890, was directed against the Chinese. Statc-prescribcd segrega
tion directed toward A frican Am ericans, however, was soon to fol
low.40 In 1910 an A frican-Am erican lawyer and his wife purchased a 
home east o f the traditional African-Am erican section o f Baltimore. 
In light o f  continued harassment against the couple, local politicians 
demanded legal action to prevent the further “spread” o f  blacks into 
the neighborhood. Ironically, as Stephen Meyer writes, many poli
cies and laws were created to ostensibly keep the peace and maintain 
stability, given the prevailing violence and intimidation tactics used to 
scare African Americans out o f white neighborhoods.41 By December 
the C ity Council passed an ordinance establishing separate white 
and black neighborhoods.42 Subsequently, residential segregation 
ordinances were passed in Richmond, Norfolk, Ashland, Roanoke, 
Portsm outh, W in ston -Salem , Greenville, A tlanta, Louisville, St. 
Louis, O klahom a City, and New Orleans. Regulations varied by
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local and state jurisdiction, but all may be conceived as hegemonic 
representations o f  space. In Virginia, for example, the state act o f  
1912 required each city and town to be divided into segregated and 
clearly demarcated districts; it was unlawful for whites and blacks 
to move into one another’s districts.43

These segregated spaces were not intended to prevent a white- 
dom inated economic integration. Consider, for example, the un
successful proposal forwarded by Clarence Poe. The editor o f  an 
influential North Carolina farm journal, Poe proposed a segregation 
plan that was influenced by the Natives’ Land A ct in South Africa. 
Poe intended that whites would be prohibited from purchasing land 
in areas legally designated as “black” and blacks would be prohib
ited from doing so in areas legally designated as “white.” H is plan, 
however, did not receive support from even self-proclaimed white 
supremacists who believed in the inferiority o f  African Americans. 
Significantly, Poe’s proposal failed principally because white political 
leaders feared that the plan would give too much independence to 
blacks and would put them geographically and economically beyond 
the reach o f  white employers who wanted to hire them at low wages 
or take them on as disadvantaged sharecroppers.44 A s H ale writes, 
“M aking racc and making money did not always coincide.”45 This 
episode speaks to the complex intricacies o f  segregation, and the fact 
that spatial segregation was desired as long as economic integration 
was maintained— a point I return to later.

Both segregation by custom and by law contributed to the spatial 
formation o f the “black ghetto.” Richard M orrill has noted that, as 
the poorest and newest migrants, African Am ericans were forced 
to double up in the segregated spaces allocated to them .46 Increased 
population densities, combined with institutional neglect, legal re
strictions, and violence and intimidation, all contributed to the con
centrations o f African Am ericans in impoverished spaces. The influx 
o f  A frican Am ericans and an increase in white fear, coincident with 
the virtual stoppage o f building construction, created an increased 
African-Am erican demand with a decreasing or static m ark et. Over 
time, though, the “existence o f  black ghettos became justifications, in
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and o f  themselves, for continuing segregation.”47 Black people lived 
in ghettos; ghettos were the spaces o f  blacks.

The Representational Spaces o f Separatism

I f  African A m ericans had accommodated without protest to cus
tomary segregation and discrimination there would have been no 
need to pass laws to sustain the color-caste system .48 Fredrickson 
continues that “One m ight think o f Jim  Crow [and segregation in 
general] as the effort to maintain caste distinctions between racially 
defined groups that lived in close proximity ...bu t there would have 
been no need for new laws if  African Am ericans had not been m ak
ing rapid gains in education, economic efficiency, and political-legal 
sophistication— advances that made many o f  them unwilling to 
defer to informal or extralegal means o f  denying them equal access 
to public am enities.”49

It was within this context o f  A frican-A m erican  resistance to 
discrimination and prejudice that M alcolm  X  and other black intel
lectuals participated.Thc crucial distinction, however, was how best to 
resist. For M alcolm  X , self-determination and social justice, respect 
and dignity, for African Am ericans could only be achieved through 
the sociospatial dialectic o f representing both identity and space. We 
saw in chapter 3, for example, how M alcolm  X  began to reappropri- 
ate the “identities” o f  A frican Am ericans through his deconstruction 
o f the term Negro. In this chapter I argue that M alcolm  X  likewise 
deconstructed the spaces o f  racism through his rearticulations o f  
segregation, integration, and separatism . Geographers, as a whole, 
have been too lax in their theoretical conception o f  separatism with 
rcspcct to African Am ericans. Likewise, social scientists in general 
seem far too ready to accept integration as the end-point. And yet 
integration is a normative judgm ent; integration is a representa
tion o f  space, replete with complex and often am biguous meanings. 
Separatism constitutes a representational space, one that counters 
the prevailing representations o f  spaces within Am erican socicty. 
Delaney explains, “N ineteenth-century debates about the merits 
o f emigration or colonization, twentieth-century debates about the
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practical meaning o f  integration, and recurrent strands o f separatism 
and black nationalism that have found expression in the stated desire 
for— or necessity o f— a black nation in North America or community 
control in inner-city neighborhoods, all have been directed at im ag
ining and creating alternative geographies o f  race.”50 By neglecting 
the political aims o f black separatism , Geographers and other social 
scientists may neglect the most significant and salient dimensions 
o f  urban geography.

Although there is no single theory or movement called black 
separatism , two core concepts are identifiable. First, black separatism 
is geared not only to the elimination o f  oppression and exploitation 
o f African Am ericans, it is also forwarded to enhance black culture 
and black lifestyles.31 In this way, separatist movements are as much 
cultural movem ents as they are political and econom ic. C laude 
M cKay, Langston H ughes, and other black artists and intellectuals 
wrote and spoke about the A frican homeland which, according to 
Raymond Hall, while not necessarily expressions o f separatism per se, 
were indications that “A frica” no longer had the same kind o f pejora
tive meanings for A frican Am ericans as it did for whites.52 Second, 
separatist movements were, and are, sociospatial critiques o f  racist 
institutions. In other words, a physical separation may not always be 
the intended goal. Separatist activities may coexist in “integrated” 
neighborhoods, for example.

D espite the efforts o f  previous scholars, it remains difficult to 
type-cast A frican-A m erican  intellectuals as either separatists or 
integrationists.53 Oftentim es these individuals were confronted with 
immediate and pragmatic concerns; proposals for either separation 
or integration were therefore selectively applied to any given situa
tion. Moreover, as reflected in the long career o f  W .E .B . D uB ois, it 
is not uncommon for an individual to change his or her outlook over 
time. Given these caveats, however, it is possible to gain a sense o f 
the different ideas forwarded by earlier generations o f  intellectuals, 
both o f  A frican Americans and others, and to compare and contrast 
these with the ideas o f  M alcolm X.

D urin g the 1870s, for exam ple, Benjam in “Pap” Singleton o f 
Tennessee determined that A frican A m ericans would never achieve
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equality under white rule. Accordingly, he helped organize a m as
sive exodus o f A frican Am ericans to Kansas. Singleton founded 
several colonies, the m ost notable being D unlap and Singleton’s 
Colony. Other A frican Am ericans who established and promoted 
econom ically viable and politically independent all-black towns 
and agricultural settlements included Edward P. M cC abe in Kansas 
and O klahom a, Allen Allensworth in California, and David Turner, 
Thomas H aynes, and Jam es E. Thompson in O klahom a.54

Frederick D ouglass, conversely, was a strong opponent o f sepa
ratist movements. In response to the efforts o f  “Pap” Singleton, for 
example, D ouglass argued that “A s a stinging protest against high
handed, greedy and shameless injustice to the defenseless; as a means 
o f opening the blind eye o f oppressors to their folly and peril, the 
Exodus has done invaluable service. As a strategy however, it is a 
surrender as it would make freedom depend upon migration rather 
than protection. Wc cannot but regard the present agitation o f an 
Exodus from the South as ill-timed and hurtful.”55

Booker T. W ashington viewed separation as a necessary step 
toward eventual racial integration.56 A greeing in principle with 
the separate-but-equal ruling o f  the Supreme Court, W ashington 
argued that only through separation could African Am ericans de
velop economic self-determination. W ashington argued that in all 
things social, blacks and whites could be as separate as the fingers, 
yet one as the hand in all things essential to mutual progress. H is 
approach, therefore, was a composite o f social separation joined with 
economic integration. W ashington, however, did not suggest that 
he favored spatial segregation, such as public transportation systems, 
and he was increasingly outspoken against residential segregation 
legislation. As a promoter o f  black business enterprise, W ashington 
com plained that segregation laws never prohibited whites from 
owning stores and businesses in black neighborhoods; accordingly, 
segregated spaces where inherently inequitable since, as a practical 
matter, there was no equivalent opportunity for African Americans 
in white neighborhoods.3'

W .E .B . D u B ois, conversely, was an outspoken critic o f  W ash
ington. D uB ois maintained that political, social, and educational
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opportunities in an integrated society were the initial means by 
which A frican Am ericans were to seek racial empowerment.58 Later, 
however, D uB ois did modify his position, arguing that a period o f 
separation was necessary prior to integration.

In contradistinction to D uB ois, M arcus Garvey was a prominent 
champion o f  separatism . Indeed, it was Garvey who promoted the 
idea o f “race first” to solidify peoples o f the African diaspora. Garvey’s 
strategy o f racial separation was predicated on a fairly simple theory: 
people o f different races would never treat each other as equals until 
they were on the same economic level.Therefore, to achieve economic 
parity, it was necessary— indeed paramount— for A frican Americans 
to control their own institutions, including banks, businesses, and 
educational facilities. Garvey further argued that such control would 
be most eff ective and forthcom ing if A frican A m ericans and other 
peoples o f  the diaspora had their own homeland. This was often 
presented as an independent state in A frica, although it remains 
debatable as to the extent Garvey truly believed in either the feasibil
ity or the desirability o f  a large-scale emigration scheme to Africa. 
Indeed, as Roy Brooks writes, Garvey’s back to Africa movement was 
not a call for a mass emigration o f  blacks worldwide or even o f  all 
African A m ericans.59 H is intention was probably to settle a limited 
number o f  skilled African Am ericans in Liberia.

In the late twentieth century, the Nation o f  Islam was best known 
for advocating separation.This platform preceded Elijah M uham m ad, 
o f  course, and is found in the early pronouncements o f  W .D . Fard. 
It was Fard, for example, who argued that total separation from the 
United States was the first alternative. I f  this was not forthcoming, 
then it was necessary for A frican Americans to establish separate 
com m unities within the United States, com m unities that would 
operate as nations within a nation; whites would be legally barred 
from participating in these communities. And finally, Fard proposed 
as a third alternative that African-Am erican educational and eco
nomic institutions would be established within African-Am erican 
communities. M uham m ad continued these arguments, providing 
refinements in the pronunciation o f  race consciousness. It was the 
Black M uslim s, for example, who consistently claimed that black
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self-conception and identity did not mean hatred for white people 

per se; rather, it was a negation o f  the sym bols o f  white culture, white 

power, and white statu s.60 This negation could only be achieved 

through spatial and cultural separation. W hile a m em ber o f  the N a 

tion o f ls la m , M alcolm  X  believed, as did Elijah  M u ham m ad, that 

total separation was the sim plest and m ost effective way to repudi

ate white society in its entirety.61 M u h am m ad, for exam ple, argued 

that A frican  A m ericans needed to separate them selves mentally, 

economically, and physically.

M a lc o lm  X  on  S e p a ra t io n ,  S e g r e g a t io n ,  and  I n te g ra t io n

D avid K aplan and Steven H ollow ay identify a num ber o f  theoreti

cal tensions undcrgirding the causal factors o f  segregation .62 They 

write:

The dominant tension that has plagued this research for over a 
century concerns the extent to which the geographic patterns we 
observe result from the desires/beliefs/actions o f the segregated 
group, vs. the dcsires/beliefs/actions o f others. Similar tensions 
that can be included within this rubric are voluntary vs. involuntary 
motivations; the structure of the society or of the migration stream 
vs. the power of societal gatekeepers vs. the agency of the individual 
migrants; and the preferences o f individuals in choosing where they 
live vs. discriminatory constraints placed on where individuals may 
live. However these tensions are articulated, they stem primarily from 
the dichotomy between choice and constraint,63

Tliis theoretical im passe, however, is potentially easily resolved. 

A s articulated by M alcolm  X  and others, no one would choose to 

live in a segregated space.Thus the voluntariness evinced by Kaplan 

and H ollow ay refers to the concept o f  separatism . It is no doubt 

unfortunate that our traditional m appings o f  “racial” patterns (e.g., 
where “black” and “w hite” people live) and attendant statistical tech

niques are woefully deficient in distinguish ing between segregation 
and separatism , for the distinction is crucial. Sim ply m apping the 

distribution, or em pirically validating these patterns, is insufficient 
for the fundam ental reason that neither segregation nor separation
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are purely spatial problems. A s social scientists continue to rely on 
a static notion o f fixed, absolute space, that reliance will continue to 
hamper a more nuanced understanding o f  the dialectics o f  society 
and space. Segregation and separatism are not synonymous. The 
insights o f  M alcolm X , and other black radicals, therefore offer the 
possibility o f  a reinvigorated discussion o f  the sociospatial dialectics 
o f  identity and space. M oreover, such an engagem ent perm its a 
more sophisticated understanding o f African-Am erican resistance 
to dom inant racial representations o f  space. A s N atter and Jones 
write, “space, no less than identity, will always ...offer the potential 
for tactical refusal and resistance.”64

M alcolm  X ’s understanding o f integration, segregation, and sepa
ration changed throughout his life. Certainly, while a member o f  
the Nation o f  Islam, M alcolm X advocated the party line o f  Elijah 
M uham m ad, arguing for, at tim es, a literal separation o f A frican 
Am ericans from whites and the establishment o f a sovereign state. 
But by the end o f  his life M alcolm  X  was more circumspect. This is 
crucial, for it highlights the transform ations both o f M alcolm X ’s 
philosophy as well as the instability o f  the term separation.

Residential segregation, whether in the form o f  “ghettos” or other 
confined spaces, translated materially in the sense that attem pts by 
African Americans for self-improvement and entrepreneurship were 
curtailed. By limiting the rights o f African A m ericans to buy and 
sell property in response to market opportunities, or to gain access 
to housing loans and credit, residential segregation places a ceiling 
on their ability to accumulate wealth and to improve their physi
cal environment.65 Accordingly, the denunciation o f  the economic 
exploitation o f  the northern ghetto was a mainstay o f  M alcolm  X ’s 
speeches. “W hy should white people be running all the stores in our 
community?” he asked in April, 1964. “W hy should white people be 
running the banks o f  our community? W hy should the economy o f 
our community be in the hands o f  the white man?”66 Through this 
focus, M alcolm  X  called into question the meaning o f integration, 
questioning the validity o f  this as a goal. “I f  a black man can’t move 
his store into a white community,you tell me why a white man should 
move his store into a black community.”67
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In his speech o f February 14 ,M alcolm X  presented, albeit in broad 
strokes, the unequal material dimensions o f segregation. Em phasizing 
the control o f  resources, M alcolm explained that “In Harlem ...all o f  
the stores are owned by white people, all o f  the buildings are owned 
by white people. The black people are ju st there— paying rent, buy
ing the groceries; but they don’t own the stores, clothing stores, food 
stores, any kind o f stores; don’t even own the homes that they live 
in.”68 M alcolm X  continued:

These [homes and businesses] are all owned by outsiders, and for 
these run-down apartment dwellings, the black man in Harlem 
pays more money than the man down in the rich Park Avenue 
section. It costs us more money to live in the slums than it costs 
them to live down on Park Avenue. Black people in Harlem know 
this, and that the white merchants charge us more money for food
in Harlem— and it’s the cheap food, the worse food__So black
people know that they’re being exploited and that their blood is 
being sucked and they see no way out.69

The statem ents o f  M alcolm  X  were sweeping and general in an 
attempt to convey a sense o f a particular racialized space. H e did 
so not from the position o f  a social scientist, seeking to empirically 
document, verify, and describe accurately an authentic landscape. 
Instead, the realism o f  M alcolm  X — his ground-level reality— was 
used rhetorically. M alcolm  X  grounded his geography in his casual 
observations, as well as his audience’s life experiences. A'lalcolm X  did 
not try (usually) to support his assertions with the kind o f evidence 
that whites would accept, because he was not trying to persuade 
them; rather, he was speaking from an Africanist point o f  view, and 
he wanted to identify the enemies to A f rican Am ericans so that they 
would know whom they had to fight against in their struggle for 
dignity and human rights.70 Consequently, M alcolm  X  constructed 
composite landscapes, scenes o f  oppression and exploitation that his 
African-Am erican listeners would understand. And it was through 
this process that M alcolm  X  was able to rail against social injustice, 
and it was through this “geo-graphing” that M alcolm X  assumed the 

role o f the jeremiad.
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Other social scientists would empirically document these observa
tions. Research conducted by Kenneth Clark, for example, confirmed 
many o f  the assessments made by M alcolm  X . In Dark Ghetto, Clark 
writes that “W hen tumult arose in ghetto streets [in H arlem ] in the 
summ er o f  1964, m ost o f the stores broken into and looted belonged 
to white men.’’Clark continues th at“In Harlem there is only one large 
department store and that is owned by whites. Negroes own a savings 
and loan association; and one Negro-ow ned bank has recently been 
organized.The other banks are branches o f white-owned downtown 
banks. Property— apartm ent houses, stores, businesses,bars, conces
sions, and theaters— are for the m ost part owned by persons who 
live outside the community and take their profits hom e.”71 Clark 
described the residential concentration o f  Harlem . H e explains that 
the area “houses 232,792 people within its three and one half square 
miles” and that “there are more than 100 people per acre. Ninety 
pcrccnt o f  the 87,369 residential buildings arc more than thirty-three 
years old, and nearly half were built before 1900.” '2

Residential segregation, in short, was (and remains) undergirded 
by economic integration. The hypocrisy lies in the observation that 
African Am ericans were to be placed in segregated neighborhoods, 
barred from crossing the color line. Racist techniques, including 
redlining, were used to maintain a physical separation o f peoples. And 
yet the system perm itted— indeed encouraged and facilitated— the 
unidirectional econom ic integration o f  the ghetto. W hites were 
permitted to buy up land, set up shops, and profit from the spatial 
entrapment o f  African Am ericans. Moreover, residential concen
tration often proved inconvenient to whites who preferred to have 
African-Am erican servants close at hand.73

M alcolm  X  additionally argued fervently against the perceptions 
o f “white” society that blamed A frican Americans for their economic 
plight in the ghetto. D uring a telephone call-in radio show on Feb
ruary 17 ,1965 , M alcolm X  was accused o f  inciting violence am ong 
African Americans. M alcolm  X  responded to this charge:

I don’t think so. How are you going to incite people who are liv
ing in slums and ghettos? It’s the city structure that incites. A city 
that continues to let people live in rat-nest dens in Harlem and
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pay higher rents in Harlem than they pay downtown__Who lets
merchants outchargc or overcharge people for their groceries and 
their clothing and other commodities in Harlem, while you pay 
less for it downtown.This is what incites. A city that will not create 
some kind of employment for people who are barred from having 
jobs just because their skin is black. That’s what incites it. Don’t ever 
accuse a black man for voicing his resentment and dissatisfaction 
over the criminal condition of his people as being responsible for 
inciting the situation. You have to indict the society that allows 
these things to exist.7'1

The argument o f  M alcolm X  was about the material inequalities 
existent within the segregated spaces o f Am erica. H is critique was 
o f a hypocritical system that promoted integration as a part o f  the 
American Dream  but in reality was a further technique that served 
to subjugate African Americans. The present situation o f segregation 
would not be resolved through integration, for integration was yet 
another tool o f  the oppressor, one that retained the basic inequalities 
in society while perm itting economic exploitation to continue.

M alcolm  X  explained, on the subject o f  integration, that he grew 
up with white people. H e said, “I was integrated before they even 
invented the word.” However, he elaborated that “I have never met 
white people yet ...w ho won’t refer to you as a ‘boy’or a ‘gal,’no matter 
how old you arc or what school you came out of, no matter what your 
intellectual or professional level is. In this society we remain “boys’.” '5 
To M alcolm  X , integration was a deception. It mattered little that 

whites and African Am ericans interact; what was im portant was the 
context o f  those interactions. Integration, without a change in the 
underlying attitude o f a racist society, for M alcolm  X , was a hollow 
prospect. Integration, for M alcolm  X , was a form o f  hypocritical 
rhetoric, used to placate an oppressed and exploited population. At 
its worst, integration was an instrument o f  social domination through 
the control o f  space to materially subjugate those peoples. And it was 
this subjective understanding o f spatial relations that guided Malcolm 
X  in his rearticulation o f  American spaces.

M alcolm X  understood further that integration actually served a 
symbolic function that reproduced white supremacy. W hites— as the
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normative group— are seen as naturalized.This is the idea underlying 
much current discussions on white privilege— that racism is a matter 
only for “nonwhites.” In a relational process, blacks are the marked 
Other, to be refracted against the unmarked white.The superiority 
o f whites was to be symbolically represented through the day-to-day 
interactions o f  society.

Separation called into question this function.M alcolm  X ,in  short, 
perceived both segregation and integration as exploitative and oppres
sive to A frican Am ericans.The only possible route to achieve human 
dignity and self-determination was through separatism , articulated 
not as a Back to A frica movement, but rather as a call for political, 
economic, and social representation. In this fashion,M alcolm  X  was 
arguing for an alternative space, eschewing the segregation/integra
tion dichotomy that was, and continues to be forw arded.This is why 
M alcolm  X  argued that the best way to eliminate segregation was 
through separation. “The white man is more afraid o f  separation than 
he is o f  integration,’’M alcolm  X  explained. “Segregation means that 
he puts you away from him, but not far enough for you to be out o f  
his jurisdiction.”76 H is statem ent reveals clearly his understanding 
that segregation was never complete. In particular, communities may 
be residcntially segregated, in that whites and African Americans did 
not live side-by-side, but economically there remained a unidirec
tional,and unequal,form o f integration. W hite capitalists continued 
to benefit from a spatially trapped labor supply, as well as a spatially 
trapped consumer market. In effect,segregated communities operated 
as plantations. And this is why M alcolm  X  argued that “Separation 
means you’re gone. A nd the white man will integrate faster than he’ll 
let you separate.” Indeed, it was through integration that African 
Americans would remain dependent upon white capitalists and, in 
the process, continue to symbolically represent this dependency and 
subservience. M alcolm  X  therefore spoke not only to the material 
dimensions o f  urban poverty, but also to the symbolic functions. To 
integrate into such a system o f white supremacy was to placate a racist 
hegemony. Integration was a capitulation to domination.

M alcolm  X  identified a further trap o f  racism that is associ
ated with the concepts o f segregation, integration, and separation.
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M alcolm  X  explained that, “Every effort we make to unite among 
ourselves on the basis o f what we are, they label it as what? Racism .” 
H e asked rhetorically, “But what basis are we going to get together 
on?” N oting the hypocrisy o f this trap, M alcolm  X  elaborated that 
“Italians got together because they were Italian, the Jew s got to
gether on the basis o f  being Jew s, the Irish got together on the basis 
o f being Irish.” A nd yet, he continued, “as soon as we mention the 
only basis that we’ve got to get together on, they trick us by telling 
our leaders ...that anything that’s all Black is putting segregation in 
reverse.” H e concluded: “So the people who are Black don’t want to 
get together because they don’t want segregation.”7'

M alcolm  X  also understood the geographic difference o f  the Civil 
Rights M ovem ent in the North as opposed to the South. In many 
respects, M alcolm  X  was prescient in understanding that the tactics 
employed by M artin Luther King, Jr., while suited to the Southern 
situation, were ineffective in the A frican-A m erican communities o f 
the urban North. Indeed, following his unsuccessful attempt to carry 
his civil rights’ strategy to Chicago in 1967, K ing said “You can’t talk 
about ending slums without first seeing that profit must be taken out 
o f  slums. You’re really... getting on dangerous ground because you 
arc messing with folk then. You are m essing with W all Street. You 
are messing with the captains o f  industry.”78

A s Clark explains, in southern cities like Birm ingham , Atlanta, 
and M em phis, the pattern o f  segregation was often so complete 
that A frican-Am erican communities were impelled to be largely 
self-sufficient (though not immune from violence and intim ida
tion). In the N orth, however, African A m ericans were “allowed” to 
participate partially in the city, and whites were willing to open busi
nesses within the black spaces.H ie result, Clark concludes, was that 
the white power structure collaborated in the economic serfdom o f 
A f rican Am ericans. Econom ic integration, coupled with residential 
segregation, may thus be viewed as a means o f  greater economic 
dependency, reminiscent o f  colonial relationships.79 A frican A m eri
cans, in effect, become spatially entrapped, providing a fixed source 
o f both cheap labor and dependent consumers. Greater integration, 
according to M alcolm  X , would only augm ent this colonial relation.
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Separation— in the form o f communal control o f  political, social, 
and economic functions— was required.

Such an understanding is reflected in the goals and objectives o f 
the O A A U ’s Basic Unity Program. A s outlined in that document, 
the O A A U  as an institution considered the word integration as a 
“misleading, false term .” Specifically, the term “has been applied to 
the current regulation projects which are supposedly ‘acceptable’ to 
som e classes o f  society. This very ‘acceptable’ implies some inherent 
superiority or inferiority instead o f acknowledging the true source 
o f the inequalities involved.”so The pursuit o f  integration, therefore, 
was an acknowledgment and reification o f  social, economic, and 
political inequalities.The O A A U  program affirmed that “the usage o f 
the term ‘integration’was designated and promoted by those persons 
who expect to continue a (nicer) type o f  ethnic discrimination and 
who intend to maintain social and economic control o f  all human 
contacts by means o f  imagery, classifications, quotas, and m anipu
lations based on color, national origin, or ‘racial’ background and 
characteristics.’’A rguing that integration was both hypocritical and 
exploitative, the program concluded with the statement:

“Integration” actually describes the process by which a white society 
is (remains) set in a position to use, whenever it chooses to use and 
however it chooses to use, the best talents o f non-white people.This 
power-web continues to build a society wherein the best contribu
tions of Afro-Americans, in fact of all non-white people, would 
continue to be absorbed without note or exploited to benefit a 
fortunate few while the masses of both white and nonwhite people 
would remain unequal and un-bcncfitted.8’

The hypocrisy o f integration was further substantiated as American 
spaces increasingly revealed a process o f white separatism.Throughout 
the 1950s (and continuing to the present day), a phenomenon known 
as “gated” cities and communities emerged. Through government 
restrictions o f land, taxes, and so forth, white residents literally and 
figuratively erected walls to provide a spatial insulation from Others. 
Reflecting an entrenched white privilege, gated white communities 
were and are vivid examples o f separatism.
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C o n clu s io n

A s scholars attempting to provide an antiracist pedagogy, acknowl
edgment must be made o f the fact that integrationist,or at least non
segregationist, schemes may augment racial oppression. The failure 
o f Poe’s apartheid plan serves to remind us o f this fact. Im portant 
psychological and symbolic components o f  segregation underlie the 
forwarding o f separatist arguments. This is the direction o f M alcolm  
X ’s argument at the time o f  his death. How separation was to be 
achieved, o f  course, remains unclear. H is prudent approach to the 
Civil Rights M ovem ent, particularly following his split from the 
N ation o fls la m , suggests that he was well aware o f  the sociospatial 
dialectics o f racialized identities and  spaces. Crucially, a remaking o f 
American space was to be a necessary component o f the search for 
social justice and self-determination.

In his “The Ballot or the Bullet” speech delivered on A pril 3, 
1964, M alcolm  X  argued that “We don’t want to be intcgrationists. 
N or do we want to be separationists. We want to be human beings. 
Integration is only a method that is used by some groups to obtain 
freedom ,justice, equality and respect as human beings. Separation is 
only a method that is used by other groups to obtain freedom ,justice, 
equality or human dignity.”82 On numerous occasions M alcolm  X  
distinguished between m ethods and objectives. H e explained, for 
example, that “O ur people have made the mistake o f  confusing the 
methods with the objectives.” Instead, he said, “We have to keep in 
mind at all times that we are not fighting for integration, nor are 
wc fighting for separation. We arc fighting for recognition as hu
man beings.”83 The objective, for M alcolm  X , was consistently the 
attainment o f respect and equality within American society. How 
that was to be achieved was contingent on many factors, including 
the attitudes o f  both whites and A frican Am ericans. W ithin a ra
cialized society M alcolm  X  did not hold out optimism that whites 
would willingly give up their privilege and truly extend equality and 
dignity to the A frican American population. Consequently, it was 
up to A frican Am ericans themselves to deliver themselves to the 
Promised Land. M itchell questions: “W ho has the right to the city 
and its public spaces? H ow  is that right determ ined— both in law
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and on the streets themselves? A nd how does that right— limited as 
it usually is, contested as it must be— give form to social justice in 
the city?”84 Separation was seen as a technique, a strategy, one that 
would most effectively enable African A m ericans to gain a right to 
American spaces. Separatism , therefore, is not incompatible with 
desegregation, although a map o f  both would appear strikingly 
similar. Desegregation is the removal o flegal barriers to free choice; 
following M alcolm  X , no one would willing choose to live in a 
segregated space. Conceptually, “choice” is not an issue. Oppression 
refers to the lack o f choice; segregationist policies and practices are 
therefore, by definition, oppressive. Desegregation movements thus 
constitute efforts to end oppressive practices. Given a condition o f 
free choice, however, separation may in fact be the desired outcome 
rather than integration.

Throughout the late 1960s and early 1970s many (white) A m eri
cans were becom ing concerned about the growth o f  a seemingly 
new, threatening social movement prom oting the principles o f black 
power and black separatism .This was apparent, for example, in the 
music o f M arvin Gaye, the C h i-L ites, the O ’Jays, and Jam es Brown. 
Separatism  as a movement, o f  course, was not new. However, the 
black separatism that gained notoriety during the 1960s— in large 
part because o f  the actions o f  M alcolm  X — was unique because it 
entailed a harsh critique o f  the American Dream . Clark writes that 
the discrepancy between the reality and the dream burns into the 
consciousness o f  A frican A m ericans.83 This was a separatist move
ment that had as its objective the uplifting o f black consciousness 
through the reappropriation o f space.
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S o c i a l  J u s t i c e  a n d  

t h e  R e v o l u t i o n s  
o f  M a l c o l m  x

Profit is a nice wordfor stealing which the society has legitimatized.
— H . Rap Brow n1

D u rin g  a spccch given at the A udubon  Ballroom  in H arlem , N ew  

York, on February 15, 1965 , ju st  six days before his assassin ation , 

M alco lm  X  asked his audience: “A s the A frican  nations becom e 

indepen den t and m old a new im age— a positive im age, a m ilitant 

im age, an upright im age, the im age o f  a m an, not a boy— how has 

this aft'ccted the B lack  m an in the W estern  H cm isp h cre?” M alco lm  

X  h im self provided an answ er: “It has taken the B lack  m an in the 

C aribbean  and given him som e pride. It has given pride to the Black 

m an in L atin  A m erica  and has given pride to the B lack  m an right 

here in the U n ited  S ta te s .”2

M o n th s earlier, in a 1964  interview  M alco lm  X  elaborated:

One thing that I became aware o f in my traveling recently through 

Africa and the M iddle East, in every country you go to, usually the 

degree o f progress can never be separated from the woman. I f  you’re 
in a country that’s progressive, the woman is progressive. I f  you’re 

in a country that reflects the consciousness toward the importance 

o f  education, it’s because the woman is aware o f the importance o f

8 5
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education. But in every backward country you’ll find the women are 
backward, and in every country where education is not stressed, it’s 
because the women don’t have education.3

Ruth W ilson Gilm ore argues that “A  geographical imperative 
lies at the heart o f  every struggle for social justice.”4 M alcolm X , as 
revealed in the above passages, spoke o f  both a gendered revolution 
and an identity politics in his quest for social justice. H is geographi
cal repositioning o f the African-Am erican Civil Rights M ovem ent 
away from local concerns to global affairs is also readily apparent. He 
addressed not only the everyday racial discriminations o f  segregated 
spaces but more so a larger diasporic system o f colonial oppression 
and capitalist exploitation predicated on territoriality.

A s argued in chapter 4, M alcolm  X  disagreed in principle with 
integration as a method to obtain respect and dignity for African 
Am ericans. Social justice was achievable through separation, a strat
egy that at its core was predicated on a control o f communal resources. 
Rhetorically, M alcolm  X  advocated another strategy: revolution. 
I f  communal control through separation was not an option, then 
social justice would be forthcom ing through the violent overthrow 
o f  the white racist society. M alcolm  X  argued that it would never be 
possible for African Am ericans to achieve full equality— and with 
this, respect and dignity as human beings— within the racist spaces 
o f Am erica. Therefore, an oppressed group must either carve out 
their own autonom ous spaces— separatism — or they must radically 
transform the existing system— revolution.

The revolutions o f  M alcolm  X  were predicated largely on the 
material conditions o f  urban-based African Am ericans during the 
1950s and 1960s.The proximate concerns o f the post-Second W orld 
W ar Civil Rights M ovem ent focused largely on issues such as vot
ing rights and desegregation.5 A s M ichael Goldfield summ arizes, 
African A m ericans demanded the right to be recognized as citizens 
with equal rights to go to school, to eat in integrated public spaces, 
to ride buses, and to vote.6 Tactics included lunch counter sit-ins, 
bus boycotts, Freedom Rides, and voter registration cam paigns. To 
M alcolm  X , these tactics— which dominated the Civil Rights activi
ties in the southern states— were insufficient and m isguided,for they
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neglected the broader structural questions o f economic inequality, 
the elimination o f institutional racism, and the demand for social 
justice— concerns that were more readily apparent in the supposedly 
“integrated” urban areas o f the northern states. In contradistinction to 
the broader Civil Rights M ovem ent, for M alcolm  X , as discussed in 
chapter 4, an uncritical acceptance o f  integration as either a method 
or an objective served only to reify white supremacy. From his per
spective, a revolution was required to dismantle both the local and 
global segregationist policies and practices that maintained a racist 
political economy. Only through such a redemptive revolution would 
Am erica be remade into a humane and socially ju st space.

M alcolm  X  is also notable because o f the gendered component 
o f his revolutionary thought. Robin Kelley identifies that mascu
linity has been especially pronounced in black nationalist politics 
because o f  its roots in the struggle against slavery. H e argues, for 
example, that abolitionist struggles were cast as struggles for m an
hood, because servility o f  any kind was regarded as less than m anly/ 
Nevertheless, once separated from the Nation o f Islam , M alcolm  X  
reconsidered the role o f  women in revolutionary movements. Jam es 
Cone writes that “Following his split with the Nation o f Islam and 
his subsequent trips to the M iddle E ast and A frica, M alcolm  made 
an about-face regarding his views on women’s rights, as he began to 
consider the issue not only in the context o f  religion and morality, 
but, more importantly, from the standpoint o f mobilizing the forces 
needed to revolutionize society.”8 bell hooks concurs, noting that it 
was M alcolm ’s break with the father-figure o f  Elijah M uham m ad 
that created the social space for M alcolm X  to transform his thinking 
about the place o f  women in the movement.9 To be sure, M alcolm 
X  was unable, in the last eleven months o f  his life, to provide a de
finitive statem ent on women in the revolution. A s such, a continual 
tension o f viewing the revolution as a test o f manhood remains in 
his geopolitical vision.

The L a n g u a g e  o f  R ev o lu t io n s

Revolutions have been well studied in political science, interna
tional relations, and history. Geographers, however, have devoted less
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attention to the study o f  revolutions. This is somewhat surprising, 
given that territorial control is often at the center o f revolutionary 
movements. Forrest Colburn, for example, writes that the “purest 
meaning o f  revolution is the sudden, violent, and drastic substitu
tion o f  one group governing a territorial political entity for another 
group formerly excluded from the government.” A part from political 
control over territories, moreover, revolutions entail a remaking o f 
social spaces. Again, following Colburn, we can understand revolu
tions as movements that displace and destroy old orders and attempts 
to rebuild som ething new.10

The political thought that supports such a radical transformation 
o f  society does not appear devoid o f  human agency. Instead, the 
actions o f specific intellectuals assume a prime importance in our 
understanding o f revolutionary movements. Revolutionaries, through 
their language, images, and daily political activity, strive to reconfigure 
socicty and social relations.11

M alcolm X , as discussed in chapter 3, was a radical intellectual who 
produced new geographical knowledges from a dialectical engage
ment o f  lived experiences and critical interpretations.This is signifi
cant in that, as M isagh Parsa identifies, ideologies do not emerge in a 
vacuum and should always be understood in the social and historical 
context.12 Anthony Bogues, to this end, explains that given the nature 
o f  antiblack racism and the racialized object, the black radical intel
lectual as critic is first o f all engaged with challenging the knowledge 
regime o f the dominant power.13 M alcolm X  understood the language 
o f the racist, and sought to provide a corrective vocabulary, one con- 
textualized within a historical grounding o f the indicted society. This 
is immediately clear in his critique o f the term Negro, a critique he 
carried into his forwarding o f  a revolution. In his “M essage to the 
G rass R oots” speech, M alcolm  X  explained the difference between 
the “N egro” revolution and the “Black” revolution:

The only kind of revolution in which the goal is loving your enemy 
is the Negro revolution. It’s the only revolution in which the goal is 
a desegregated lunch counter, a desegregated theater, a desegregated 
park, and a desegregated public toilet; you can sit down next to 
white folks— on the toilet.That’s no revolution. Revolution is based
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on land. Land is the basis of all independence. Land is the basis of 
freedom, justice, and equality.14

Revolutions were understood by M alcolm X  as violent attempts to 
bring about liberation, an understanding that finds consonance with 
the O ld Testam ent portrayal o f redemption as bloody and violent.15 
It was this Christian theology, for example, that motivated both N at 
Turner’s rebellion and David W alker’s appeal for rebellion. M alcolm 
X  argued that “Revolutions are bloody, revolutions are violent, revolu
tions cause bloodshed and death follows in their paths.”16

For M alcolm  X , therefore, the black revolution, unlike the Negro 
revolution, was global in scope and encompassed the wars o f libera
tion that were sweeping across A sia, A frica, and Latin America. In 
articulating this connection— one which I explore more fully in 
chapter 7— Malcolm X  firmly situated his revolutionary praxis within 
the territorial-based, anticolonial movements o f  the third world. A s 
Rod Bush writes, “W hereas the logic o f  the integration o f Black 
people into Am erican society led Black people to view themselves as 
an isolated minority dependent on the goodwill o f  their oppressors, 
M alcolm was able to change Black people’s fram e o f reference.”1' By 
changing the spatial scale M alcolm  X  revolutionized the territorial 
dimensions o f  the A frican-Am erican Civil Rights M ovem ent and 
set it on a course o f dem anding human social justice.

M alcolm X  effectively situated the demands o f African Americans 
within the context o f American independence. H e explained that 
“There are 22 million A frican A m ericans who are ready to fight for 
independence right here. W hen I say fight for independence right
here, I don’t mean any non-violent fight__I f  George W ashington
didn’t get independence for this country nonviolently, and if  Patrick 
Henry didn’t come up with a nonviolent statement, and you taught 
me to look upon them as patriots and heroes, then it ’s time for you
to realize that I have studied your books well__”18 This is a well-
placed statem ent in that M alcolm  X  draws an explicit connection 
between the production o f knowledge and the political implications 
o f revolution. Turning the tables on American history, M alcolm X 
continued that “Am erica is a colonial power. She has colonized 22 
million A fro-A m ericans by depriving us o f  first-class citizenship,
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by depriving us o f civil rights, actually by depriving us o f  human 
rights. She has not only deprived us o f the right to be a citizen, she 
has deprived us o f the right to be human beings.”19

The American Revolution, as well as the Civil War, remained un
finished, for the simple reason that a large segm ent o f  the American 
population was deprived o f its basic human rights. M alcolm  X  said 
that, “I f  the Em ancipation Proclamation, issued by that great shin
ing liberal called Lincoln, had freed [the A frican Am erican], we 
wouldn’t be singing ‘We Shall O vercom e’ today. I f  the amendments 
to the Constitution had solved his problem, his problem wouldn’t 
still be here today. A nd if  the Supreme Court desegregation decision 
o f 1954 was genuinely and sincerely designed to solve his problem, 
his problem wouldn’t be with us today.”20

M alcolm X  argued that a release from oppression, for both women 
and men, was not feasible within existing political, economic, and 
social systems. Rather, a complete, and world, revolution was required, 
a revolution that would address all facets o f  society. Based on his 
observations that most newly independent countries he had visited 
had turned away from the “so-called capitalistic system in the direc
tion o f  socialism ,” he explained that:

...it ’s impossible for a chicken to produce a duck egg__A chicken
just doesn’t have it within its system to produce a duck egg....The 
system in this country cannot produce freedom for an Afro- 
American. It is impossible for this system, this economic system,
this political system, this social system, this system, period__And
if ever a chicken did produce a duck egg, I’m quite sure that you 
would say it was certainly a revolutionary chicken!21

Based on these historical and geographical insights, M alcolm X  
advocated a complete overthrow o f the American political, economic, 
and social system. And stretching his revolutionary thought, M al
colm X  was equally clear on his perspective o f  racism and capitalism. 
“I t ’s impossible for a white person to believe in capitalism and not 
believe in racism ,” M alcolm X  explained, “and if  you find one and 
you happen to get that person into a conversation and they have a 
philosophy that makes you sure they don’t have this racism in their 
outlook, usually they’re socialists so their political philosophy is
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socialism.”22 Avoiding the veracity o f  his statement regarding socialist 
systems and socialists as being nonracist, this statem ent is telling in 
that it underscores M alcolm X ’s political thought regarding capital
ism and racism. Ideologically, therefore, M alcolm  X  was promoting 
and supporting a variant o f black radical thought that includes such 
figures as Claude M cKay, Richard W right, Cyril Briggs, and Paul 
Robeson. Moreover, it indicates that color still figured prominently 
in his understandings in that he continued to equate racism with 
capitalism and with colonialism.

Malcolm X ’s Mau Mau Revolution

M alcolm  X ’s understanding o f  revolutions resonates with those o f  
third world revolutionaries, including Ernesto “C h e” Guevara and 
Frantz Fanon. Guevara, for example, explained in the context o f the 
Cuban revolution that “People must see clearly the futility o f  m ain
taining the fight for social goals within the framework o f  civil debate. 
W hen the forces o f  oppression come to maintain themselves in power 
against established law, peace is considered already broken.”23 Fanon, 
likewise, began his influential text The Wretched of the Earth  with the 
following statement: “National liberation, national renaissance, the 
restoration or nationhood to the people, commonwealth: whatever 
may be the headings used or the new formulas introduced, decolo
nization is always a violent phenom enon.”24

Although it is not known how much either the writings o f  Fanon 
or Guevara directly influenced M alcolm X , it is clear that M alcolm X 
drew considerable inspiration from the M au M au uprising o f  colonial 
Kenya. British settlers arrived in Kenya at the turn o f the twentieth 
century. Settlem ent focused around the cool, tem perate central 
highlands that were the traditional Kikuyu homeland.Through taxa
tion, residency restrictions, and limits on education, British policy 
aimed at turning the Kikuyu into an agricultural proletariat.25 After 
W orld W ar II clashes intensified between white British settlers and 
the indigenous peoples. Access to land was a major source o f  unrest. 
Through assassination, arson, and sabotage, the M au M au tried to 
drive whites from Kenya.26 Between 1952 and 1954, British counter
insurgency forces killed more than eleven thousand rebels; torture
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and heavy mortality prevailed at the concentration camps that housed 
eighty thousand rebel survivors.27

Brenda Plummer relates that black Am ericans seeking an under
standing o f  the Kenyan crisis had to study a society that geographic 
and cultural distance, the absence o f  a direct historical connection, 
the racist policies o f  the white settler regime, and the geopolitical 
infrastructure o f imperialism had made remote.28 M alcolm  X , who 
had spent several days with Kenyan Prime M inister Jom o Kenyatta, 
spoke o f the M au M au often in the last months o f  his life. And thus 
as he attempted to provide a counterdiscourse o f  the Congo crisis 
(see chapter 6), so too did M alcolm  X  attempt to provide an alter
native geographic knowledge o f the significance o f  the M au M au. 
A t a Freedom Dem ocratic Party cam paign rally held in Harlem  on 
Decem ber 20, 1964, M alcolm  X  said that an understanding o f the 
M au M au is key to straightening out the plight o f African A m eri
cans. H e stated that:

. ..r igh t here in New  York City, you and I can best learn how to get 

real freedom  by studying how Kenyatta brought it to his people in 

Kenya, and how O din ga helped him , and the excellent job  that was 

done by the M au  M au  freedom  fighters. In fact, th at’s w hat we need 

in M ississipp i. In M ississip p i we need a M au  M au . In A labam a we 

need a M au  M au . In G eorg ia  we need a M au  M au . R ight here in 

H arlem , in N ew  York City, we need a M au  M au .29

Two months later, in Detroit, M alcolm X  told his audience that “The 
M au M au played a major role in bringing about freedom for Kenya, 
and not only for Kenya but other African countries. Because what the 
M au M au did frightened the white man so much in other countries 
until he said ,‘Well I better get this thing straight before some o f them 
pop up here.’” H e continued that the M au M au rebellion “is good to 
study because you see what makes him react. N othing loving makes 
him react, nothing forgiving makes him react.” A  thinly veiled critique 
o f the Civil Rights M ovem ent, M alcolm  X  suggested that it was 
insufficient to “ask” the government for recognition, compensation, 
or political, social, and economic equality. According to M alcolm  X , 
“The only time he reacts is when he knows you can hurt him .”30 

T ie  M au M au, for M alcolm  X , were a tangible example o f  self
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determination; a movement to redeem and reclaim not only dispos
sessed territories, but also one’s manhood. Indeed, it is imperative 
to understand that self-determ ination was intimately associated 
with a discourse o f  masculinity. In Rochester, New York, M alcolm 
X  delivered a speech titled “N ot Ju st an Am erican Problem, But a 
W orld Problem .” In this speech M alcolm  X  extolled:

...w hen  [the B lack man in A m erica] saw the B lack m an on the 

A frican  continent taking a stand, it m ade him becom e filled with 

the desire also to take a stand. The sam e im age, the sam e— ju st as 

the A frican  im age was negative, and you get that old hat-in-hand, 

com prom ising, fearful look— we were the sam e way. B u t when we 

began to read about Jo m o  K enyatta and the M au  M au  and others, 

then you find B lack people in this country begin to think along the 

sam e lines— 31

For Malcolm X , the M au M au presented black Am erica with an op
portunity to remake their image into a positive image, an alternative 
production o f geographic knowledge o f the process o f  decolonization. 
However, this reconfigured nationhood was to be achieved through 
a reappropriated manhood. Consider, for example, the quote that 
opened this chapter, o f  M alcolm  X  equating independence with 
maturity from boyhood to manhood. M alcolm  X  continued in that 
same speech:

W h en the B lack m an in the C aribbean  sees the brother on the 

continent o f  A frica w aking up and rising up, the B lack  m an in the 

Caribbean begins to throw back his shoulders and stick out his chest 

and stand up. Now, when that B lack man goes to E ngland  he’s right 

inside the English  power structure, ready to give it trouble. W hen 

the Black man from  the French W est Indies goes to France, why the 

effect upon him o f  the A frican  revolution is the sam e effect upon 

us here in the States by the A frican  revolution.52

The struggle for liberation was imagined as one o f  a proud black 
man, with head held high and chest thrust forward. In so doing, 
M alcolm  X  replaced the subservient slave image with a positive im 
age o f  a powerful black man standing up against the oppression o f 
a white power structure.These ideas, in part, are rooted in M alcolm
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X ’s Garveyite upbringing. W ithin  G arveyism , defending A frica 
from imperialism was tantamount to defending black womanhood 
from rape; black men were called upon to redeem the oppressed 
and degraded black woman.33 A s hooks concludes, the “m anhood” 
M alcolm  X  evoked in his speeches, and especially those he made 
while a member o f the Nation o f Islam , were clearly defined along 
patriarchal lines.34 Malcolm X  spoke about the need to “protect”black 
women and thus promoted a position o f  black patriarchy.

Garveyism  however was also one o f  the few Pan -A frican ist 
movements that did provide a substantial role for women. A s K el
ley explains, Garveyite women— o f whom M alcolm ’s mother was 
one— spoke, taught, organized local meetings, and wrote and edited 
texts.33 Also, M alcolm X ’s understanding largely emerged following 
his sojourns in A frica and the M iddle East. It was not until M al
colm X  began to speak and think more openly about the position 
o f  women in third world revolutionary m ovem ents, such as the 
M au M au, did he more directly question his earlier sexist attitudes. 
In Decem ber 1964 M alcolm X  implored his audience: “D on ’t you
ever be asham ed o f the M au M au__Those brothers were freedom
fighters. N ot only brothers, there were sisters over there.”36 W omen, 
M alcolm  X  realized, were not inseparable from the revolutionary 
movement; moreover, the role o f women was decidedly greater than as 
a symbolic touchstone o f  masculinity. Rather than simply being seen 
as the guardians o f  culture, and hence requiring protection, women 
for M alcolm  X  were increasingly seen as active participants in the 
revolution. H e explained: “And I hope that our brothers, especially 
our brothers here in H arlem , listened very well, very closely....You 
don’t have to be a man to fight for freedom. All you have to do is be 
an intelligent human being.”37

These statem ents reflect a substantial change in the political 
philosophy o f M alcolm  X  and thus are part o f a significant shift 
in black nationalism . W ith the exception o f Garveyism , women 
barely figured in m ost Pan-A fricanist or em igrationist imaginings 
o f  what a New Land m ight look like.3S M alcolm  X , however, was 
forwarding a more structural interpretation, and was moving toward 
a causal relationship between women’s position in society, the role o f
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education, and political economic advancement; rhetorically, though, 
his interpretation was strongly prudential in its configuration. The 
contestation o f geographic knowledge, as controlled through institu
tions such as the educational system, were thus intertwined with the 
status o f women in the conduct o f  revolution. And whereas earlier 
statements ofM alcolm  X  suggested that the “weaknesses” ofw om en 
were partially to blame for men’s political, econom ic, and social 
emasculation, now M alcolm  X  began to consider the possibility that 
the exploitation and oppression o f  women was intimately bound to 
the quest for social justice. Just as the marginalization o f  A frican 
Am ericans was related to the colonization o f A frica, so too was the 
discrimination o f blacks associated with the discrimination toward 
women in general. M alcolm  X  continued in the same interview to 
say that, “one o f  the things I became thoroughly convinced o f in my 
recent travels is the importance o f  giving freedom to the woman, 
giving her education, and giving her the incentive to get out there 
and put that same spirit and understanding in their children.”39 
Although M alcolm X still viewed women as the primary influence 
on children, he also recognized that in his earlier statements he seri
ously underemphasized the contributions o f women. Now M alcolm 
X  concluded that “I frankly am proud o f  the contributions that our 
women have made in the struggle for freedom and I ’m one person 
who’s for giving them all the leeway possible because they’ve made 
a greater contribution than many o f  us m en.”40

One indication o f  the increased role o f  women within M alcolm  
X ’s thinking is provided by the emergence o fM alco lm  X ’s O rgani
zation o f A fro-Am erican Unity. In both the inception and day-to- 
day activities o f  the O A A U , the contributions o f  women, including 
Yuri Kochiyama, Lynn Shifflet, and Patricia Robinson were pivotal. 
M alcolm  X  also acknowledged the importance o f  other women in 
the Civil Rights M ovem ent, such as Ella Baker o f the Student Non- 
Violent Coordinating Com m ittee (S N C C ) and Fannie Lou  Hamer, 
cofounder o f  the M ississippi Freedom Dem ocratic Party.

Malcolm X ’s gendered perspective, while in many ways revolution
ary, was also exceptionally conservative and contradictory. Indeed, it 
is significant that whereas M alcolm  X  advocated agency on behalf
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o f (presumably male) African Am ericans, M alcolm  X  ignored any 
agency on behalf o f  women. A s the above quotes reveal, for example, 
M alcolm X  framed the issue as one o f “giving”women access to edu
cation, freedom , and incentive. W omen were seen to follow from the 
lead o f  men, rather than having their own initiative. This is a vastly 
different message from his exhortation to not wait on the white soci
ety to give African Am ericans anything. Indeed, M alcolm  X  argued 
that a racist society would never give anything away for free; rather, 
it must be taken through revolutionary means. In 1965 M alcolm  X 
explained, “You never will get the solution from any white liberal. 
L e t you and I sit down and discuss the problem, come up with what
we feel the solution will be__But don’t let them come and tell us
[what] we should do to solve our problem .”41 H e continued: “I f  they 
want to help in their way, a way that they can help, good; but don’t 
come and join us and try and sit down and tell us how to solve our 
problem. They can’t do it, and they won’t.”42

hooks writes that there is no justification for M alcolm ’s sexism. 
However, she also notes that had M alcolm X  lived, it does not seem 
in any way incongruous to see him as someone who would have be
come an advocate for gender equality, hooks concludes, “To suggest, 
as he did in the speeches o f  his last year, that black women should 
play an equal role in the struggle for black liberation, constitutes an 
implicit challenge to sexist thinking. H ad he lived, M alcolm might 
have explicitly challenged sexist thinking in as adam ant a manner 
as he had advocated it.”43

The V io len ce  o f  R e v o lu tio n s

Critics o f M alcolm  X  portray him as a revolutionary who incited 
people to violence. A s indicated in chapter 4, M alcolm  X  was rou
tinely charged with inciting African Am ericans to violence. A nd to 
these charges M alcolm  X  would invariably respond with a circum
spect and considered reply, often stressing the hypocrisy o f American 
society. On one occasion, for instance, M alcolm  X  indicated that 
“when the black man starts reaching out for what Am erica says are 
his rights, the black man feels that he is within his rights— when 
he becomes the victim o f brutality by those who are depriving him
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o f his rights— to do whatever is necessary to protect him self.”44 For 
M alcolm  X , this was less an incitement to violence than it was an 
observation. He explained that,“You should not feel that I am inciting 
someone to violence. Fm only warning o f  a powder-keg situation. You 
can take it or leave it. I f  you take the warning, perhaps you can still 
save yourself. But if  you ignore or ridicule it, well, death is already 
at your doorstep.”45

H is dismissal o f charges o f  violence, as seen in this last statement, 
was indeed tinged with violent imagery. However, critics have wrongly 
interpreted, or have failed to consider, M alcolm  X ’s actual stance on 
violence and revolution. Conform ing with a prudent rhetoric, M al
colm X  saw violence as contingent upon the course o f  revolution. As 
he explained in a number o f  speeches and interviews, Am erica was 
in a position to witness a bloodless, nonviolent revolution. M alcolm 
X  stressed that “Am erica is the only country in history in a position 
to bring about a revolution without violence and bloodshed.”46 H e 
indicated that freedom could come to the A frican American either 
by ballots or bullets. For M alcolm X ,“These are the only two avenues,
the only two roads, the only two m ethods, the only two m eans__ ”
M alcolm  X ,in  stark gendered terms, further explained that “the only 
way without bloodshed that this can be brought about is that the 
black man has to be given full use o f  the ballot in every one o f the 
fifty states. But if  the black man doesn’t get the ballot, then you are 
going to be faced with another man who forgets that ballot and starts 
using the bullet.” M alcolm  X  concluded, though, that violence was 
the most likely scenario, given that “America is not morally equipped” 
to give the black man his freedom .47

Robert Terrill interprets M alcolm  X ’s “Ballot or Bullet” speech 
in rhetorical terms. H e suggests that “M alcolm  never explicitly 
advocated violence, but at the same time, this rhetoric does seem to 
encourage violent action.” Accordingly, the “resulting tension fosters 
an incipient willingness to consider acting in ways that ignore the 
expectations o f  the dom inant culture, but issues no command to 
take such action.”48 W hereas I concur with Terrill’s assessm ent that 
M alcolm  X ’s oratorical strategy o f  not advocating or m odeling an 
unproblematic course o f action opens up some conceptual space in
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the Civil Rights M ovem ent, I also believe that there are other, more 
practical issues at hand. In particular, M alcolm  X  as a public figure 
must have been aware and concerned about being indicted on charges 
o f sedition. Peter G oldm an, who had interviewed M alcolm  X  on a 
number o f  occasions, explains that M alcolm X  “was rather more cau
tious with his language than his reputation as a fire-eater suggested; 
he has an almost lawyerly sense o f where consciousness-heightening 
ended and where sedition began.”49 Both Louis Lom ax and Goldman 
agree that M alcolm  X  always stopped short o f  advocating armed 
revolution, but that revolution was also described in dire terms. 
N o doubt M alcolm  X  was aware o f  the governmental harassment 
directed against other black activists, including Paul Robeson and 
W .E .B . D uB ois. Indeed, within his speeches M alcolm  X  did allude 
to the possibility o f  sedition charges.

M alcolm  X , however, was decidedly opposed to the principle 
o f nonviolence as advocated by M artin Luther King, Jr., for one 
basic reason: he believed that this practice unfairly placed A frican 
Am ericans in an inferior position— as well as an emasculated posi
tion— vis-a-vis their daily struggles against violence. Recall the con
text o f  the times. On Septem ber 15, 1963, four African-Am erican 
schoolgirls died, and twenty other people were injured, when the Ku 
Klux Klan bom bed the Sixteenth Baptist Church in Birm ingham , 
A labam a.That same day a thirteen-year-old African-Am erican boy, 
Virgil Ware, was shot and killed by two sixteen-year-old white boys. 
Given this context, M alcolm X  reasoned: “I f  M artin Luther King was 
teaching white people to turn the other cheek, then I would say he 
was justified in teaching Black people to turn the other cheek. That’s
all I ’m against I f  I ’m going to be nonviolent, then let them [white
people] be nonviolent.”su D uring a D ecem ber 1964 interview with 
Les Crane, M alcolm  X  was asked to define and defend his position 
on violence. Crane went on the offensive: “ Violence or the threat o f 
violence has always surrounded you. Speeches that you’ve made have 
been interpreted as being threat. You have made statem ents...about 
how the Negroes should go out and arm themselves, form militias o f  
their own.” M alcolm  X  responded: “N o, I said this: That in areas o f 
this country where the government has proven its— either its inability
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or its unwillingness to protect the lives and property o f  our people, 
then it’s only fair to expect us to do whatever is necessary to protect 
ourselves.”51 The youthful killers o f Virgil Ware, described as Eagle 
Scouts and regular churchgoers, adm itted to the murder, but were 
released into custody with a warning to not have another “lapse.”52 

Je ff Goodw in argues that states, through their inability or unwill
ingness to protect certain populations, are culpable in the creation o f 
revolutionary movem ents.53 M alcolm X ’s stance on violence is an af
firmation o f this argument. In his “W orld Problem” speech, M alcolm
X  explained “We believe that our fight is ju st__This doesn’t mean
that we’re for violence. But we have seen that the federal govern
ment has shown its inability, its absolute unwillingness, to protect 
the lives and the property o f  Black people.”54 On numerous other 
occasions M alcolm X  elaborated his position. In a statement delivered 
in London on February 9, 1965, M alcolm  X  said bluntly, “I do not 
advocatc violence. In fact, the violence that exists in the United States 
is the violence that the Negro in Am erica has been a victim of, and I 
have never advocated our people going out and initiating any acts o f 
aggression against whites indiscriminately.”55 And later, in a lecture 
delivered two days later at the London School o f Econom ics, M al
colm X  explained that “W c arc not for violence in any shape or form, 
but believe that the people who have violence committed against 
them should be able to defend themselves. By what they are doing 
to me they arouse me to violence. People should only be nonviolent 
as long as they are dealing with a nonviolent person.”56

For M alcolm  X , therefore, a crucial component o f the black revo
lution was a reconstituted (separate) black community; to (re)gain 
control o f  all political and economic resources. W ithin the com 
munity, however, traditional roles were largely retained. Black men, 
in particular, were expected to provide not only for their families, 
but also for the community and the nation as a whole. Provision, 
moreover, was to be seen not only in economic terms, but in cor
poreal terms. In particular, African-Am erican men were to protect 
African-Am erican women and children from the physical abuses 
meted out by a white racist society. In D ecem ber 1964 M alcolm  X  
asked the men in attendance:
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H ow  can you and I be looked upon as men with black wom en 

being beaten and nothing being done about it, black children and 

black babies being beaten and nothing being done about it? N o, we 

don’t deserve to be recognized and respected as men as long as our

wom en can be bru talized__ and nothing being done about it, but

we sit around singing “W e Shall O vercom e.”57

Elsewhere M alcolm  X  was more specific. Referring to a news 
account o f an A frican-A m erican woman being beaten in Selm a, 
A labam a, M alcolm  X  said, “It showed the sheriff and his hench
men throwing this Black woman on the ground— on the ground. 
A nd Negro men standing around doing nothing about it saying, 
‘W ell, let’s overcome them with our capacity to love.’ W hat kind 
o f phrase is that? ‘Overcome them with our capacity to love.’ And 
then it disgraces the rest o f  us, because all over the world the picture 
is splashed showing a Black woman with some white brutes, with 
their knees holding her down, and full-grown Black men stand
ing around watching it.”,R In his speeches M alcolm  X  stressed the 
historical and contemporary exploitation and oppression o f black 
women. H e spoke o f their being raped by white slave owners, o f  
four little girls being killed in an explosion in a Birm ingham church. 
M alcolm  X  interpreted these acts as signifying the emasculation o f 
A frican-Am erican men. Physical force, rather than violence per sc, 
for M alcolm  X  was deeply implicated in the revolutionary struggles 
for black liberation.

Conclusions

Colburn suggests that the “values, expectations, phraseology, ico
nography, and implicit rules that expressed and shaped collective 
intentions and behavior can be called the ‘intellectual culture o f the 
revolution.’”39 M alcolm X  was a prominent intellectual o f  revolution
ary movements. A nd in so doing he forwarded a decidedly black radi
cal intellectual culture o f  revolution. It is inappropriate, however, to 
categorize Malcolm X  as a revolutionary in the sense o f  Che Guevara 
or Fidel Castro in C uba, or H o C hi M inh and Vo Nguyen G iap in 
Vietnam . M alcolm X  certainly employed the rhetoric o f revolution,
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and contributed a theoretical understanding o f the black revolution, 
but he did not advocate armed rebellion. H is m essage— directed 
largely toward the A frican-A m erican  populace— was to remake 
American spaces through self-determination and personal em pow
erment. Self-defense was intimately associated with this remaking. 
Furthermore, M alcolm  X  implored his audiences to not rely on the 
oppressors and exploiters to change. Rather, it was up to A frican 
Am ericans to assume the initiative.

Colburn writes that “Revolution brings the moment o f  supreme 
political choice. To an extent otherwise never possible, it can be 
asked: How should we be governed, and to what ends shall our govern
ment propel us?”60 Tlirough the rhetoric o f revolution, M alcolm  X 
demanded o f  a racist society that it confront the questions o f  oppres
sion and exploitation. He demanded also o f  his African-Am erican 
audiences to understand clearly the issues at hand. H is was not a 
“w ait-and-see” approach. There was an immediacy to his message. 
The call for revolution was more a demand for African Am ericans 
to assume responsibility for their plight. M alcolm  X , for example, 
evinced significant changes in his attitudes to “white liberals” and 
others who sought to achieve social justice. Ultimately, however, 
he maintained that African Am ericans must take the initiative. In 
Decem ber 1964, M alcolm  X  explained that, “I believe that there
are some white people who might be sincere__Now if you are with
us, all I say is, make the same kind o f  contribution with us in our 
struggle for freedom that all white people have always made when 
they were struggling for their own freedom . You were struggling for 
your freedom in the Revolutionary war. Your own Patrick Henry 
said ,‘Liberty or death,’ and George W ashington got the cannons out, 
and all the rest o f  them that you taught me to worship as my heroes, 
they were fighters, they were warriors.”61 The salience o f  M alcolm 
X ’s message is well expressed by H . Rap Brown: “M alcolm  was the 
first Black leader to come out and tell Black people that they had a
right to defend their own lives__H e knew where it was at. America
doesn’t rule the world with love. It rules with guns, tanks, missiles, 
bom bs, the Army, A ir Force, Navy and the M arines.”62
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M alcolm  X  recast the black revolution and black liberation in the 
United States in terms o f masculine self-realization. In this respect, 
M alcolm X  was not immune from the dominant ideologies o f  gender 
prevalent in many black social m ovem ents. However, as his argu
ments became increasingly socialist in orientation, he also evinced a 
more nuanced understanding o f  sexism. Thus, although M alcolm  X  
did not identify him self as a M arxist,let alone a third world M arxist, 
he did provide a foundation that later revolutionaries built upon. In 
particular, M alcolm X  was moving toward a critical interpretation 
o f  the triple oppressions o f  racism, classism , and sexism. A s such, 
his writings and speeches were as instrumental to later groups, such 
as the Black Panther Party, as were the writings o f Frantz Fanon, 
Ernesto Guevara, and M ao Zedong.



6
G e o g r a p h i c a l  

Im a g i n a t i o n s  a n d  
t h e  P l a c e  o f  A f r i c a

7he world is wide and beautiful.
But almost everywhere, everywhere, the children are dying.

—  E dw ard  A b b e y 1

“We routinely make sense o f  places, spaces, and landscapes in our 
everyday lives,” Derek Gregory w rites,“ in different ways and for dif

ferent purposes— and these “popular geographies” are as important 
to the conduct o f  social life as are our understandings of...biography 
and history.” Gregory elaborates that “when wc arc required to think 
critically and systematically about social life and social space, we 
usually need to distance ourselves from those commonplace, taken- 
for-granted assum ptions.’’ Gregory maintains that “we need to inter
rogate those ‘common sense’understandings: We need to make them 
answer to other questions, to have them speak to other audicnccs, to 
make them visible from other perspectives.”2 Gregory concludes that 
the “task o f  a critical human geography— o f a geographical im agina
tion— is... to unfold [one] utopian gesture and replace it with another: 
one that recognizes the corporeality o f vision and reaches out, from 
one body to another, not in a mood o f  arrogance, aggression, and 
conquest but in a spirit o f humility, understanding and care.”3

103
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M alcolm X  was an intellectual who developed his political thought 
from a dialectical dialogue o f  lived experience and critical interpreta
tion. Anthony Bogues asserts that this dialogue— this geographical 
im agining— is a feature o f  the black radical intellectual tradition, 
where there is a radical hermeneutic o f  everyday experiences.4 For 
M alcolm  X , his experiences— his ground-level reality— did not con
form with the promise o f the American D ream , nor to the rhetoric 
o f  the Civil Rights M ovem ent. The former, according to Malcolm 
X , was a myth; the latter was an integrationist stance that reaffirmed 
white supremacy.

In a December 1964 speech Malcolm X  spoke o f “im age-m aking.” 
Regarding the representation o f African Am ericans in the United 
States,M alcolm  X  argued,“Anytim e black people in this country are 
not able to be controlled by the man, the press immediately begins 
to label those black people as irresponsible or as extremists.They put 
all these old negative labels up there.”3 Two months later M alcolm  X  
addressed the London School o f Econom ics, an occasion on which 
he discussed the use o f  representations with respect to violence: “I 
have never said that Negroes should initiate acts o f  aggression against 
whites, but where the government fails to protect the Negro he is 
entitled to do it himself. H e is within his rights. I have found the 
only white elements who do not want this advice given to undefen
sive Blacks are the racist liberals. They use the press to project us in the 
image o f violence.',b Five days later M alcolm  X  elaborated on the use 
o f  representations:

They take the press, and through the press, they feed statistics,., .call 

them crim e statistics, to the white public. Because the white public 

is divided. Som e mean good , and som e don’t mean g o o d __The rac

ists, that are usually very influential in the society, don’t m ake their 

move w ithout first trying to get public opinion on their side. W hen 

they w ant to suppress and oppress the B lack  com m unity, what do 

they do? They take these statistics, and through the press, they feed 

them to the public.They make it appear that the rate o f  crime in the 

B lack com m unity is higher than it is anywhere else.7

In these statements M alcolm X demonstrates an understanding o f 
the complex interactions o f power, knowledge, and the representation
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o f people, places, and events— themes that resonate in contemporary 
debates o f  social theory.This is seen most clearly, for example, in the 
writings o f Frantz Fanon, M ichel Foucault, and Edward Said. In 
Orientalism, as a case in point, Said is concerned with the production 
o f the “O rient” as distinct from the western “Occident.” Said explains: 
“The Orient was almost a European invention, and had been since 
antiquity a place o f romance, exotic beings, haunting memories and 
landscapes, remarkable experiences....the O rient has helped to de
fine Europe (or the W est) as its contrasting image, idea, personality, 
experience. Yet none o f this Orient is merely imaginative.The Orient 
is an integral part o f  European material civilization and culture.”8 

Ju st as Orientalism  defined the W est in a relational sense, so 
too has the discursive construction o f  African Americans defined 
whiteness.Toni M orrison introduces the term Africanism  to capture 
this idea.9 She explains that the term Africanism  refers not to the 
larger body o f knowledge on A frica— the accumulated geographical 
knowledge produced by academics, travelers, and so on— nor to the 
varieties and complexities o f  African people and their descendants. 
Instead, M orrison uses the term “for the denotative and connotative 
blackness that A frican peoples have come to signify, as well as the 
entire range o f  views, assum ptions, readings, and misreadings that 
accompany Eurocentric learning about these people.” She contin
ues that “Africanism  has become, in the Eurocentric tradition that 
Am erican education favors, both a way o f  talking about and a way o f 
policing matters o f class, sexual license, and repression, formations and 
exercises o f power, and mediations on cthics and accountability.”10 

M alcolm  X , as discussed in chapter 3, understood the power 
o f representations and the control o f  knowledge— the presence o f  
Africanism  sentim ents— and how the use o f representations was 
crucial in the construction not only o f African Am ericans, but also 
o f nonwhite spaces. M alcolm  X , in his deconstruction o f  the term 
Negro (see chapter 3) exposed the racism inherent in the label. By 
indicating the absence o f self in “N egro,"M alcolm  X  argued that for 
African Am ericans to adopt this term is to negate their own exis
tence. Negro and other externally imposed terms, such as race riots, 
were tools o f discipline and domination, produced and circulated



within  education ,  the m edia ,  and other m e d iu m s.  D e sc r ib in g  the 

representation  o f “race r io ts , ’’ M a lc o lm  X  explained that:

...This m essage— this is a very skillful message used by racists to 

make the whites who aren’t racists think that since the rate o f  crime 

in the Black community is so high, this paints the Black community 

in the image o f  a criminal. It makes it appear that everyone in the 

Black community is a criminal. And as soon as this impression is 

given, then it makes it possible, or paves the way to set up a police- 

type state in the Black community, getting the full approval o f  the 

white public when the police come in and use all kind o f  brutal 

methods to suppress Black people, crush their skulls, sic dogs on 

them, and things o f  that sort. And the whites go along with it. 

Because they think that everybody over there’s a criminal anyway. 

This is what— the press does this.11

The recognition and analysis o f  negative representations o f  A fr ican  

A m e r ic an s ,  therefore, p rovided an im p o rta n t  bu ild in g  b lock  to the 

deve lopm ent o f M a l c o l m  X ’s own political th ou gh t  and geograph ica l  

im a g in a t io n s— ideas that reappear  in co n tem p o ra ry  d iscuss ion s  o f  

race and racism . In deed ,  three decad es  after M a lc o lm  X ,  O r la n d o  

Patterson  w ould  echo these sam e sentim ents :

Am erican social science is either uninterested in, or befuddled 

by, the fact that the vast majority o f  A fro-A m ericans, including 

the majority o f  those born and brought up poor, overcome their 

circumstances and lead healthy, happy, productive lives. For the 

same reason that they exhibit little interest in the growing number 

o f  poor Euro-A m ericans, who now greatly outnumber their A fro- 

American counterparts and are as crime committing, violent, wife

battering, child abusive, and drug addicted__with economic and

health consequences for the nation that are absolutely and propor

tionately greater than those caused by any other group. It is, however, 

consistent with the obsessive over-racialization o f  social problems 

and their confinement to a hom ogenized population o f  33 million 

A fro-A m ericans__12

I su g g e st  that  we co nn ect  M a lc o lm  X ’s concern over geograp h ica l  

representations with his earlier experiences in grade  school,  n am ely  

the representation  o f  both  A fr ic a  and A fr ic a n  A m e r ic a n s  in c la ss

1 0 6  T h e  G e o g r a p h y  o f  M a l c o l m  X
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room settings. M alcolm  X  argued that the construction o f  negative 
images o f  African A m ericans facilitated the perpetuation o f  racist 
and discriminatory practices, including residential and educational 
segregation legislation. For M alcolm  X , an antiracist pedagogy was 
imperative to confront the continued violence perpetuated against 
nonwhites. Indeed,M alcolm  X  identified the potential consequences 
o f these representations. In his speech at the London School o f  
Econom ics, M alcolm  X  explained:

.. .a s  soon as the public accepts the fact that the dark-skinned com 

m unity consists largely o f  crim inals or people who are dirty, then 

it m akes it possible for the power structure to set up a police-state 

system . W hich  will m ake it perm issible in the m inds o f  even the 

w ell-m eaning white public for them to com e in and use all kinds 

o f  police m ethods to brutally suppress the struggles on the part o f  

these people against segregation, discrim ination , and other acts that 

are unleashed against them that are absolutely un just.13

For M alcolm  X , these representations fostered an environment 
that facilitated a banal perpetuation o f discrimination and prejudice, 
oppression, and exploitation. Consequently, it is this context o f  over- 
racialization that allowed Susan Sm ith, in 1994, to claim that she 
was the victim o f  a car-jacking by an armed, black male, twenty to 
thirty years old, and that her children were abducted along with the 
car.The assailant never existed; indeed, Sm ith had drawn on a stock 
representation o f  “black crim inals” to divert attention from the fact 
that she herself had murdered her children.14 Morever, the lack o f 
a general outcry over the deceit o f Sm ith provides an indication on 
how “natural” her story appeared to much o f white society.

An awareness o f Africanism  is crucial to the countering o f  rac
ist practices. M orrison writes: “Through the simple expedient o f  
dem onizing and reifying the range o f  color on a palette, American 
Africanism  makes it possible to say and not say, to inscribe and erase, 
to escape and engage, to act out and act on, to historicize and render 
timeless. It provides a way o f contem plating chaos and civilization, 
desire and fear, and a mechanism for testing the problems and bless
ings o f freedom. ”15Th is last statement is worth considering more fully. 
A fricanism — the construction o f  an inferior blackness— is necessary
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for the sim ultaneous construction o f  Am erican ideals: freedom , 
liberty, independence, and self-determination. Only through the ex
istence o f a subservient, unfree people was the ideal o f freedom truly 
revealed. This, o f  course, was the basis o f  integration, from Malcolm 
X ’s perspective. Conversely, if  A frican A m ericans chose to separate 
themselves, their actions signified a renunciation o f American soci
ety. Separatism was a symbol o f liberation and independence: They 
were free  to live where they wanted. A nd once separated, they were 
no longer positioned as the negative Other, to be juxtaposed with a 
constructed sense o f  white supremacy.

A fricanism , o f course, has not remained unchallenged. Just as 
African Americans countered the production o f geographical knowl
edge, just as A frican A m ericans advocated separatist movements, 
and just as A frican Am ericans dem anded— through revolution if 
necessary— equal treatment as human beings, so too have African 
Am ericans countered the construction o f Africanism . M alcolm  X , 
although certainly neither the first nor the last, redirected attention 
away from the overracialized representations, the A fricanist geo
graphical imaginations o f a racialized society. Rather than perpetuat
ing an essentialist conception o f  race and crime, M alcolm X  honed in 
on the existent social, political, and economic inequalities o f society 
and, consequently, challenged the dominant “public” explanations 
o f these events.

But crucially, M alcolm  X , as explained in chapter 3, understood 
also that the negative representations o f African Am ericans were 
intimately associated with negative images o f  the A frican hom e
land. To redeem the “identity” o f A frican Am ericans, to counter the 
Africanism  that flourished, and continues to flourish, in American 
society, M alcolm  X  and other intellectuals turned their attention to 
the “place” o f  Africa.

A frica has remained an intricate part o f  A frican Am erican’s (and 
other peoples o f  African descent’s) imaginative geographies. I con
cur with Jam es Meriwether who writes that “Exam ining African 

Am ericans’ discourses about A frica...u ltim ately  not only deepens 
our understanding o f  this relationship but also opens a window onto 
black A m erica as it transformed itself during the mid-twentieth
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century.”16 Given the nature o f  A fricanism , however, it is perhaps 
to be expected that the lack o f understanding o f  this relationship is 
further evidence o f  an entrenched Africanism  in our society. M iss
ing from our geographies are the social and spatial practices that 
form the African diaspora. A s M eriwether further explains, “the 
downplaying o f  international forces that informed black America 
divorces our understanding o f  the black freedom struggle in America 
from the broader, worldwide context.”17 M alcolm X  was explicit, 
especially in his last year, in his acknowledgment o f  A frica in his 
political thought. A nd in this manner, M alcolm  X  continued a long 
tradition o f  redeeming the discursive and material spaces o f Africa 
through Pan-A fricanism .

P an -A frican ism

Pan-Africanism  (not to be confused with M orrison’s Africanism ) is 
both a movement and an idea. Although its inception is debated, there 
is general consensus that Pan-A fricanism  “is a political and cultural 
phenomenon that regards A frica, Africans, and A frican descendants 
abroad as a unit.’Tt thus refers to an imaginative diasporic geography, 
one that “seeks to regenerate and unify A frica and promote a feeling 
o f oneness am ong the people o f  the African world.”18

The intellectual roots o f  Pan-A fricanism  are grounded in the 
understanding o f A frica in the thoughts, actions, and expressions 
o f peoples o f the African diaspora. Robin Kelley identifies a long 
tradition o f African visions am ong the diaspora.19 As reflected in lit
erature, music, and political texts, African Americans have historically 
represented particular imaginative geographies o f  Africa as a space o f 
salvation and redemption. Often these geographies would incorporate 
a biblically informed dream o f Exodus, as seen, for example, in the 
back to A frica movements and other “Black colonization” schemes. 
Moreover, as written in the sixty-eighth Psalm, “Ethiopia stretches 
forth her hands unto G o d .” According to Kelley, this passage was 
as im portant to Pan-A fricanist and cm igrationist sentiment as the 
book o f  Exodus. In particular, references to Ethiopia became the 
theological basis for what became known in the nineteenth century
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as Ethiopianism .The Bible, therefore,provided much inspiration for 
a redemption o f Africa.

Pan-A fricanism , as an idea and movement, challenged both rac
ism within the diaspora and colonialism in the A frican homeland. 
From its intellectual inception, therefore, it was transnational in 
scope. Pan-A fricanists understood the interconnections o f  localized 
forms o f  racism— whether these were practiced in New York, H aiti, 
or the C ongo— and the larger regional and international systems o f 
colonialism.

A lthough not the first to express P an-A fricanist sentim ents, 
Edward W. Blyden is generally credited with coining the term Pan- 
Africanism. Blyden was born in 1832 on the D anish W est Indian 
island o f  St. Thomas. H e arrived in the United States, hoping to 
continue his education. However, as a “black,” Blyden was denied 
adm ission into U .S. institutions o f  higher learning. H e subsequently 
emigrated to Liberia in 1851, with the aid o f the New York C oloniza
tion Society.Through education, Blyden became fluent in classics and 
mathematics; he also spoke numerous languages, including Hebrew. 
In 1861 became professor o f  G reek and Latin at Liberia College 
and within twenty years he was president o f  the college. H e also 
worked as a journalist, serving as editor o f the Liberia Herald and, 
later, The Negro and The African World. A part from these activities, 
Blyden was also a Presbyterian minister and a diplom at (he served 
as M inister o f the Interior and Secretary o f State and A m bassador 
to London and Paris).

The Pan-Africanism  o f Blyden consisted, in part, in an attempt 
to redeem the “nature” o f  the African. H e wrote widely on racial 
prejudice and he repudiated dominant “scientific” conceptions o f  
African inferiority.Through appeals to the Bible, as well as to classical 
writers, including Hom er, Herodotus, and Aeschylus, Blyden argued 
that A fricans were in no way inferior to Europeans. Concerned with 
the production o f  geographic knowledge o f  A frica and A fricans, 
Blyden attempted to demonstrate that A fricans indeed possessed 
not only an enviable past, but also had made immense contributions 
to the progress o f  humankind.20 Consequently, Blyden promoted a 
strong admiration and respect for African culture. He likewise argued
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against assimilation and the “Europeanization” o f  African peoples, 
countering racist theories o f culture and civilization. In so doing, he 
advocated the establishment o f  A frican universities, and the prom o
tion o f  A frican subjects, including languages. Blyden argued:

“L e t us do away with the sentim ent o f  Race. L e t us do away with our 

A frican  personality and be lost, i f  possible, in another R ace.” This is 

as wise or as philosophical as to say, let us do away with gravitation, 

with heat and cold and sunshine and rain. O f  course, the Race in 

which these persons would be absorbed is the dom inant race, before 

which, in cringing self-surrender and ignoble self-suppression they 

lie in prostrate adm iration .21

Blyden would advocate that A fricans not succumb to the racist 
overtures o f  European society; that A fricans should not subject 
themselves to the colonizer’s rhetoric. Instead, through education 
and self-determination, A fricans were to reclaim their sense o f  self 
and, consequently, truly achieve their dignity. Moreover, Blyden did 
not believe that peoples o f  the African diaspora would ever fully 
be treated as equals within the United States or Europe. A ccord
ingly, he advocated the formation o f an African nationality, and the 
simultaneous development o f  strong, independent African states 
with complete autonomy in political, economic, and religious affairs. 
ITe likewise argued against the continued exploitation o f A frica by 
European colonial powers.

Blyden was not alone in his forwarding o f Pan-Africanism . Henry 
Sylvester-W illiam s, a Trinidadian-born lawyer living in London, 
convened a gathering o f  scholars in 1900. H is goal was to assemble 
a “congress” o f  peoples o f  the African diaspora. W ith  representatives 
from Ethiopia, Sierra Leone, Liberia, and the G old C oast, as well as 
many others from North Am erica and the W est Indies, Sylvester- 
W illiam s used the occasion to discuss issues facing blacks living in 
England and elsewhere around the world.

O ne notable person in attendance at the 1900 congress was 
W .E .B . D u Bois. It was D u  B ois, subsequently, who assem bled 
the first Pan-African C ongress, held in Paris in 1919. Arranged to 
coincide with the Paris Peace Conference in the aftermath o f the 
First W orld War, D u Bois hoped to draw attention to the injustice
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o f European colonialism in A frica, the treatment o f black soldiers 
in Europe, and the need for an African presence at the Paris Peace 
Conference.This first Pan-African Congress was attended by sixteen 
black Am ericans, twenty-seven delegates from the Caribbean, and 
twenty representatives from Africa.

Encouraged by the participation at the 1919 Congress, D u Bois 
organized subsequent congresses in 1921 ,1923 ,1927 ,and 1945.These 
congresses continued to focus on European colonialism in A frica as 
well as the condition o f  peoples o f  African descent throughout the 
diaspora. Recom m endations were routinely presented to the League 
o f N ations. To be expected, there were debates and disagreements 
over the proper course o f  action. Som e Pan-A fricanists, including 
D u Bois, favored some form o f separatism . Others favored more 
international cooperation with European governments.

Equally im portant to the development o f  Pan-A fricanism  was 
the growth o f  M arcus G arvey’s movement. A s discussed in earlier 
chapters, Garveyism is often erroneously portrayed as simply a Back- 
to-Africa movement. Garvey did, however,believe that the solution to 
the problem o f black inequality in the New World required a powerful 
black nation in A frica and he did propose that the formation o f  a 
strong African state could serve as home to members o f the A frican 
diaspora.22 However, Garvey also advocated a selective emigration 
rather than a mass exodus.23 In so doing, Garvey drew inspiration 
from the modern Zionist movement, and even called his own move
ment Black Zionism.1* H e patterned his Universal African Legion, 
for example, after the Jewish Legion , and even received significant 
patronage from Jewish financiers.25

The political thought o f  Garvey provided im portant foundations 
for the formulation o f  subsequent Pan-A frican ideas. Penny Von 
Eschen, for example, writes that Garvey made African Am ericans 
conscious o f their African origins and created for the first time a 
feeling o f  international solidarity between A fricans and peoples o f  
African descent. She concludes that in “a brutal era o f  Jim  Crow, 
lynchings, and political disenfranchisem ent, Garvey transformed 
African Americans from a national minority into a global majority.”26 
P. Olisanwuche Esedebe, likewise, contends that Garvey introduced
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the “m asses” to the ideas o f  an African nationality and an A frican 
personality, which had hitherto been restricted to a handful o f  intel
lectuals.2' Tliis concern for the everyday person would manifest most 
strongly in the later activities o f  M alcolm  X  and his successors such 
as Huey Newton and Bobby Seale.

Pan-African sentiment underwent significant transform ations in 
the 1950s and 1960s. Following the 1945 Pan-A frican conference, 
held in Manchester, England, the movement largely passed into the 
hands o f A frican politicians. Indeed, present at the 1945 confer
ence were many o f the future leaders o f the anticolonial movement 
in A frica, including Jom o Kenyatta and Kwamc Nkrum ah. It was 
N krum ah.in  particular, who called for A frican independence o f  the 
G old C oast (present-day G hana) and became a leading advocate o f 
a more revolutionary understanding o f  Pan-A fricanism . This was a 
crucial development in that these ideas contributed to the form a
tion o f the O rganization o f African Unity (O A U ). In 1963 thirty 
o f the then thirty-three African heads o f  state met in A ddis Ababa. 
The organization was developed to foster regional unity, promote 
economic growth, and end colonial rule.

Dialectically, the Pan-Africanist movements based in Africa would 
have a profound influence on events in the United States. According 
to M eriwether:

Events in A frica  held m eaning, be they the joyfu l outpourings from  

A frican  nations gain ing independence or the painful, som etim es 

deadly, progress tow ard true freedom . If, historically, frustration 

and disillusionm ent had driven som e A frican  A m erican s to seek a 

stronger relationship with A frica , clearly now a new basis for the 

relationship pervaded broader black A m erica. D isillusionm ent and 

anger with A m erica certainly were involved, but beyond this the 

hope and pride generated by contem porary  A frica  resonated in 

black A m erica.2*

African Am ericans, in the early 1960s, following independence 
struggles across the A frican  continent, helped fram e discourses 
about A frica. A frican A m ericans found that bringing attention to 
bear on liberation movements that were fighting readily identified 
proponents o f  white supremacy offered an effective rallying point,
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much more so than did independent countries that were struggling 
against economic, political, and cultural problem s.29 M alcolm  X  was 
both a product of, and catalyst for, this reconfigured geographical 
imagination. A s discussed below, it was the sense o f  pride and hope 
that M alcolm  X  was drawn to during his sojourn to the A frican 
homeland in 1964, and it was this sense that M alcolm  X  advocated 
during the last months o f his life.

M alco lm  and the P lace  o f  P an -A frican ism

Following his separation from the N ation o f  Islam , M alcolm  X  
initially advocated black nationalism as the foundation o f  his future 
Civil R ights work. Black nationalism , for M alcolm  X , consisted o f  
political, economic, and social control. C onform ing to his earlier 
pronouncements on the viability o f  separate communities, M alcolm  
X  (echoing Blyden, Garvey, and other Pan-A fricanists) believed 
that it was imperative for African Am ericans to control their own 
resources and institutions. In subsequent months, however, there 
was a shift in the geographic contours o f his political philosophy. 
Specifically, M alcolm  X  maintained that a material liberation could 
only emerge in tandem with a psychological emancipation. Pan- 
Africanism , with A frica serving as a geographical touchstone, would 
provide the framework.

On A pril 22 , 1964 M alcolm  X  em barked on the first o f  his 
two A frican trips o f  that year. H e returned, on June 20, with a 
Pan-A fricanist-inspired perspective on the conduct o f  the Civil 
Rights M ovem ent. The reasons for this shift are threefold. First, 
Pan-A fricanism  offered M alcolm  X  a model upon which to foster 
A frican-A m erican solidarity within the Civil R ights M ovem ent. 
Specifically,M alcolm X  was fascinated and inspired by the formation 
o f the OAU, an event that must have resonated with his earlier interest 
in the Bandung Conference. This sense o f community as expressed 
in the ideals o f  the O A U — to promote unity and solidarity— was o f 
tremendous appeal to M alcolm  X . Particularly since his separation 
from the Nation o f  Islam , M alcolm  X  spoke regularly on the divi
siveness and splintered nature o f  the Civil Rights M ovem ent. In his 
“Declaration o f  Independence” speech o fM arch  1 2 ,1 9 6 4 ,M alcolm
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X , for example, informed his audience that he was not out to fight 
other leaders o f the Civil Rights M ovem ent; rather, they “must find 
a common approach, a common solution, to a common problem .”30 
H e urged community leaders to “concentrate [their] united efforts 
toward solving the unending hurt that is being done daily to our 
people...in  A m erica.”31 M alcolm  X  concluded, “There can be no 
black-white unity until there is first some black unity. There can be 
no workers’ solidarity until there is first some racial solidarity. We 
cannot think o f uniting with others, until after we have first united 
am ong ourselves.”32

Second, for M alcolm  X , Pan-A fricanism  afforded a tangible 
philosophy upon which to build and strengthen African-Am erican 
communities. In so doing, Pan-Africanism  conformed to his earlier 
separatist arguments. First, however, a spatial distinction between 
what I term communal separatism and transnational separatism must 
be introduced. By the former term I refer to separate communities, 
such as black towns, wherein African Am ericans retain political, 
economic, and social control o f their surroundings. Th is conforms 
to the arguments o f  separatists such as W ashington and Garvey. 
Transnational separatism , conversely, may be used to indicate the 
literal return o f diasporic peoples to the African homeland.

M alcolm  X  clearly moved away from advocating transnational 
separatism. D uring a M arch 1964 rally M alcolm X  said that “We 

have to be realistic and flexible” and that “A frica is a long way off 
and there’s a lot o f water in between.”33 In his “Declaration o f Inde
pendence” speech, M alcolm  X  further explained that while he still 
(at that point) believed that a literal separation to A frica was the 
best solution, he also acknowledged that “separation back to A frica 
is still a long-range program , and while it is yet to materialize, 22 
million o f  our people who are still here in Am erica need better food, 
clothing, housing, education and jobs right now.”34 In a December 
1964 interview M alcolm X  articulated more clearly his geographi
cal imaginings o f A frica: “I believe this, that if  we migrated back to 
A frica culturally, philosophically and psychologically, while remain
ing here physically, the spiritual bond that would develop between 
us and A frica through this cultural, philosophical and psychological
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migration, so-called migration, would enhance our position here, 
because we would have our contacts with them acting as roots or 
foundations behind us.’’35

In part drawing on his Garveyite upbringing, M alcolm X  equated 
the spiritual return o f African Americans to the Jewish diaspora. 
H e explained that “Just as the American Jew  is in harmony (politi
cally, economically, and culturally) with world Jewry, it is time for all 
African-Am ericans to become an integral part o f  the world’s Pan- 
Africanists, and even though we might remain in Am erica physically 
while fighting for the benefits the Constitution guarantees us, we 
must ‘return’ to A frica philosophically and culturally and develop a 
working unity in the framework o f  Pan-A fricanism .”36 A communal 
separatism , therefore, remained a viable, if  not preferable option for 
M alcolm X. W illiam Sales argues in a similar vein that any quest for 
social justice must preserve the plurality o f  cultures and nationali
ties and not take placc as a result o f the forced hom ogenization o f 
“ integration.”37 Pan-Africanism  as an ideology would serve to guide 
the development o f  separate communities.

Third, Pan-A fricanism  provided M alcolm  X  with a means to 
broaden the American Civil Rights M ovem ent to encompass larger 
questions o f  human rights. A s Sales maintains, it was M alcolm  X  
who attempted to unite the A frican unity movement, which reached 
its high point with the creation o f  the O A U , with the human rights 
thrust o f African-descended communities in the diaspora.381 discuss 
this shift in greater detail in chapter 7; at this point, suffice it to say 
that Malcolm X  expounded on the idea that black nationalism, which 
he forwarded in M arch o f 1964, was too limiting; in particular, it 
excluded large segments o f  society that were oppressed and exploited 
by the same structures and institutions o f  white supremacy. And 
although Pan-A fricanism  was predicated on the use o f  A frica as a 
symbolic touchstone,M alcolm  X  also understood that significance o f 
the prefix pan. The liberation o f  African Am ericans was inseparable 
from other instances o f  oppression and exploitation; simply put, the 

Eurocentric international system had to be transformed into one 
which could extend justice and equality to all o f  the world’s people.39 
Pan-A fricanism  opened the door for M alcolm  X  to include all o f 
humanity.
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In 1964 M alcolm  X  created the O rganization o f A fro-Am erican 
Unity. A t its core, the purpose o f the newly formed organization 
was to combat the injustices o f  American society and to formulate 
a coalition to champion the cause o f human rights for all peoples. 
The formation o f the O A A U , however, was not simply the product 
o f M alcolm  X  acting in isolation. Indeed, the O A A U  resulted from 
numerous discussions and interactions between Malcolm X  and other 
African-Am erican, and African,leaders. D uring the early months o f 
1964, for example, M alcolm  X  spoke often with Akbar M uham m ad 
Ahm ed (formerly known as M axwell Stanford), the field secretary 
and founder o f  the Revolutionary A ction  M ovem ent (R A M ). 
Founded in 1962, Robert W illiam s, former head o f the National A s
sociation for the Advancement o f Colored People (N A A C P ) chapter 
in M onroe, North Carolina, was drafted as president. It was W illiam s 
who advocated revolutionary violence in pursuit o f  black liberation. 
Although it remains unclear if  M alcolm  X  ever met W illiam s (who, 
at the time, was living in exile in C uba), it is known that M alcolm  X  
was aware o f  W illiam s’s advocacy o f  black self-defense. Ultimately, 
based on these discussions, the O A A U  was to be the organizational 
platform for M alcolm  X  as international spokesperson for R A M ’s 
revolutionary nationalism .40

M alcolm  X  also met with other scholars and activists, including 
Jam es and Grace Lee B oggs. The B oggs, coauthors o f the seminal 
book Revolution and Evolution in the Twentieth Century, were deeply 
committed activists who forwarded socialist arguments for black lib
eration.41 They maintained that it was necessary to develop a vanguard 
o f black revolutionaries. Malcolm X  likewise corresponded with Julian 
M ayfield, an African-Am erican expatriate living in Ghana. It was 
M ayfield who wrote to M alcolm  X  about organizing links between 
African-Am erican communities with A frican-Am erican expatriates 
in Africa.M ayfield likewise introduced M alcolm X  to many dignitar
ies and intellectuals in G hana during the summ er o f 1964.

It is im portant to recognize, therefore, that M alcolm  X  was 
drawing insight from a range o f  individuals during these last eleven 
months. H e arranged with Lynn Shifflet, an N B C  television producer, 
to assemble a group o f activists to consider the proper course o f  ac
tion. Shifflet, like M alcolm  X , was a former member o f the Nation
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o f  Islam . She left, however, because o f  the repression o f  women 
within the N O I. Through her efforts, Shifflet became instrumental 
in the operations o fM alco lm  X ’s organization and, significantly, it 
was through Shifflet that Malcolm X ’s attitude toward women in the 
movement changed (see chapter 5). Others in attendance included 
the Black feminist Patricia Robinson, the A sian-Am erican activist 
Yuri Kochiyama, historian John H enrik Clarke, and A. Peter Bailey. 
According to Sales, it was C lark who secured from the United N a 
tions the mission text and charter o f  the O A U  and, subsequently, 
modeled the O A A U  after the letter and spirit o f the OAU.

H ie  R ealism  o fM a lc o lm  X

It was imperative for M alcolm  X  to represent a Pan-A fricanist- 
centered vision o f  Africa, one that countered the geographical knowl
edges produced in the media, educational systems, and elsewhere. 
M alcolm  X  said, “M illions o f  so-called Negroes in this country have 
a distorted image o f  our homeland. They think A fricans eat each 
other and live in mud huts. They’ve been brainwashed by the white 
man— why, I ’ll show you muddier huts in Harlem  than they’ve got 
over in A frica.”42 Pan-Africanism  could in this way provide a strong 
foundation for a reclaimed African-Am erican subjectivity.

The struggle for representation, however, was inseparable from 
a struggle over material concerns. A t stake in the discursive con
testation over A frica, in particular, was the control over resources 
and territory. Accordingly, during the last few months o f  his life, a 
materialist geography o f  A frica figured prominently in the speeches 
o fM alco lm  X . In this section I examine more closely the “place” o f 
the Congo, for it was this international crisis that captured much o f 
M alcolm  X ’s attention.

The C ongo Free State, located on the western edge o f the African 
continent, was created, following the 1884-85 Berlin Conference, 
as a personal empire by and for Belgium ’s King Leopold. On M ay 
29, 1885 the King o f Belgium named his new, privately controlled 
colony the Etat Independant du Congo, or the C ongo Free State. 
King Leopo ld ’s colony was spatially larger than England, France, 
Germany, Spain, and Italy combined; it occupied one-thirteenth o f
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the entire African continent, and was seventy-six times the size o f 
Belgium .43 In order to return a profit, Leopold granted leasing rights 
to private companies (concessionaires). O ne prominent company was 
the Anglo-Belgian India Rubber Com pany (A B IR ), founded in 1892. 
The A B IR  was granted exclusive rights to exploit all forest products 
in the Congo for thirty years. To take advantage o f  this, the A B IR  
and other companies introduced horrific systems o f forced labor, 
torture. M any o f  the atrocities, such as floggings, murders, and the 
mutilation o f  bodies were exposed through the work o f journalists 
and other investigators.

In 1908 Leopold transferred control o f  the Congo Free State to the 
Belgian government.The Belgian government,during its administra
tion o f the Congo, restricted general education to the primary level. 
In part, this was intended to reduce political agitation. Additionally, 
the government disallowed African representatives in political af
fairs.44 Over the next decades, even as colony after colony in A frica 
achieved independence, Belgium  remained steadfast, determined 
to retain the C ongo as a colony. D uring the 1950s, two regional 
parties had emerged: the Alliance des Baskongo (Abako), led by 
Joseph Kasavubu, and the Confederation des Associations Tribales 
du Katanga (Conakat), led by M oisc Tshom bc. A  third party, geo
graphically more inclusive in scope, was the M ouvem ent National 
C ongolais (M N C ), headed by Patrice Lum um ba. Lum um ba was a 
Pan-A fricanist. In 1958 he attended the A ll-A frican Peoples C on 
ference held in Accra, Ghana. It was this event, in part, that shaped 
many o f his philosophical beliefs.

Opposition parties to Belgium rule intensified to the point o f 
outright rebellion in 1959. Reluctantly, the Belgian government an
nounced that it would move toward that goal. In A pril a congress o f 
Congolese political parties met to discuss and establish a schedule for 
independence. In the proccss, however, representatives o f  the C on 
golese political parties became increasingly fragm ented. Kasavubu’s 
party, Abako, for example, refused outright to participate. Ultimately, 
however, a date o f June 20 ,1960  was set for independence, and parlia
mentary elections were to be held in May. A t that time, Lum um ba’s 
party won 40 o f 137 seats; this did not constitute a ruling majority.
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Lum um ba emerged as prime minister, with Kasavubu assum ing the 
largely ceremonial position o f president.

W ithin days o f  political transition, from Belgian colony to sov
ereign state, the situation deteriorated. The former colonial army 
mutinied, in part responding to unfulfilled demands o f pay raises 
and promotions. Reports circulated throughout the foreign press that 
Congolese troops were “ram paging” across the country. In response, 
Belgian troops were deployed in an attempt to stabilize the country. 
The Congolese leaders, in fact, had initially requested Belgian as
sistance. M oise Tshom be, for example, who now served as president 
o f Katanga province, had requested foreign troops. Lum um ba and 
Kasavubu, also, initially requested Belgian troops. However, after 
learning o f Belgian attacks on the port o f M atadi, which killed a 
number o f  civilians, Lum um ba turned to the United N ations to 
demand the removal o f Belgian troops.

Events in the C ongo quickly enlarged into a international crisis. 
Lum um ba, for example, dissatisfied with the United Nations, increas
ingly turned to the Soviet Union for support.The United States, in 
turn, watched with intensified concern, fearing that the C ongo might 
“fall” to communism . C om pounding the problem was the possibil
ity o f the provinces o f  K atanga and South Kasai seceding from the 
Congo. Katanga especially was a key region, both domestically and 
internationally, in the crisis. A t the time o f independence, more than 
20 percent o f  the C ongo ’s G N P  and 60 percent o f  its exports came 
from mining, with more than 75 percent o f  these resources originat
ing in Katanga alone.41 Moreover, on the international market, the 
C ongo in 1959 had produced a tenth o f  the “Free W orld’s” copper, 
half o fits cobalt,and more than two-thirds o f its industrial diamonds; 
deposits o f  uranium, vital for the aerospace industry, also heightened 
K atanga’s strategic importance.46

On July 11, 1960 Tshom be declared his independence from the 
Congo, with the Belgian government quickly supporting the seces
sionist movement in K atanga.Tshom be, in his decision,claim ed that 
he was blocking a communist takeover o f the Congo. Elsewhere in 
the country, Kasavubu adjourned parliament and Lum um ba’s private
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secretary, who had been elevated to the position o f  Arm y C h ie f o f  
Staff, seized control o f  the military.

A t the United N ations, debate centered on the leadership o f the 
Congo. A fter intense lobbying by the United States, on November 
22 the Kasavubu delegation received a majority vote. Lum um ba 
him self was imprisoned and subsequently murdered at the hands o f 
Katanga soldiers and Belgian officers. The U .S. Central Intelligence 
Adm inistration (C IA ), it was later revealed, played an active role in 
facilitating the arrest and death o f  Lum um ba.

M alcolm  X  followed intently the events in the Congo. H e was a 
harsh critic o f both Belgium and the United States. Just as he cri
tiqued the misrepresentation o f African Am ericans and, especially, 
“riots” in the United States, so too did M alcolm X  confront the rep
resentations o f the C ongo crisis as it played out in the “white” media. 
Stories and photographs o f  the crisis, for example, routinely focused 
on the “savagery” o f  the Congolese soldiers, roam ing the country 
raping and murdering Belgian women. These accounts seemed to 
confirm the long-entrenched fears o f  “freed” blacks running amok 
in the United States— stories that fueled A m erica’s imagination in 
the postbellum years.

M alcolm X  was not alone, however, in his condemnation o f W est
ern involvement in the Congo. It was widely debated, for example, in 
the editorial pages o f  leading African-Am erican newspapers. H ow 
ever,given the political anticom munist climate o f  the United States, 
the A frican-A m erican community was divided in its response to 
Lum um ba. According to Brenda Plummer, the crisis over the Congo, 
one heavily discussed by M alcolm  X , marked a deepening fissure 
between established African-Am erican authority figures and their 
constituencies. Moreover, it furthered the growing distance between 
popular black opinion and conventional Civil Rights organizations, 
paralleling a declining trust in U.S. institutions.47 On the other hand, 
more radical A frican Am ericans gave their unquestioning support 
to Lum um ba, as the C ongo crisis became a crucial force in helping 
fram e African A m ericans’ ensuing discourse on A frica.4S In many 
ways, therefore, the A frican-A m crican community’s response to the
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C ongo, and specifically to Lum um ba, mirrored the broader divi
sions within the Civil Rights M ovem ent and reactions to M alcolm  
X  himself.

ForM alcolm  X ,I  believe,the C ongo crisis crystallized many o fh is 
ideas regarding self-determination and communal control.Through 
his speeches and writings o f  1964 in particular, M alcolm  X  honed 
in on the more pressing issue o f  resource exploitation. In a letter 
sent while traveling throughout A frica, M alcolm X  explained that 
A frica “has such great fertility and the soil is so profusely vegetated 
that with modern agricultural methods it could easily become the 
‘breadbasket’ o f  the world.”49 M alcolm  X , through his letters and 
speeches, revealed a sustained interest in the material geographies o f  
A frica; his evolving relationship with the homeland, therefore, was 
much more than a symbolic or spiritual return, for it coincided with 
his separatist arguments o f communal control.

A dopting a realist position, M alcolm  X  argued that A frica was 
strategically located: he surmised that A frica was “the most valuable 
piece o f  property involved in the struggle between E ast and W est.”50 
In certain respects, M alcolm  X  believed that A frica as a whole could 
serve as an entrepot, and perhaps function much as Singapore does for 
its economic growth. M alcolm X  explained that A frica “sits snuggled 
into a nest between A sia and Europe; it can reach either one. None 
o f  the natural resources that are needed in Europe that they get from 
A sia can get to Europe without coming either around A frica, over 
A frica, or in between the Suez Canal which is sitting at the tip o f 
A frica .”51 H e further supported a strategic view o f A frica, noting 
that “ [Africa] can cut o ff Europe’s bread. [Africa] can put Europe 
to sleep overnight, just like that. Because [A f rica’s] in a position to; 
the African continent is in a position to do this.”52 Reminiscent o f  
earlier geopolitical theories that posited a deterministic role in the 
location o f territories, M alcolm X  surmised that leaders o f  the African 
continent could, in time, unite together and form a considerable bloc 
in opposition to Europe’s political economic hegemony.

M alcolm  X  detailed the strategic significance o f  both the Suez 
Canal and the Strait o f Gibraltar, geography lessons that remain 
applicable in the twenty-first century:
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A ll o f  the oil that runs E urope goes through the Suez C an al, up the 

M editerranean Sea to places like G reece and Italy and Southern 

Spain  and France and along through there; or through the Strait 

o f  G ibraltar and around on into E n glan d . A nd they need it. They 

need access through the Suez. W h en N asser took over the Suez, 

they alm ost died in Europe. It scared them to death— why? Because 

E gy p t is in A frica, in fact, E gy p t is in both A frica  and A sia__ 53

In his arguments,M alcolm X  forwarded a decidcdly ovcroptimistic 
conception o f  Pan-A fricanism , but a conception nonetheless that 
addressed the fundamental questions o f  geopolitics. Underlying the 
discursive representation o f Africa lay a primary contestation over the 
actual control and material exploitation o f  a continent. It is for this 
reason that M alcolm  X  increasingly turned to socialist arguments. 
H e recognized that racism and racist ideologies had more to do with 
the expansion o f  capitalism than they did simply with essentialized 
differences am ong people o f  different “color.” M alcolm  X  drew a 
connection between A frica’s critical location— as a potential block
ade to European trade, the deployment o f  militaries, and flows o f 
oil— and the W est’s military involvement in certain African countries, 
including the Congo. M alcolm X explained that the media, however, 
continued to represent A frica as a jungle, as a continent o f  no value 
or consequcncc. I f  A frica was so destitute, M alcolm X  reasoned, then 
why were W estern countries so keen on m aintaining their colonies? 
H e concluded that “if  you knew how valuable [Africa] was, you’d 
realize why they’re over there killing our people. And you’d realize 
that it ’s not for some kind o f humanitarian purpose or reason.”54 

To dispel the myth o f  humanitarism , and to direct attention to 
the hypocrisy that masked the exploitation o f  A frica, M alcolm  X 
provided detailed geography lessons for his audiences. O f  the bio
geography o f  A frica, M alcolm  X  explained, “I t ’s so heavily vegetated 
you can take any section o f  Africa and use modern agricultural meth
ods and turn that section alone into the breadbasket for the world. 
A lm ost any country over there can feed the whole continent, if  it only 
had the access to people who had the technical know-how to bring 
into that area modern methods o f  agriculture.”55 M alcolm  X  also
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acknowledged the crucial questions o f  accessibility and distribution. 
These ideas, however, remained ill-defined at the time o fh is  death.

A part from the agricultural potential o f  A frica , M alcolm  X 
stressed the importance o f mineral exploitation. Malcolm X  explained 
that A frica “has some o f the largest deposits o f  gold on earth, and 
diam onds ...industrial d iam o n d s. . .that are needed to make m a
chines— machines that can’t function or can’t run unless they have 
these diam onds.These industrial diam onds play a major role in the 
entire industrialization o f  the European nations, and without these 
diam onds their industry would fall.”56 A s discussed above, a primary 
motivation behind both the Belgian government and the American 
government was to guarantee continued access to the mineral wealth 
o f  Katanga province. M alcolm X  was adam ant in his connections 
between foreign involvement in the affairs o f African states and the 
struggles for independence. H e noted, “A ll o f  these natural minerals 
[bauxite, oil, iron uranium] arc needed by the W estern industrialists 
in order for their industry to keep running at the clip that it ’s been 
used to.”57

M alcolm  X  informed his listeners that it was the resources, the 
strategic position— the overall economic potential— o f the A f rican 
continent that “the man is after.” H e explained:

You know that France lost her French W est A frican  possession s, 

B elgium  lost the C o n go , E n g lan d  lost N igeria  and G h an a  and 

som e o f  the other E n glish -speak in g  areas; France also lost A lgeria, 

or the A lgerians took A lgeria. A s soon as these European powers 

lost their A frican  possession s, Belgium  had an econom ic cr is is ....I t  

affected the French economy. It affected the British  economy. It 

drove all o f  these European countries to the point where they had 

to com e together and form w h at’s known as the European C o m 

m on M ark et.58

M alcolm  X  concluded, “W hen these countries fall, it would mean 
that the source o f  raw m aterials, natural resources, some o f  the 
richest mineral deposits on earth, would then be taken away from 
the European economy.”59 This is part o f  the lesson that M alcolm 
X  taught, a geography lesson that surpassed the discursive repre
sentation o f  A fricans to strike at the heart o f  colonialism. These
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connections, for M alcolm  X , were inseparable from the plight o f 
A frican Am ericans.

Conclusions

D raw ing a connection with the integrationist aim s o f  the Civil 
R ights M ovem ent, M alcolm  X  argued that “the man is keeping 
you over here worrying about a cup o f  coffee, while he’s over there 
in your motherland taking control over minerals that have so much 
value they make the world go around. W hile you and I are still 
walking around over here, yes, trying to drink some coffee— with a 
cracker.”60'Ille Civil Rights M ovem ent, M alcolm X  maintained, was 
m isguided. African Am ericans expended years o f efforts to combat 
everyday forms o f  discrimination, as manifest in segregated restau
rants, buses, and toilets. A ll the while, however, the United States 
and other European governments were ravaging the resources o f  the 
African homeland.

In short, an imaginative return to A frica, for M alcolm  X , served 
as a touchstone for the psychological em ancipation o f  A frican  
A m ericans and, more to the point, served to offset the residue o f  a 
colonial mentality that, at times, seemed to plague the community. 
This is reflected in current debates on postcolonialism , and especially 
the argument that colonization entailed a psychological component. 
In particular, the representation and stereotyped images o f  colonized 
peoples and places, as detailed in chapter 3, served to maintain a 
disciplinary control by the colonizers. Moreover, the use of Africa 
served as a bridge toward linking A frican A m ericans to the material 
inequalities throughout the diaspora. In his 1964 New Year’s Eve 
speech, M alcolm  X  asserted that “the greatest accomplishment that 
was made in the struggle o f  the black man in America in 1964 toward 
some kind o f real progress was the successful linking together o f  our 
problem with the African problem, [of] making our problem a world 
problem .”61 M alcolm  X  strenuously argued that A frican Am ericans 
must equate their own conditions, their lived experiences, with the 
broader anticolonial movements that were sweeping across Africa, 
A sia, and elsewhere. M alcolm  X  was thus prepared to enlarge the 
Civil Rights M ovem ent into a broader quest for human rights.
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7
T h e  S c a l a r  P o l i t i c s  

o f  M a l c o l m  X  a n d  B e y o n d

A revolutionist does not hate the country in which the illegitimate 
and oppressive system and government continues to rule.

— Ja m e s  and G race  L e e  B o g g s 1

The founding rally o f M alcolm  X ’s Organization o f Afro-Am erican 
Unity (O A A U ) was held at the Audubon Ballroom in Harlem , New 
York, on June 28, 1964. On that occasion M alcolm  X  delivered 
two speeches: the first outlined the basic aims and objectives o f  the 
O A A U , while the second addressed the structure and perspective 
o f the organization. Explicit in both speeches was a spatial under
standing o f black liberation, an understanding that binds together 
M alcolm  X ’s geographies o f  knowledge, separatism, revolution, and 
materialism. H e explained that the purpose o f  the O A A U  was to 
begin in Harlem  because H arlem  had “the largest concentration 
o f people o f  African descent” that existed anywhere on earth. But 
Harlem ,geographically,was just the beginning.“We start in H arlem ,” 
M alcolm  X  continued, “with the intention o f  spreading throughout 
the state and from the state throughout the country, and from the 
country throughout the W estern H em isphere. Because when we say 
A fro-A m erican, we include every one in the Western Hem isphere 
o f African descent.” For M alcolm  X , the O A A U  was to provide
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an institutional bridge between all peoples o f African descent, and 
through this organization “freedom , equality, justice and dignity” 
were to be achieved.2

M alcolm X , in the last months o fh is  life, maintained that the 
Civil Rights M ovem ent was too narrow in focus. Black liberation 
would not, indeed could not be achieved while sizable portions o f  
the world remained colonized by white supremacist governments. 
Only through a combined attack on Western imperialism would 

social justice be forthcoming. The O A A U  was to serve as vanguard 
o f that attack.

On February 21 ,1965  M alcolm  X  was assassinated. And with his 
death died the potentially revolutionary role o f the O A A U . This is 
not to suggest, however, that the spirit o f the O A A U  died. Rather, 
the basic foundation, as well as the spatial insights o f expanding the 
black liberation movement, continued in other venues. Subsequent 
organizations, m ost notably the Black Panther Party, built upon the 
legacy o f the O A A U . It is through an engagem ent with these orga
nizations that the legacy o fM alco lm  X  may be revealed.

S c a la r  P o litic s and B la c k  L ib eratio n

Geographers and other social scientists have attempted to capture 
the interconnections between the local and the global. Indeed, the 
extent to which phenomena at one “scale” arc influenced by those at 
other scales is so great that some scholars talk about a global-local 
continuum?  Recently, however, researchers have unpacked the tra
ditional view o f scale as static, and instead, have explored the fluid
ity and malleability o f  scale. In this realm, the work o f N eil Sm ith, 
Philip Kelly, Kevin Cox, Doreen M assey, and Erik Swyngedouw, 
am ong others, has been especially insightful in the development o f  
a politics o f scale.

Kelly argues that the analytical containment o f  social processes at 
particular scales is socially constituted rather than naturally deter
m ined.4 A s David Delaney and H elga Leitner indicate, the political 
construction o f  scale as a theoretical project necessarily involves at
tention to relationships between space and power that social actors 
bring to practical efforts to change the world and to resist change.5
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Scale is not, therefore, a preordained framework for ordering the 
world— local, regional, national, and global. A  politics o f  scale (or 
scalar politics) suggests that scale is itself a contingent outcome o f 
the tensions that exist between structural forces and the practices 
o f human agents. Swyngedouw writes that spatial scale has to be 
theorized as som ething produced, a process that is always deeply 
heterogeneous, conflicted, and contested.6

A politics o f  scale does not figure prominently in most accounts 
o f black nationalism or internationalism. And yet, a reconfiguration 
o f  scale may greatly augment our understanding o f  the geographies 
embedded within black radical thought. M alcolm  X  followed in a 
long tradition o f what has been termed black nationalism as well as 
internationalism. M any o f  these debates center on whether M alcolm 
X  was a nationalist, internationalist, or Pan-Africanist; subsequently, 
researchers become mired in a bog o f  semantic confusion. A s Dean 
Robinson argues, “There is no ‘essential’ black nationalist tradition, 
despite similarities; the positions o f  nationalists o f different eras have 
diverged because their nationalisms have been products o f partly sim i
lar but largely unique eras o f  politics, thought, and culture. M issing 
this point can result in an a historical, teleological interpretation o f 
black nationalism as an historical phenom enon.”' I believe that this 
explains, in part, Malcolm X ’s reticence about being labeled: M alcolm 
X  was, certainly in the last year o f his life, concerned with results.The 
political thought o f  Malcolm X  w asprocess-oriented', it was also highly 
contingent, and, as such, refuses any concrete categorization.

To articulate the scalar politics o f  M alcolm  X , I employ C ox’s 
distinction between spaces o f dependency and spaces o f  engagement.8 
Theoretically, C ox offers a conception o f  “proximate” politics that 
recognizes their em beddedness in processes occurring at higher 
and lower levels o f  abstraction and reality. C ox defines spaces o f 
dependency as those social relations upon which people, firms, or 
agencies depend for the realization o f  their activities. These include 
place-specific conditions. C ox provides as an example housing devel
opers; these are individuals who acquire a considerable knowledge o f  
particular markets and subcontractors, and who develop reputations 
with local lenders and builders. These social relations, though, are
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spatially circumscribed. That is, although it may not matter where 
these individuals develop properties within a particular geographic 
area, they cannot operate beyond that area since their knowledge and 
reputation are not portable elsewhere.

People, firms, and agencies organize in order to secure the con
ditions for the continued existence o f  their spaces o f dependence. 
However, in so doing they must engage with other centers o f social 
power: governments, media, foreign institutions. Cox refers to these 

additional relations as spaces o f  engagement. These spaces are more 
variable than spaces o f  dependence, and may be spatially more ex
tensive or restrictive. M ost significant is that these spaces include 
social relations that are established to galvanize support or to deflect 
criticism from the immediate tasks at hand. Any individual or institu
tion (e.g., the National A ssociation for the Advancem ent o f  Colored 
People) must periodically engage in other social relations that may 
be narrower or broader than their spaces o f  dependence. An agency 
focused on local concerns (e.g., desegregation o f a single school) may 
have to engage in negotiations at state or regional levels; conversely, 
multinational corporations must often enter into negotiations at 
scales o f  finer resolution. In short, what the work o f  C ox and others 
indicate is that the level o f analysis is far from fixed; rather, action and 
intervention must be approached from a position o f contextualized, 
contingent processes as opposed to a stable, rigid scale.

Spaces o f  dependency, as defined by Cox, consist o f  m ore-or-less 
localized social relations upon which people depend for the real
ization o f essential interests. In other words, these spaces “define 
place-specific conditions for our material well being and our sense 
o f significance.”9 Local knowledge o f  local conditions figures prom i
nently in these spaces o f  dependency. This assertion immediately 
speaks to the regional Civil R ights strategies employed throughout 
the United States. A s discussed below, the strategies adopted by 
M alcolm X , Newton, Seale, and other members o f the Black Panther 
Party were implemented based on particular knowledges o f  their 
urban black communities. Indeed, as existing research indicates, the 
different Black Panther Party chapters that emerged in cities such as 
Oakland, L o s Angeles, New York, and Seattle, all reflected localized 
adaptations to localized conditions.
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In contrast, spaces o f  engagem ent consist o f  those spaces in which 
the politics o f  securing a space o f  dependence unfolds.10 Accordingly, 
the attem pt by people, firms, or agencies to secure the conditions for 
their spaces o f dependence are contingent upon other sociospatial 
relations. Cox explains that “typically agents are participants in a 
much more spatially extensive— or perhaps even restrictive— set o f 
exchange relations than those contained within the bounds o f  a par
ticular place.”11 C ox concludes,“The ability to realize [local interests] 
is critically conditioned by the ability to exercise territorial power.The 
goal is to control the actions and interactions o f  others both within 
and between respective spaces o f  dependence; the means is control 
over a geographic area.”12 In the following section I construct a par
ticular narrative o f  M alcolm X ’s scalar politics. I demonstrate that a 
binding thread o f  M alcolm  X ’s political thought was to sim ultane
ously enlarge and reduce the spaces o f  engagem ent o f  the movement 
for Black liberation. This is followed with an analysis o f the scalar 
politics o f the Black Panther Party. I suggest that through such a 
juxtaposition o f  M alcolm X ’s political thought with the ideology and 
material practices o f  the Black Panther Party, it is possible to more 
fully articulate the spatiality o f radical black intellectual thought.

The S c a la r  S p a c e s  o f  M alco lm  X

There was a sense o f  immediacy in the message o f M alcolm  X .T h is 
immediacy was seen in his insistence on rapid and revolutionary 
change. But this immediacy was present also in his critique o f  the 
localized focus o f  the Civil Rights M ovement. M alcolm X  understood 
that his audiences were concerned with their immediate circumstanc
es: the exploitation and oppression prevalent in their communities. 
M alcolm  X  also argued, however, that justice for African Americans 
would not be forthcom ing if  the struggle remained too provincial. 
M alcolm  X  dem onstrated that seemingly distant political events 
could have an im pact on the everyday lives o f  his audiences.

Speaking not as a prophet but as an educator, M alcolm  X  fa
cilitated the critical geographical understanding o f  his listeners. 
H e did so in ordinary, grounded scenarios and stories. In his “The 
Ballot or the Bullet” speech, M alcolm  X  discussed the scalar process
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o f gerrymandering. Conceptually, this is a well-trod issue among 
geographers. Gerrym andering represents the deliberate distortion 
o f boundaries for political purposes. For M alcolm  X , though, gerry
mandering “means when Negroes become too heavily concentrated in 
a certain area, and begin to gain too much political power, the white 
man comes along and changes the district lines.”13 Consequently, 
the spatial distribution o f A frican Am ericans becomes a tool to 
manipulate political outcomes that are thus overly determined by 
the white racist political structure in power. Spatially, M alcolm  X 
detailed further the geographies o f voting. On D ecem ber 20 ,1 9 6 4 , 
in a speech delivered at the W illiam s Institutional C M E  Church 
in H arlem , M alcolm  X  urged his audience to recognize that what 
happened in M ississippi had a direct bearing on their everyday lives 
in Harlem . In reference to the organizational structure o f  Congress, 
M alcolm  X  explained:

Out of sixteen committees, ten of them are in the hands of Southern 
racists. Out of twenty congressional committees, thirteen are in the 
hands ...o f Southern racists. Out of forty-six committees that govern 
the foreign and domestic direction of this country, twenty-three are 
in the hands of Southern racists. And the reason they’re in the hands 
of Southern racists is because in the areas from which they come, 
the black man is deprived ofhis right to vote.14

Tlirough this approach M alcolm X  clearly established a connection 
between the denial o f  voting rights am ong African Americans in the 
South with broader policy implications for the rest o f the country. 
The plight o f  northern-based African Am ericans was inseparable 
from that o f  the southern-based African Americans.

The influence o f  gerrymandering did not end at A m erica’s bor
ders. M alcolm  X ’s speeches reveal a geopolitical understanding that 
connected discriminatory practices in the United States with im pe
rialistic foreign policy practices such as the war in Vietnam and the 
revolution in the C ongo and the assassination o f  Patrice Lum um ba. 
Consequently, M alcolm  X  rescaled his understanding o f  the Civil 
Rights M ovem ent, claiming: “It ’s a case o f realizing that the A fro- 
American problem is not a Negro problem, or an American problem, 
but a human problem, a problem o f humanity.”15 Speaking at the
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Audubon,M alcolm  X  cautioned his audience: “It ’s impossible for you 
and me to know where we stand until we look around on this entire 
earth. N ot just look around in Harlem  or New York, or M ississippi, 
or A m erica— we have got to look all around this earth. We don’t 
know where we stand until we know where Am erica stands.”16 And 
later, just days before his death, M alcolm  X  reiterated: “This society 
is controlled primarily by the racists and segregationists who are in 
W ashington, D .C ., in positions o f power. And from W ashington, 
D .C ., they exercise the same form s o f  brutal oppression against 
dark-skinned people in South and North Vietnam , or in the Congo, 
or in C uba or any other place on this earth where they arc trying to 
exploit and oppress.”17

M alcolm  X  identified that this spatial relation was a catalyst in 
transform ing his political thought, and moreover, it was this geo
graphic lesson he attempted to convey to his audiences. In December
1964 M alcolm X  explained,“you have to change your method accord
ing to time and conditions that prevail. And one o f the conditions 
that prevails on this earth right now, that we know too little about, 
is our relationship with the freedom struggles o f  people all over the 
world.”18 Subsequently,M alcolm X  more explicitly developed a scalar 
geopolitical philosophy. H is understanding o f  racism was intricately 
connected to broader political-econom ic issues and, more signifi
cantly, he suggested that the resolution o f  civil rights in Am erica was 
linked to human rights and revolutions in other countries.

Tliis transition enabled M alcolm  X , at times still the prophet, to 
articulate more clearly his vision. In January 1965 M alcolm  X  spoke 
on the prospects for freedom in the com ing year. H e explained:

In 1964, oppressed people all over the world, in A frica , in A sia 

an d  L a tin  A m e ric a , in the C a r ib b e a n , m ad e som e p ro gress. 

N orthern  R h od esia  threw o ff the yoke o f  co lonialism  and b e

cam e Z a m b ia__ N yasalan d  becam e M a la w i___Z an zib ar  had a

revolution, threw off the colonialists and their lackeys and then 
united with Tanganyika into what is now known as the Republic of
T an zan ia__ A lso  in 1964, the oppressed people o f  South  V ietnam ,

and in that entire Southeast A sia  area, were successful in fighting 

o ff the agents o f  im perialism . A ll the k ing ’s horses and all the k ing ’s
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men having enabled them to put N orth and South Vietnam  together 

again. L ittle  rice farm ers, peasants, with a rifle— up against all the 

highly-m echanized w eapons o f  warfare— jets, napalm , battleships, 

everything else, and they can’t put those rice farm ers back where 

they w ant them . Som ebody ’s w aking up .19

H aving established the dimensions o f  a globalized revolution, 
M alcolm  X  then redirected his analysis to the progress o f  A frican 
Americans. H e suggested that “here in Am erica it’s different. W hen 
you compare our strides in 1964 with strides that have been made 
forward by people elsewhere all over the world, only then can you 
appreciate the great double cross experienced by black people here in 
Am erica in 1964.”2(l The double cross to which M alcolm  X  alluded 
was that o f  the hypocrisy o f  the Civil Rights M ovem ent in the face 
o f  real progress (i.e., independence through decolonialization) that 
was occurring in other parts o f  the world. M alcolm  X  explained that 
“1964 was the Year o f  Illusion and Delusion. We received nothing 
but a prom ise.” H e continued: “In 1963, one o f  their [white racist 
society’s] devices to let off the steam o f frustration was the march 
on W ashington. They used that to make us think we were making 
progress. Im agine, marching to W ashington and getting nothing for 
it whatsoever.”21

For M alcolm  X , this connection between the as-yet unrealized 
struggle o f  A frican Am ericans with other oppressed peoples o f the 
world was central to his political thought. This was a spatial con
nection and was fundamental to his move from civil rights to human 
rights. H e explained: “It is not a Negro problem, nor an American 
problem. It is not a problem o f civil rights but a problem o f human 
rights.”22 H e stressed that the purpose o fh is recently formed O rgani
zation for A fro-Am erican Unity was to “elevate our freedom struggle 
above the domestic level o f  civil rights” and to “internationalize it by 
placing it at the level o f  human rights.”23

It was within this context that M alcolm  X  sought to garner the 
support o f  A frican leaders to take the African-Am erican cause to 
the United N ations. Between July 17 and 21, 1964 the O A U  con
vened a conference in Cairo, Egypt. M alcolm  X  was not allowed to
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speak, although he was granted observer status. D uring the confer
ence, however, M alcolm  X  was permitted to subm it an eight-page 
memorandum. H e indicated that he was participating as a member o f 
the O A A U  to “represent the interests o f  22 million African A m eri
cans whose human rights are being violated daily by the racism o f 
American im perialists.” H e continued that “Since the 22 million o f 
us were originally A fricans, who are now in Am erica not by choice 
but only by a cruel accident in our history, we strongly believe that 
African problems are our problems and our problems are African 
problem s.”24 H e explained that African A m ericans had spent over 
three centuries enduring the most inhuman forms o f physical and 
psychological tortures imaginable, and that the American government 
was either unable or unwilling to protect the lives and properties o f 
African Americans. M alcolm X  urged the leaders o f  the independent 
African states to help the O A A U  bring their problem before the 
United Nations. Peter Goldm an writes that the U N  project was to be 
M alcolm  X ’s monument, his lasting legacy to the African-Am erican 
peoples. According to G oldm an, M alcolm X  “wanted it said o f  him 
that he had renewed the link between black Am erica and the mother 
continent and so had been able to bring the plight o f his people before 
a tribunal o f  the nations o f  the world.”25

N o doubt M alcolm  X  was deeply influenced in his actions by 
the earlier efforts o fW .E .B . D uB ois, W illiam Patterson, and Paul 
Robeson to internationalize the plight o f  African Am ericans. In 
1951, for example, the Civil Rights Congress (C R C ) submitted a 
document written by C R C  leader Patterson to the United Nations 
entitled “We Charge G enocide.” The C R C  had been founded in 
1946 as an organization to protect African Americans from lynching 
and Ku Klux Klan activities. Its 1951 petition, submitted jointly with 
D uB ois,sough t U N  relief for A frican Am ericans from the crimes o f 
the United States against them; the C R C  viewed the repression o f 
African Americans not simply as a local or regional issue, but instead 
as a more globalized instance o f  white supremacy.26 However, the 
petition received little support from white liberals, including Eleanor 
Roosevelt, who felt that the document exaggerated U .S. conditions
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and failed to distinguish between “ institutionalized murder,” as 
had occurred in Europe under N azi rule, and the “institutionalized 
oppression” from which A frican Americans continued to suffer.27

Robeson, in particular, has been described as M alcolm  X ’s only 
living hero.2S Indeed, it was in part through the activities o f Robeson 
that M alcolm  X  internationalized the struggle for freedom , social 
justice, and equality for African Americans. Robeson, an internation
ally known performer and political activist, was educated at Rutgers 
University and the C olum bia University Law  School. H e won 
critical acclaim for his work as a concert singer and stage and film 
actor. However, he was also an outspoken critic o f  white supremacy. 
Throughout the 1940s and 1950s Robeson supported antilynching 
cam paigns, unionism, and other fights against injustices.

On February 9 ,1965 , M alcolm  X  flew from London to Paris for 
a speaking engagement. U pon landing at O rly A irport, however, 
M alcolm  X  was detained and refused entry into France; he was 
forced to return to England. A telephone interview was conducted 
with M alcolm X , the text o f  which was read in the auditorium where 
M alcolm  X  would have spoken. In that interview M alcolm  X  was 
asked what the A fro-Am erican community in France and in Europe 
could do in the overall struggle. M alcolm  X  answered: “The A fro- 
Am erican community in France and in other parts o f Europe must 
unite with the A frican community.” He spoke o f  the “necessity o f 
the Black community in the Western H em isphere, especially in the 
United States and somewhat in the Caribbean area, realizing once 
and for all that we must restore our cultural roots, we must establish 
contacts with our African brothers, we must begin from this day 
forward to work in unity and harmony as Afro-Am ericans along with 
our African brothers.’’Malcolm X  continued in the interview: “Unity 
will give our struggle a type o f  strength in spirit that will enable us 
to make some real concrete progress w hether...in  Europe, Am erica, 
or on the A frican continent.” H e explained, “Although the theme 
o f  my talk was the importance o f unity between the Black people 
o f  the Western Hem isphere and those o f the African continent, it 
was going to be a regionalist approach— which I find no different
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from what they have there in Europe, what they call the European 
common m arket.”29

M alcolm  X  thus encouraged his listeners to make the connection 
between the local and the global. A s Rod Bush concludes, M alcolm 
X  did not lead from on high, but was able to obtain and sum up the 
sense and wisdom o f the people on the basis o f  very personal and 
intimate relationships that he established with ordinary people in 
one-on-one encounters.30 By drawing on the ground-level reality o f  
both his audience and himself, M alcolm  X  was able to enlarge the 
spaces o f engagem ent in a clarified form.

M alcolm X  forwarded an explicitly regional-based,geographically 
informed understanding o f racism and imperialism, an understanding 
grounded in his personal experiences, travels, and readings o f  history. 
H e argued that the exploitation and oppression o f  A frican A m eri
cans was related to the struggles o f  colonized peoples throughout 
A frica, A sia, and the Am ericas. M alcolm  X  instructed his audiences 
to recognize: “A s long as we th ink ...th at we should get M ississippi 
straightened out before we worry about the Congo, you’ll never get
M ississippi straightened out__ We have to realize what part our
struggle has in the overall world struggle.”31 This was, however, a long
standing concern o f  M alcolm  X , one that he attempted to cultivate 
while still a member o f  the Nation o f  Islam. This is seen, for example, 
in M alcolm  X ’s references to the 1955 Bandung Conference and the 
inner workings o f  the United Nations. Goldm an writes that Malcolm 
X  was “positively entranced by the arithmetic o f  the [U N ’s] General 
Assembly, where, since Bandung, the dark majority o f the world had 
become a voting majority o f  the world’s nations.” As Goldm an con
cludes, “he took that majority to be a locus o f real power, or at least 
great psychological leverage, and he wanted desperately to identify 
the Am erican black nation with it.”32

T h e association  betw een A frican  A m erican s and the “dark 
majority o f  the world” for M alcolm  X  was also a strategic move. 
By linking the plight o f  A frican A m ericans with the oppressed 
colonized peoples throughout the world, M alcolm  X  presented a 
new balance sheet o f  power. A s he explained in numerous speeches,
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by lim iting the political discussion to American civil rights issues, 
African Americans were positioned as minorities seeking integration 
into the larger society. However, through the conjoining o f African 
Am ericans and colonized peoples, the minorities became majorities. 
For M alcolm  X , this was a crucial repositioning o f social relations. 
In a panel discussion on February 18, 1965, M alcolm  X  explicitly 
compared the A frican-A m erican  situation as colonial in nature. 
African-Am erican communities were literally colonies o f a white 
supremacist government that simultaneously exploited, oppressed, 
and degraded A frican A m ericans, while failing to provide basic 
human rights. In short, M alcolm  X  saw the m erging o f  the black 
revolution with broader anticolonial movements as psychologically 
im portant for African Americans.

This message, o f  African-Am erican colonialism and the minor
ity/majority reversal remains m isunderstood by many contemporary 
scholars o f  the Civil Rights M ovem ent. Kevern Verney, for example, 
writes, “the notion o f internal colonialism ... although interesting as a 
concept, was, in practice, flawed and inconsistent. In the Third World 
the obvious solution to colonial oppression was for the majority indig
enous population to expel the occupying colonial power and achieve 
national independence. Til is was clearly not the situation o f  black 
Am ericans, who were only a small minority o f  the U .S. population 
and not the original inhabitants o f the country.”33 Malcolm X  viewed 
the situation differently. Specifically, Malcolm X  (unlike Verney) per
ceived the liberation o f African Am ericans as intimately connected 
with the broader move to end white supremacy. By this point the 
spaces o f  engagem ent for M alcolm X  significantly transcended the 
boundaries o f  Harlem  or even the United States. On A pril 8 ,1964  
M alcolm X  addressed a predominantly white audience. H e explained: 
“There are whites in the country who are still complacent when they 
see the possibilities o f  racial strife getting out o f  hand. You arc com 
placent simply because you think you outnumber the racial minority 
in this country; what you have to bear in mind is wherein you might 
outnumber us in this country, you don’t outnumber us all over the 
earth.”34 Later in the year, speaking in H arlem ,M alcolm  X  observed 
that “A s long as we think we’re over here in Am erica isolated and all



T h e  S c a l a r  P o l i t i c s  o f  M a l c o l m  X a n d  B e y o n d  139

by ourselves and underdogs, then w e’ll always have that hat-in-hand 

begging attitude that the man loves to see us display. B ut when we 

know that all o f  our [A frican] people are behind u s...a lm o st  500 

million o f  us— we don’t need to beg anybody.”35 A s a final exam ple, 

in a speech given on D ecem ber 31, 1964, M alcolm  X  inform ed his 

m ostly black audience that, “A s long as you think you’re alone, then 

you take a stand as if  you’re a m inority or as i f  you’re outnum bered, 

and that kind o f  stand will never enable you to win a battle.”36 

It was this geographic expansion, moreover, that buttressed his 

position both on revolution and violence. For exam ple, as discussed 

in chapter 5, violence figured prominently in the speeches o fM alcolm  

X .T o  make his argum ent against the feasibility o f  nonviolence, and 

to dem onstrate the hypocrisy o f  nonviolence in Am erican specifically, 

M alcolm  X  enlarged the spaces o f  engagem ent on the subject. In his 

“G rass R o ots” speech M alcolm  X  explained:

As long as the white man sent you to Korea, you bled. He sent you 
to Germany, you bled. He sent you to the South Pacific to fight the 
Japanese, you bled. You bleed for white people, but when it comes 
to seeing your own churches being bombed and little black girls
murdered, you haven’t got any blood__How can you justify being
non-violent in Mississippi and Alabama, when your churches are 
being bombed, and your little girls being murdered, and at the same 
time you are going to get violent with Hitler,and Tojo, and somebody 
else you don’t even know?3'

M oreover, M alcolm  X  argued that:

If violence is wrong in America, violence is wrong abroad. If it is 
wrong to be violent defending black women and black children and 
black babies and black men, then it is wrong for America to draft 
us and make us violent abroad in defense of her. And if it is right 
for America to draft us, and teach us how to be violent in defense 
of her, then it is right for you and me to do whatever is necessary to 
defend our own people right here in this country.38

M alcolm  X ,in  effect, was enlarging the spaces o f  engagem ent. H e 

explained that debates about violence and nonviolence should not be 

lim ited solely to a discussion o f  the C ivil R ights M ovem ent. Instead,
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violence was contingent upon other concerns. D uring W orld W ar II 
African Americans died in defense o f America. But were not African 
Americans in need o f defense from some Americans? Why, Malcolm 
X  wondered, was violence as self-defense permissible at one level but 
not at another? M alcolm  X ’s argument thus centered on a basic core 
o f the black radical tradition. M alcolm  X  evinced, in the words o f 
Robinson, a “revolutionary consciousness that proceeded from the 
whole historical experience o f  Black people and not merely from the 
social formations o f  capitalist slavery or the relations o f  production 
o f colonialism .”59 For M alcolm  X , this revolutionary consciousness 
was decidedly spatial, one that entailed a geographic sensitivity o f  
justice and equality.

M alco lm  X ’s L e gac y  and the S p a c e s o f  the B lack  P an th er Party

Malcolm X ’s international project remained unfinished. H is death in
1965 prevented the realization o fh is  recently formed Organization 
o f A fro-Am erican Unity. This is not to say, though, that M alcolm X ’s 
influcncc died on that cold February day in 1965. Instead, as W illiam 
Sales m aintains,M alcolm  X  impacted a movement that continued to 
exist as others attempted to put his ideas and his model o f  struggle 
into practice.40 M alcolm  X ’s ideological orientation was taken up 
by new and existing organizations in the black community after his 
death. These included, in various ways, the Student Non-V iolent 
Coordinating Com m ittee (S N C C ), and the Revolutionary Action 
M ovem ent (R A M ). Arguably, however, no organization reflected 
the geopolitical thought and legacy o fM alco lm  X  more than the 
Black Panther Party.

Originally named the Black Panther Party for Self-D efense, the 
Party was cofounded in 1966 by Huey Newton and Bobby Seale. As 
described by Seale, “Huey and I sat there ...an d  began a revolution
ary party, knowing that the program was not just something we had 
thought up.”41 Rather, Newton and Seale viewed their program as a 
continuation o f  earlier African-Am erican movements that grappled 
with oppression and exploitation. In October 1966 Newton (as the 
Party’s M inister o f Defense and theoretician) and Seale (as Party 
Chairm an) specified the ten-point platform and program o f  the
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Black Panther Party. D em ands included freedom ; full employment 
for blacks; an end to capitalist exploitation o f  the black community; 
decent housing; education, including A frican-A m erican -based  
education; exemption from military service; an end to police bru
tality; freedom for black prisoners; fair representation in trials; and 
ultimately, “ land, bread, housing, education, clothing, justice, and 
peace.”42 A s Newton would later explain, “Once ‘em ancipated,’ U.S. 
blacks— who were neither owners nor workers in the M arxist sense o f 
the terms— were shoved into ghettos, where they were given neither 
reparations for years o f  institutional chattel slavery nor employment 
in the new industrial state.”43 Seale effectively summ ed up their at
titudes: “The Platform and Program is nothing more than the 400- 
year old crying demands o f  us Black A m ericans.”44

The Black Panther Party envisioned itself as a vanguard o f  the 
people. However, their educational cam paigns were locally derived 
and cxpcricntially grounded. Following the lead ofM alcolm  X ,N e w 
ton and Seale encouraged people to assess their own experiences and 
to develop plans accordingly. Seale explains,“I think people, especially 
white people, have to come to understand that the language o f  the 
ghetto is a language o f its own and as the party— whose members for 
the m ost part come from the ghetto— seeks to talk to the people, it 
must speak the people’s language.”45 Newton followed a similar line 
o f  thought, although he argued that cultural discourses were insuf
ficient in fostering structural change. Addressing the interconnections 
o f politics and culture, Newton explained: “The Black Panther Party, 
which is a revolutionary group o f black people, realizes that we have 
to have an identity. We have to realize our black heritage in order to 
give us strength to move and progress. But as far as returning to the 
old African culture, it’s unnecessary and it’s not advantageous in many 
respects. We believe that culture itself will not liberate us.”46

The Black Panther Party, therefore, did not emerge as a cultural 
nationalist group, nor as a variant o f  Pan-A fricanism ; rather, the 
Party was founded initially as a grassroots organization formed to 
address local concerns. Consequently, the Black Panther Party was 
generally more receptive than other groups o f the period to forming 
alliances with other nonblack groups and organizations. Coalitions
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were formed, for example, with the Peace and Freedom Party and the 
W hite Panther Party (a college-student-based radical organization 
headquartered in Ann Arbor, M ichigan); the Black Panthers worked 
with the Brown Berets (a Chicano leftist organization in southern 
California), the Young Lords (a Puerto Rican group in Chicago and 
New York), and the Red Guard Party (a Chinese revolutionary group 
located in Oakland Bay area).4' The Party also established connec
tions with both the women’s liberation and gay liberation movements. 
The gender ideology o f  the Black Panther Party, both as formally 
stated and as exemplified by organizational practice, was as critical 
to its daily functioning as was the Party’s analysis o f  race and class 
dynamics in black communities.48

Tliis is not to say, however, that the Panthers were not in conflict 
with other groups or philosophies. Seale, in particular, was highly 
critical o f  cultural nationalists, such as M aulana K arenga’s L o s 
Angeles-based U S organization. U S, which was formed in the after
math o f  the W atts uprising o f 1965, was a West Coast-oriented black 
nationalist organization. Its founder, Karenga, promoted African 
dress and the learning o f  Ki-Swahili as an alternative to English. 
For Seale, the link between nationalism, racism, and sexism was that 
all were practiccs o f  domination that fed upon each other, an idea 
that may be derived from M alcolm  X ’s later views.49 M ore germane 
was the sense am ong some members o f  the Black Panther Party 
that cultural nationalism, as espoused by U S, was philosophically 
incomplete and deficient in a practical sense.

Ideologically, the Black Panther Party drew inspiration from a 
variety o f  sources. Newton and Seale were informed by the writings 
o f Frantz Fanon, M ao Zedong, and Ernesto Guevara, largely because
they “saw them as kinsm en__We believed it was necessary to know
how they gained their freedom in order to go about getting ours.”50 
However, it was crucial for these political ideologies to be adapted 
to the particularities o f  the urban-based black communities. Newton 
wrote that “we did not want merely to im port ideas and strategies; 
we had to transform what we learned into principles and methods 
acceptable to the brothers on the block.”51 Eventually, the Black 
Panther Party developed a broad socialist program influenced also
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by the ideas o f  M ikhail Bakunin, V.I. Lenin, Kwame Nkrum ah, and 
Kim II Sung.

Arguably, though, no source o f inspiration was greater to the initial 
political thought o f  the Black Panther Party than were the writings 
and speeches o fM alco lm  X . Both Newton and Seale have written 
on the influence o fM alco lm  X  to their own political philosophies. 
Newton, for instance, explained that “the Black Panther Party exists 
in the spirit o f M alcolm ,”32 while Seale begins his book Seize the 
Time with the story o f  when he learned o fM alco lm  X ’s assassina
tion in 1965.

The significance o fM alco lm  X  for the Black Panther Party is a 
combination ofM alcolm  X ’s black urban roots and his concomitant 
urban-based territorial politics. A s discussed above, prior to his death 
M alcolm  X  advocated a program o f black liberation that spanned 
the local-global continuum. M alcolm  X  argued that escape from 
oppression and exploitation for African Am ericans would only occur 
when all peoples o f  the world were liberated from unequal power 
structures. Local strategies, however, were required; namely, it was 
imperative for communities to reconnect, to establish a sense o f  place 
while remaining cognizant o f a global sense o f humanity.

S p a c e s  o f  the B la c k  P an th er Party

The political ideology o f the Black Panther Party, and especially that 
o f  Huey Newton, was not static. Indeed, previous research identi
fies four “m om ents” : black nationalist, revolutionary nationalist, 
revolutionary internationalist, and intercom munalist.53 I argue that 
these moments are best conceived o f  as different spaces o f  engage
ment. In this way, the changing material practices within the spaces 
o f dependence are more clearly viewed as contingent to expanded 
sociospatial relations.

From its inception, the Black Panther Party identified a local
ized space o f  dependence circumscribed by the black urban ghetto. 
The concerns o f  both Newton and Seale were those o f  community 
residents. Seale writes that, in the beginning, he and Newton would 
talk with other African Americans about the conditions o f  the com 
munity. Seale drew heavily from his experiences o f  teaching at the
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N orth Oakland Neighborhood Anti-Poverty Center. A t the com 
munity center, Seale taught black American history. H e explains, “I 
tried to get th em ...to  think in ways related to black people in the 
black community surviving and black people in the black community 
unifying.”54

It is not surprising, therefore, that the locally based, locally derived 
program s articulated by the Black Panther Party were focused on the 
everyday level o f  the street. Neighborhood program s— later renamed 
“survival program s”— were designed to satisfy the immediate needs 
and concerns o f  community residents. Specific program s included 
the petitioning for community control o f the police, teaching black 
history classes, prom oting tenant and welfare rights, establishing 
health clinics, and investigating incidents o f  police brutality. D uring 
Bobby Seale’s 1972 to 1973 mayoral campaign, for example, the Black 
Panther Party initiated the Seniors A gainst a Fearful Environment 
(S .A .F .E .) program. According to JoN ina Abron, the Black Panther 
Party learned that nearly half o f  the victims o f strong-arm robbery 
and purse snatching were over the age o f fifty. Consequently, they 
provided free transportation and an escort service for elderly resi
dents. Through the S .A .F .E . program the Black Panther Party also 
successfully lobbied the Oakland C ity H ousing Authority to make 
major repairs and clean up a low-income residence for senior citizens 
in downtown O akland.53

The safety o f  children was also a prime concern. In early 1967, the 
Black Panther Party lobbied for the installation o f  a traffic light at 
the corner o f  Fifty-fifth and M arket in Oakland “because kids were 
getting hurt and killed regularly on that corner.”56 In Seize the Time, 
for example, Seale describes a series o f  accidents he witnessed at the 
intersection, located near the North Oakland Poverty Center where 
he worked. Newton assembled a petition and submitted the request 
to the Oakland C ity Council. Inform ed that a traffic light could 
not be installed until late 1968, Newton continued to insist on the 
installation o f a light until, in O ctober 1967, it was installed.

Other practices enacted by the Black Panther Party for children’s 
safety and welfare included “Free Breakfasts for Children” program s, 
“Free C loth ing for C hildren” rallies, and “Free Food and Sh oe”
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program s. In 1968, for example, several Bay Area branches o f  the 
Black Panther Party, as well as the Seattle, W ashington branch, 
established free breakfast program s. A s described by Abron, “Party 
chapters ...offered breakfast at multiple sites. Team s o f  Panthers 
served a no frill breakfast consisting o f  eggs, grits, toast, and bacon 
to children before the school day started. Com m unity churches,
nationw ide, hosted the P arty ’s breakfast p rogram s__ [Panther]
members solicited financial contributions from community residents 
and food donations from local businesses ...[and] parents and other 
community residents volunteered to help im plem ent” the program .57 
Bobby Scale, in 1969, issued an organizational directive making this 
survival program mandatory.

The first, and perhaps the m ost controversial survival program, 
however, was the police-alert patrol.58 This program consisted o f  
armed Panther members who would patrol the streets and, in effect, 
monitor police activities. Strategically, these patrols satisfied a number 
o f objectives. Consistent with the Party’s self-proclaimed vanguard 
role and concomitant stress on political education, the patrols were 
conceived as strategies o f recruitment and information dissemination. 
A s explained by Newton, “ [since we were] interested primarily in 
educating and revolutionizing the community, we needed to get their 
attention and give them something to identify with.” Aware o f  other 
organized citizen patrols that observed the police,Newton recognized 
that armed patrols offered unique opportunities. H e concluded that, 
“We hoped that by raising encounters to a higher level, by patrolling 
the police with arms, we would see a change in their behavior.”59

Recruitment was directed toward those people Newton and Seale 
felt were m ost oppressed and exploited. In line with their reading 
o f both Fanon and M alcolm  X , Newton and Seale specifically tar
geted those people who were “on the streets.” A s Seale recalls, “We 
talked to brothers and sisters in colleges, in high schools, who were 
on parole, on probation, who’d been in jails, who’d just gotten out o f 
jail, and brothers and sisters who looked like they were on their way 
to ja il.”60 The failure o f  other black political organizations, reasoned 
Newton, was that they failed “to recruit and involve the very people 
they professed to represent— the poor people in the community
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who never went to college, probably were not even able to finish 
high school.”61

The armed patrols were also intended to promote a sense o f  co
hesiveness throughout the community. Newton reasoned that, “By 
standing up to the police as equals, even holding them off, and yet 
remaining within the law, we had demonstrated Black pride to the 
community in a concrete way.” H e concluded that the armed patrols 
“created a feeling o f  solidarity.”62 In this way, the activities o f  the Black 
Panthers would facilitate a sense o f  communal separatism. Direct 
material actions, such as armed patrols, were tangible examples o f de
segregating the underlying power structures within urban ghettos.

The most proximate reason o f the patrols, however, was to counter 
the perceived police brutality that existed in the black com m uni
ties o f Oakland. Theoretically, these patrols are significant in that 
they speak to the material and spatial practices embedded in urban 
struggles. M ichel Foucault writes that discipline proceeds from the 
distribution o f individuals in space; discipline is exercised through 
controlling m echanism s, including surveillance.63 W ithin urban 

areas, police departm ents frequently exercise power through these 
mechanisms. Steve H erbert’s study o f  police behavior in Los Angeles 
illustrates these Foucauldian conccpts.“Thc control o f space,” Herbert 
writes, “is a fundament o f  overall police efforts at social control.” H e 
continues that many police strategies to create public order involve 
enacting boundaries and restricting access; police power rests upon 
a political geography.64 However, visibility is also a required com 
ponent for resistance and the re-appropriation o f  space. It was this 
component o f the armed patrols that was most threatening, for the 
visible presence o f  armed blacks challenged the status quo. African 
Am ericans were seen as out-of-place; armed, their visible presence 
was even more threatening.The armed patrols, however, constituted 
an attem pt to reclaim the space o f  the ghetto. According to Newton, 
“We had seen the Oakland police and the California Highway Patrol 
begin to carry their shotguns in full view as another way o f  striking 

fear into the community. We had seen all this, and we recognized 
that the rising consciousness o f  Black people was alm ost at the point 
o f explosion.”63 Seale elaborates:
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We have to defend ourselves against [the police] because they are 
breaking down our doors, shooting black brothers on the streets, and 
brutalizing sisters on the head. [The police] are wearing guns mostly 
to intimidate the people from forming organizations to really get our 
basic political desires and needs answered.The power structure uses 
the fascist police against people moving for freedom and liberation.
It keeps our people divided, but the program will be what we unite 
the people around and to teach our people self-defense.66

The armed patrols, not surprisingly, intensified the existing tension 
between the police and the Black Panther Party. A  series o f  confron

tations between members o f  the Black Panthers and members o f  the 
police resulted from these practices.67 In A pril 1967, for example, 
twenty-two-ycar-old D enzil Dowell was shot to death by a white 
deputy sheriff in Richm ond, California. A t the request o f  Dow ell’s 
family, the Black Panther Party conducted an investigation o f the 

killing. They discovered a number o f  questionable shootings by the 
Richmond sheriff’s departm ent, including two black men who were 
killed in N orth Richmond in Decem ber o f  1966.

Newton also decided to stage a public rally— an attempt to reclaim 
the streets both symbolically and physically. Bobby Seale recalls that, 
according to Newton, “we were going to have a rally ...to  tell the 
people it was necessary for us to arm ourselves for self-defense.”68 The 
public protest was held at the corner o f  Third and Chesley. A s de
scribed by Bobby Seale, there were “twenty Panthers out there armed 
with guns, disciplined, standing thirty or forty feet apart, on every 
corner o f the intersection.”69 M em bers o f the Panthers explained to 
the onlookers how Dowell had been killed by the police, and that 
blacks must begin to unite and organize with guns and force. Later, 
the police arrived to disperse the crowd o f about three hundred, 
resulting in a tense showdown with the Black Panther members. A 
second Richm ond rally was held, where about three to four hundred 
people gathered. The strategy o f  Newton was to block the streets and 
to then inform the crowds that the Black Panther Party was attem pt
ing to protect the communities from police brutality.

Consequently, O akland representative D onald M ulford intro
duced a bill “prohibiting the carrying o f  firearms on one’s person or
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in a vehicle in any public place or on any public street.’’The ensuing 

legislative m anueverings revealed the dialectics o f  spatial struggle 

and law s. N ew ton  explained: “W e knew how the system  operated. 

I f  we used the law s in our own interest and again st theirs, then the 

pow er structure w ould sim ply change the law s.”70 C onsequently , in 

reaction to the proposed “Panther B ill,” N ew ton  prepared a sta te

m en t—  E xecu tiv e  M a n d a te  N u m b er O n e — to be read by Seale  

and tw enty-nine other m em bers o f  the B lack  Panther Party. A side 

from  condem n ing the p en ding gun law, the m an date also critiqued 

the “racist C alifo rn ia  legislature” and the “racist war o f  genocide in 

V ie tn am .” ' 1 M oreover, as w ritten by N ew ton , and delivered by Seale 

at the state cap itol, the m an date charged that:

The enslavement o f  Black people at the very founding o f this 

country, the genocide practiced on the American Indians and the 

confinement o f the survivors on reservations, the savage lynching of 
thousands o f Black men and women, the dropping o f  atomic bombs 

on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and now the cowardly massacre in 

Vietnam all testify to the fact that toward people o f color the racist 

power structure of America has but one policy: repression, genocide, 
terror, and the big stick.72

The state cap ito l confron tation  o f  M ay  2, 1967 , and Executive 

M an d ate  N u m b er O n e, encapsulated  the spatial stru ggles o f  public 

space. O n  the one hand, at issue w as a d iscip lin ing o f  society through 

the control o f  space— in this instance, literally, the streets. A t the time 

the B lack  Panther Party m em bers were well w ithin their con stitu 

tional rights to carry w eapons.T hese actions, however, transgressed de 

facto racial relations. A s E u gen e M c C a n n  w rites o f  urban struggles, 

the state produces and enforces norm ative definitions o f  space in order 

to m aintain  the segregation  o f  people. The “Panther B ill” is ju st such 

an exam ple o f  counterresistance, o f  a hegem onic institution rew riting 

legislation  in the face o f  resistance. M c C a n n  contends that “through 

their everyday practices, and through m ore unusual and dram atic 

e v en ts ...g ro u p s such as A frican  A m erican s, w hose lives, h istories, 

and spaces are so often m argin alized  .. . ,c a n  challenge the dom inan t 

representations central to [those] sp ace [s].” ' 3 The arm ed patro ls, as 

everyday practices, and the state cap ito l confron tation , m ay be read
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as such. On the other hand, the Black Panther Party, and especially 
as personified by Newton, effectively linked the current repression 
o f  A frican Am ericans within a much longer history and geography 
o f oppression, exploitation, and genocide.

The capitol confrontation significantly transformed the spaces o f 
engagem ent for the Black Panther Party. The sight o f  armed black 
men and women entering a session o f the California legislature had 
an immediate impact on the image o f  the Black Panther Party.74 It 
was a calculated risk, one that carried both positive and negative 
implications for the Party. On the one hand, the event provided a 
highly visible forum, complete with national media coverage. Newton 
recalled that other activities o f the Black Panther Party “were con
fined to a small area” and that they “wanted Black people throughout 
the country to know the Oakland story.”75 This motivation, in part, 
explains the visible stance taken at the state capitol in Sacramento. 
On the other hand, their actions led to passage o f  even tougher gun 
control legislation as well as increased surveillance and harassment 
by law enforcement agencies.

A s an initial attem pt to garner a larger space o f  engagem ent we 
are also left with a question as to the efficacy o f the spatial strategy. 
Russell Shoats, for example, contends that whereas the “civil rights 
leaders needed this type o f  exposure to get their message across and to 
help protect themselves from the most flagrant abuses,” in the urban 
context this strategy “was maladaptive in its application to the Black 
liberation struggle, which necessarily demanded more clandestine 
ways o f operating.”76 However, given Newton’s conception o f  the 
struggle— which did not necessarily carry over to other m embers’ 
opinions— this enlarged space o f engagem ent does make sense. In 
particular, Newton began to promote a variant o f  revolutionary na
tionalism, one that entailed a greater emphasis on socialism. Similar to 
the ideological shifts that M alcolm  X  made in the last year o f  his life, 
so too did Newton, as the Party’s political philosopher, moved away 
from a predominantly race-based understanding to one predicated 
on class divisions. Newton explained the early transform ations: “We 
developed from just plain nationalists or separatist nationalists into 
revolutionary nationalists. We said that we joined with all o f the other
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people in the world struggling for decolonization and nationhood, 
and called ourselves a ‘dispersed colony’because we did not have the 
geographical concentration that other so-called colonies had.”77 

Newton desired to transform the struggle over the black ghetto 
to a larger stage. A  shift from cultural nationalism to revolution
ary nationalism was predicated thus on a literal, not metaphorical 
view o f the black ghetto as a colonized territory. Social justice, self
liberation, and self-determination o f  all oppressed peoples were to 
be achieved through a process o f  decolonization. Capturing these 
sentiments, in 1969 Seale argued that “Com m unity imperialism is 
manifested or is readily seen with respect to the domestic coloniza
tion o f Black, Chicano, Indian, and other non-W hite peoples being 
cooped up in wretched ghettos and/or on Southern plantations and 
reservations with the murdering, fascist, brutalizing pig, occupying 
the communities and areas just like a foreign troop occupies terri
tory.” '8 Elaborating on the view o f black communities as occupied 
territories, Seale further explained that “I think Black people if  we 
go over the concrete experiences that we’ve had in A m erica and 
w hat’s going on now against us we can understand exactly what it 
is— to be corralled in wretched ghettoes in Am erica and look up 
one day and see numerous policcmcn occupying our community,
and brutalizing us__”79

Such a rearticulation o f  black com m unities contributed to a 
changed space o f  engagem ent, one that translated into different 
spatial practices. A s a developing revolutionary nationalist, Newton 
proposed that the Black Panther Party unite with the world’s op
pressed people who struggled for decolonization and liberation.80 
D uring this period, Newton and the Black Panther Party “assumed 
that people could solve a number o f their problems by becoming 
nations.”81 Consequently, and resonating with M alcolm  X ’s earlier 
geopolitical connections o f M ississippi and the Congo, Seale ar
gued: “W hat we have to understand is that right here at home in 
Am erica we have to oppose imperialism, also.That you can’t just fight 
imperialism, the acts o f  imperialism abroad ...w ithout recognizing 
community imperialism here o f  Black people, Brown people, Red
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people and even to the point o f  protesting students and radicals and 
progressive peoples here, in A m erica.”82

It was from a sense o f  solidarity with other colonized peoples— and 
a significant departure from cultural nationalist attitudes— that 
Newton and Seale determined that the Panthers should work with 
white leftists.83 Indeed, it was this ideological shift, through an ex
panded space o f  engagement, which translated into modified spatial 
practices such as the initial biracial alliance in 1967 with the Peace 
and Freedom Party.

Tliis caused problem s with the public constituency and other 
members o f  the Party. Those espousing a more rigid and separatist 
position— to include both social and spatial m eanings— opposed 
the formation o f  biracial alliances. These did provide material and 
financial resources. However, these moves also entailed a loss o f  social 
capital in the community. Moreover, a shift to revolutionary nation
alism pitted the Black Panther Party with other black nationalist 
organizations, such as M aulana Karenga and his U S organization.

The next major shift occurred in 1970. In the summ er o f  that 
year Newton was released from prison, having served time for a 
manslaughter conviction that ultimately was reversed. Reflecting the 
impact o f  an increasingly global consciousncss, Ncwton transformed 
the ideology o f the Black Panther Party to one o f revolutionary inter
nationalism.84 Significantly, Newton no longer viewed black commu
nities as colonies; furthermore, he broadened his space o f engagement 
to rearticulate the territoriality o f  the United States. Beginning in 
the early 1970s, Newton conceived o f  the United States not as a na- 
tion-state, but rather as an empire. In 1971 Newton explained that: 
“We in the Black Panther Party saw that the United States was no 
longer a nation. It was something else; it was more than a nation. It 
had not only expanded its territorial boundaries, but it had expanded 
all o f its controls as well. We callcd it an em pire.”85

Newton’s operational definition o f empire is instructive. Specifi
cally, as defined by Newton, an empire was “a nation-state that has 
transformed itself into a power controlling all o f  the world’s lands 
and people.”86 This conception had strategic implications. Around
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1971 Newton offered the National Liberation Front and the Provi
sional Revolutionary Governm ent o f South Vietnam a number o f  
troops to assist in the fight against American imperialism ; the Party 
also opened an International Section o f  the Black Panther Party in 
Algiers on Septem ber 13, 1970; and Party members attempted to 
establish contact with other liberation movements in North Korea 
and C hina.8'

A rearticulation o f  the United States again necessitated a concep
tual change in understanding the plight o f  African-Am erican com 
munities. In Decem ber 1972 Newton reasoned, “Black Am ericans 
cannot be said to be colonial subjects, strictly speaking. That would 
require the invasion o f a sovereign territory by a foreign force__In
stead, blacks in the United States are forced transplants, having been 
brought from foreign territory as slave labor.”88 Newton’s reasoning, 
however, was buttressed by an additional, more material component. 
Newton explained: “We believe that there are no more colonics or 
neocolonies. I f  a people is colonized, then it must be possible for 
them to decolonize and become what they formerly were. But what 
happens when the raw materials are extracted and labor is exploited 
within a territory dispersed over the entire globe?” H e continued that 
within this type o f totalitarian system, “the people and the economy 
are so integrated into the imperialist empire that it ’s impossible to 
‘decolonize,’ to return to the former conditions o f  existence.”89

It was from this conception o f the demise o f  the nation-state that 
Newton advocated a position o f intercommunalism. A s explained by 
Newton, “We say that the world today is a dispersed collection o f 
communities. A community is different from a nation. A community 
is a small unit with a comprehensive collection o f  institutions that 
exist to serve a sm all group o f people.”90 For Newton, therefore, 
intercommunalism implied a situation whereby sovereign borders 
were no longer recognized. O ppressed nations no longer existed, 
but instead were oppressed com m unities. In so doing, Newton 
viewed the problem as one o f  totalitarian globalization, dominated 
by a single superpower, specifically the United States. Indeed, in his 
geopolitical worldview the Soviet Union was rendered impotent. In
1972 Newton explained that the arms and trade agreements between
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the United States and the Soviet Union made clear the superiority 
o f  the United States. Newton concluded that “all [the Soviet Union] 
can do is whimper like whipped dogs and talk about peaceful co
existence so that they will not be destroyed.This presents the world 
with the hard fact that the United States is the only state power in 
the world. Russia has become, like all other nations, no more than a 
satellite o f  the United States.”91

Spatially, I suggest that Newton’s appreciation o f  a communal 
perspective, much like that o f  M alcolm  X , was predicated on his 
experiences o f  growing up in the black urban ghettos o f O akland. In 
discussing his conception o f intercom munalism, for example, Newton 
explained that when people control the productive and institutional 
units o f  society, “they will have a more rather than less conscious 
relationship to the material world— people, plants, books, machines, 
media, everything— in which they live.They will have power, that is, 
they will control the phenomena around them and make it [sic] act 
in some desired manner, and they will know their own real desires.”92 
This attitude toward communalism resonates with Newton’s earlier 
statem ents regarding African-Am erican communities. In 1969, for 
example, Newton explained that: “Because [African Americans] lack 
political power, Black people arc not free.”93 This, in part, contributed 
to the formation o f  the Black Panther Party, for, as Newton wrote, 
“We began ...by checking around with the street brothers. We asked 
them if  they would be interested in form ing the Black Panther Party 
for Self-D efense, which would be based upon defending the com 
munity against the aggression o f the power structure, including the 
military and the armed might o f the police.”94

Put into practice, Newton believed that a program o f intercom- 
munalism would foster a nonoppressive and nonexploitative system in 
which a new “identity” could be forged am ong all peoples. A s argued 
by N ew ton ,“W hen the people seize the means o f  production, when 
they seize the mass media and so forth,you will still have racism. But 
the fact that the people will be in control o f  all the productive and 
institutional units o f  society— not only the factories, but the media 
too— will enable them to start solving these contradictions. It will 
produce new values, new identities; it will mold a new and essentially
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human culture as the people resolve old conflicts based on cultural 
and economic conditions.”95

By 1972 N ew ton— though certainly not all m em bers o f  the 
Black Panther Party— believed that African Am ericans occupied a 
liminal geographic space. African Am ericans were neither members 
o f  the United States nor o f  A frica. H e explained: “T ied  only histori
cally to A frica, they can lay no real claim to territory in the U .S. or 
A fr ica ....U .S . blacks form not a subjugated colony but an oppressed 
community inside the larger boundaries.”96 It was this reasoning that 
led Newton to conclude that Pan-Africanism  and black cultural na
tionalism were insufficient as programs for liberation. Newton argued 
that Pan-Africanism “fails to encompass the unique situation o f black 
Am ericans” since “Black A mericans have only the cultural and social 
customs that have evolved from centuries o f  oppression.”97 Although 
we may argue that Newton failed to grasp fully the implications o f  
a diasporic perspective, we should also acknowledge that Newton 
understood that solutions were to be found in localized responses 
to global processes. According to Newton:

Ifit is agreed that the fundamental nature of oppression is economic, 
then the first assault by the oppressed must be to wrestle economic 
control from the hands of the oppressors. If  we define the prime 
character of the oppression of blacks as racial, then the situation 
of economic exploitation of human being by human being can be 
continued if performed by blacks against blacks or blacks against 
whites. If, however, we are speaking o f eliminating exploitation and 
oppression, then the oppressed must begin with a united, worldwide 
thrust along the lines of oppressed versus oppressor.98

To effectively work within the communal spaces o f dependence, 
Newton believed that it was imperative to enlarge the spaces o f 
engagement. Ultimately, he saw no other solution than a socialist 
revolution. W hen Newton and Seale founded the Black Panther 
Party, they were motivated by “trying to solve some o f the ideologi
cal problems o f the Black m ovem ent” and to explain “why no Black 
political organization had succeeded.”99 Five years later Newton 
perceived the black revolution as “the vanguard o f  the world revolu
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tion.” According to Newton, “We believe that black A m ericans are
the first real internationalists__We are internationalists because
we have been internationally dispersed by slavery, and we can eas
ily identify with other people in other cultures. Because o f  slavery, 
we never really felt attached to the nation in the same way that the 
peasant was attached to the soil in Russia. We are always a long way 
from hom e.”100

The shifting ideological positions o f  the Black Panther Party, as 
espoused largely by Newton, were not received uncontested. Akinyele 
Om owale U m oja, for exam ple, contends that many Panthers in 
New York disagreed with N ew ton’s ideological sh ift away from 
black nationalism; very few understood Newton’s abstract theory 
o f  im perialism .101 Hayes and Kiene likewise argue that the “rapidly 
advancing character o f  Newton’s and the Panthers’ thinking proved 
problem atic. O ften ideological shifts were not accom panied by 
sufficient political education so that rank-and-file Panthers could 
understand fully the new set o f  ideas.”102 Eldridge Cleaver, moreover, 
favored a more restrictive space o f  engagem ent and advocated an 
offensive mode directed at police forces within the United States. 
Newton, however, maintained that the best strategy lay in a more 
expansive spacc o f engagement. Particular spatial practices, likewise, 
contributed to splits within the Party. Newton’s open communique 
to the North Vietnam ese government that he would make Party 
members available to fight in the conflict against U .S. forces angered 
other members who were upset because Newton was not pressing the 
armed conflict within the United States.103 In short, we are left with 
Errol H enderson’s argument that the Black Panther Party’s attempt 
to organize the most disorganized group in the United States— the 
lum penproletariat— com bined with a diverse array o f  ideologies 
(e.g., M ao, Guevara, Fanon) was problematic. Henderson concludes 
that “the people required examples more consistent with their own 
experiences.”104 Thus, although Newton attempted to resolve this 
epistem ological obstacle, the linkage between the material spaces 
o f dependency was often obfuscated when fram ed within his more 
expansive spaces o f  engagement.
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Conclusions

M alcolm  X  left his political heirs little that was tangible— no viable 
organization, no systematic program , no comprehensive theory or 
model o f social justice. However, as G oldm an writes, M alcolm X  
did bequeath a legacy o f  words and a series o f  priorities: the beauty 
and the worth o f blackness; the racism o f  white Am erica; the legiti
macy o f  defending oneself, by any means necessary; the irrelevance 
o f integration and the self-loathing in begging for it; the futility o f  
appeals to the conscience o f  the conscienceless; the connection with 
A frica and the African past; the necessity o f  confronting power 
with power; the urgency o f  black control o f the African-Am erican 
community.105 In short, M alcolm  X  continued the work o fh is  black 
radical predecessors, such as D uB ois, Patterson, and Robeson, and 
furthered the understanding o f spatial struggles for social justice that 
would later characterize the Black Power M ovem ent.

G eographers have made substantial contributions to the un
derstanding o f  spatial struggles within urban areas. However, little 
research in the discipline has explicitly considered the contestations 
o f  urban-based African-Am erican movements, and especially those 
that fall under the rubric o f Black Power. This is symptomatic o f larger 
om issions in the study o f the Black Power M ovem ent. The Black 
Power M ovem ent’s influence on labor, poor people, urban uprisings, 
and community control movements require further study.106 However, 
we need to “know how black political radicalism differed and con
verged, dependent on geographical location, political organizations, 
and historical circumstances.” A s Tracye M atthews writes:

The issues raised by the Black Panther Party remain salient for Black 
communities at the turn of the twenty-first century. Economic con
ditions for the majority of Black people have declined since the late 
sixties in large measure as a consequence of structural adjustment 
programs in advanced capitalism in response to global competition 
and the shift from industrial to service-based economies, all of 
which undermine the security and safety of workers globally. The 
social consequences of these changes, including more sophisticated 
and insidious forms of racism and sexism, demand not only new
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responses, but also a closer investigation of and learning from past 
practices of collective, organized resistance.107

Both M alcolm  X  and the Black Panther Party transformed lib
eration struggles not only in the United States, but also around the 
world. Significantly, a scalar territorial politics was at the core o f  
both M alcolm  X ’s and the Black Panthers’ political philosophies. 
Progressing from localized concerns to a conception o f  global in- 
tercommunalism, the doctrine o f the Black Panther Party, following 
that o fM alcolm  X , “represented an effort by a generation o f young, 
dispossessed, and defiant Black Americans to formulate a theory 
and practice o f  fundam ental social transform ation.”108 Moreover, 
the Black Panther Party attempted to combine their political phi
losophy with material program s, an objective outlined by M alcolm 
X ’s O A A U . Philosophically, however, Newton’s enlargement o f  the 
spaces o f  engagement proved troubling, as he was unable to reconnect 
with members o f  the community.

W hat are the geographical implications o f the urban politics o f  
M alcolm  X ’s legacy on the Black Panther Party? On the one hand, 
the Black Panther Party branches based their survival programs on 
the immediate needs and concerns o f  their respective communities. 
In so doing, the political thought o f the Party did not exist as distant, 
abstract ideas, but rather was translated into material practices with 
a direct relevance to the residents. This conforms readily with the 
ground-level, prudential rhetoric o f  M alcolm  X . W hat the Black 
Panther Party forwarded is also consonant with other black geogra
phies, namely a rethinking o f the underpinnings o f the oppression 
and exploitation o f African Am ericans. These struggles situate black 
geographies materially, ideologically, and experientially; and in so 
doing, they provide alternative fram ings o f  social justice, ones that 
are not fixed to particular spaces. Thus, the geopolitical thought o f 
the Black Panthers and others, such as M alcolm  X , demonstrates a 
different human geography that is predicated on the respatalization 
and repoliticization o f urban space.
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8
T h e  S o c i a l  J u s t i c e  

o f  M a l c o l m  x

To engage in a serious discussion of race in America, 
we must begin not with the problems of black people

but with the flaws of American society__
— Cornel W est1

The term socialjustice has traditionally referred to the morally proper 
distribution o f benefits and burdens among society’s members.2 A s 
David Sm ith explains, “A  central issue in distributive justice is how 
to justify differential treatment, or how to identify the differences 
am ong people which are relevant to the particular attribute(s) to be 
distributed.”3 Iris Young argues, however, that distributive justice is 
insufficient. Rather, one needs to include questions o f  oppression 
and domination. Young contends that oppression and domination 
should be the primary terms for conceptualizing injustice. In this 
way, the structures responsible for inequality may be more effectively 
dismantled, thus contributing to a broader understanding o f social 
justice that includes not ju st issues o f  distribution but also both 
self-developm ent and self-determ ination. D on M itchell concurs, 
noting that “attention to just distribution within its geographical 
contexts dem ands struggle toward the transform ation o f  those 
geographical contexts.”4 In other words, the structures and institu
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tions responsible for oppressive and exploitative inequalities must 
be addressed. M alcolm  X ’s conception o f  social justice for A frican 
Am ericans extended beyond questions o f distribution, for he was 
concerned first and foremost with the elimination o f  structural and 
institutional barriers to A frican-A m erican self-developm ent and 
self-determination.Two weeks before his death M alcolm X  explained 
in a press conference that he maintained an uncom prom ising stand 
against the injustice o f  racism that existed in the United States. He 
predicted that 1965 would be a “ long, hot, bloody sum m er” because 
o f the continuance o f  deplorable conditions confronting A frican 
Am ericans: “inferior housing, inferior employment, inferior educa
tion— all the evils o f  a bankrupt society” that still existed.5 According 
to M alcolm X , it was necessary for those who were taken from the 
African continent and who continued to suffer exploitation and op
pression to reach out and unite with other peoples, to work in unity 
and harmony for a positive program o f mutual benefit.6

M itchell writes that “both oppression and domination are ex
ercised through difference: it is difference that is oppressed and 
it is differentially situated actors who dominate. Autonomy— the 
freedom to be who one is— requires not just the recognition o f  dif
ference but also its social prom otion.” ' Recently, a politics o f difference 
has broadened the scope o f  social justice and challenged the ways 
in which people may be treated unfairly. Difference has also been 
promoted as a source o f  political strength, as a means o f  countering 
hegem onic structures o f  oppression and exploitation. Difference, 
therefore, retains a dual significance: both as a source o f inequality 
and o f solidarity against injustice.8

Such a focus on difference has been crucial in the struggle for jus
tice by “various groups, mobilized under such banners as nationality, 
ethnicity, race, gender, and sexuality, whose voices had hitherto been 
muted by what was held to be an essentializing and hom ogenizing 
modernism .”9 Malcolm X ,in  his challenge o f  racism, did not discount 
racialized differences. Instead, M alcolm  X  saw racialization as a 
complex process o f  differentiation, one that was intimately associated 
with the political and economic exploitation o f  A frican Americans. 
M alcolm  X  noted, “The American system was produced from the
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enslavement o f  the black man. This political, economic, and social 
system o f Am erica was produced from the enslavement o f  the black 
man and that particular system is capable only o f  reproducing that out 
o f which itself was produced.”10 Consequently, the enduring struggle 
and contestation over American space was inescapably racialized.

A politics o f  difference requires a readiness on the part o f  any one 
movement to show how its particular strategy in contesting exploita
tion and oppression overlaps with the objectives o f  other movements 
in contesting different forms o f oppression.This is why M alcolm  X ’s 
strategic linking o f the oppression o f African Americans with broader 
liberation movements in the third world was so crucial. M alcolm  X  
understood that any understanding o f the structures o f oppression 
facing persons o f African descent was necessarily partial and situated. 
It is also because o f  this recognition that M alcolm  X  gradually came 
to see the injustices directed toward A frican-Am erican women as 
both part o f  and separate from racial injustices.

A focus on “difference” as a core concept underlying social justice 
is not without its problems. W hile a focus on difference has drawn 
attention to the marginalization and powerlessness o f specific groups, 
there has also been a tendency to erode the sense o f human sameness 
underpinning the ideal o f moral equality crucial to a just socicty.11 
Accordingly, Sm ith maintains that a “geographical perspective on 
social justice has to work between universality and particularity.”12 
In short, we should work toward a sense o f  human sam eness without 
abandoning insights gained from understanding the particularity 
o f persons and places.13 A s Sm ith concludes, “while recognition o f 
salient forms o f  difference has helped to counter oppressive aspects 
o f universalising modernism, some o f  the greatest struggles for social 
justice in recent h istory ... were more a case o f  the universalist notion 
o f equal moral worth countering particular social constructions o f 
difference.”14

Tliis point cannot be overemphasized. Political contestation is 
always in the name o f  equality. However, equality itself is a discursive 
construct.To this end, M itchell argues for the promotion o f  a “logic 
o f representation.” According to M itchell, this entails the ability and 
the right o f  groups and individuals to make their desires and needs
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known, to represent themselves to others and to the state— even if  
through struggle— as legitimate claimants to public considerations.15 
W ithout negating cultural difference, M alcolm X  imagined a truly 
democratic society, one based on M itchell’s notion o f  autonomy 
and o f  a logic o f  representation. In Novem ber 1964 M alcolm  X  
explained that African Am ericans “should never let the white man 
represent us to them, and we should never let him represent them to 
us. It is our job today to represent ourselves, as they are representing 
themselves.”16

Representation, whether o f  oneself or o f a group,dem ands space.17 
It is for this reason that M alcolm  X  steadfastly refused to consider 
integration as a viable option. For M alcolm X , Black liberation would 
result only when African Americans were seen as equals. This was 
not to be accomplished through integrationist practices. Integration 
was a technique o f  cultural genocide and economic imperialism, one 
that favored the status quo and marginalized the politics o f  difference. 
Integration policies, as well as assimilation and acculturation beliefs 
and practices, deprived A frican A m ericans o f  their fundamental 
right o f  self-determination. Sim ply put, to integrate into a white 
supremacist society would negate the spaces o f  African American. 
To adopt the norms, values, and nomenclature o f the dom inant so
ciety, African Am ericans would cease to exist as a people. A s such, 
integration contributed to the dehumanization and displacem ent o f 
African Americans just as strongly as segregation policies. In neither 
case were African Am ericans in control o f  their own communities 
and, hence, their self-determination.

Com m unal separatism , consequently, was essential to the social 
justice ofM alco lm  X . Separation, in this context, becomes a neces
sary expedient. Only through the autonom ous control o f  public and 
private resources, M alcolm  X  maintained, would it be possible for 
African A m ericans to achieve self-determination and self-develop- 
ment. Consequently, M alcolm X  promoted the necessity o f  securing 
basic human needs within African-American communities, including 
access to land, the ability to exert political power, and participation in 
systems o f production. A s M alcolm  X  asserted, “We believe that our 
communities must be the sources o f  their own strength politically,
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economically, intellectually, and culturally in the struggle for human 
rights and human dignity.”ls These objectives are seen, for example, 
in the aims and statem ents o f  the Organization o f Afro-Am erican 
Unity (O A A U ): freedom , equality, and justice. African Americans 
were to be guaranteed their constitutional right o f  representation 
and participation in the Am erican system. But M alcolm  X  also 
understood that such autonomy would translate into a recognition 
o f their humanity. It was this moral sense o f  an equality o f  sameness 
that M alcolm X  referred to when he demanded respect as a human 
being.

Although M alcolm  X ’s forwarding o f Pan-Africanism  and black 
communal separatism may seem discordant with notions o f universal 
human rights, it is entirely consistent with contemporary ideas o f  
difference and social justice. M alcolm  X  identified the particular 
conditions confronting African Americans specifically, and oppressed 
peoples more generally. H e did not deny difference, for he recog
nized that constructed differences were used as tools o f  oppression. 
But M alcolm X  also understood that difference could function as a 
source o f solidarity. This is why, in the last months o f  his life, M alcolm 
X  worked strongly for reconciliation within the African-Am erican 
community. A  fractured and splintered social movement would be 
ineffective against the solidarity o f  white supremacy and white privi
lege. Tliis is also why M alcolm X attempted to form bridges between 
the American Civil Rights M ovem ent and third world revolutions. 
All the while, M alcolm X  promoted self-defined collective identities, 
for this process directly challenged the language o f  the oppressors. 
It was imperative for oppressed and colonized peoples to achieve 
autonomy through self-determination and self-liberation. M alcolm 

X , through his enlargement o f  the Civil Rights M ovem ent to one 
o f human rights, was attempting to create black autonomy through 
a plea toward a common humanity.

The black radical tradition, as Cedric Robinson writes, “cements 
pain to purpose, experience to expectation, consciousness to collec
tive action.” H e maintains that the “resoluteness o f  the Black radical 
tradition advances as each generation assembles the data o f its expe
rience to an ideology o f  liberation.”19 M alcolm  X  was one o f  many
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African Am ericans who struggled for social justice within a racist 
society. H is ideas were not entirely novel; nor were they necessarily 
successful. Indeed, the legacy o fM alco lm  X  remains as contested 
as his life. However, the geography o fM alco lm  X  was unarguably 
one o f  producing a space for social justice. A nd this geography is 
revealed in one simple, yet intensely contested statement by Malcolm 
X : “We are human beings, and our fight is to see that every Black 
man, woman, and child in this country is respected and recognized 
as a human being.”20 By any means necessary.
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