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A SPEECH TO MI1sSsISSIPPI YOUTH
19614

Malcolm X

Malcolm X delivered this speech to a group of teenage civil rights activists from
McComb, Mississippi, who were touring New York City in 1964 under the
sponsorship of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee. Malcolm X
(1925-1965) was a minister in the Nation of Islam faith. He became a highly
controversial and influential leader during the civil rights movement. He was
assassinated in February 1965.

THINK THROUGH HISTORY: Hypothesizing
How might Martin Luther King, Jr., have replied to Malcolm X's speech?

One of the first things I think young people, especially nowadays, should learn is
how to see for yourself and listen for yourself and think for yourself. Then you can
come to an intelligent decision for yourself. If you form the habit of going by what
you hear others say about someone, or going by what others think about someone,
instead of searching that thing out for yourself and seeing for yourself, you will be
walking west when you think you're going east, and you will be walking east when
you think you're going west. This generation, especially of our people, has a
burden, more so than any other time in history. The most important thing that we
can learn to do today is think for ourselves....

I myself would go for nonviolence if it was consistent, if everybody was going to
be nonviolent all the time. I'd say, okay, let’s get with it, we’ll all be nonviolent.
But I don’t go along with any kind of nonviolence unless everybody’s going to be
nonviolent. If they make the Ku Klux Klan nonviolent, I'll be nonviolent. If they
make the White Citizens Council nonviolent, I'll be nonviolent. But as long as
you've got somebody else not being nonviolent, I don’t want anybody coming to
me talking any nonviolent talk. I don’t think it is fair to tell our people to be
nonviolent unless someone is out there making the Klan and the Citizens Council
and these other groups also be nonviolent....

If the leaders of the nonviolent movement can go into the white community and
teach nonviolence, good. I'd go along with that. But as long as I see them teaching
nonviolence only in the black community, we can’t go along with that. We believe
in equality, and equality means that you have to put the same thing over here that
you put over there. And if black people alone are going to be the ones who are
nonviolent, then it’s not fair. We throw ourselves off guard. In fact, we disarm
ourselves and make ourselves defenseless....

The Organization of Afro-American Unity is a non-religious group of black
people who believe that the problems confronting our people in this country need
to be re-analyzed and a new approach devised toward trying to get a solution.
Studying the problem, we recall that prior to 1939 all of our people, in the North,
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South, East and West, no matter how much education we had, were segregated.
We were segregated in the North just as much as we were segregated in the South.
Even now there's as much segregation in the North as there is in the South. There’s
some worse segregation right here in New York City than there is in McComb,
Mississippi; but up here they’re subtle and tricky and deceitful, and they make you
think you've got it made when you haven't even begun to make it yet.

Prior to 1939, our people were in a very menial position or condition. Most of
us were waiters and porters and bellhops and janitors and waitresses and things of
that sort. It was not until war was declarcd with Germany, and America became
involved in a manpower shortage in regards to her factories plus her army, that the
black man in this country was permitted to make a few strides forward....

Around that time, 1939 or '40 or '41, they weren't drafting Negroes in the army
or the navy. A Negro couldn’t join the navy in 1940 or '41. They wouldn't take a
black man in the navy except to make him a cook....

When the Negro leaders saw all the white fellows being drafted and taken into
the army and dying on the battlefield, and no Negroes were dying because they
weren't being drafted, the Negro leaders came up and said, “We've got to die too.
We want to be drafted too, and we demand that you take us in'there and let us die
for our country too.” That was what the Negro leaders did back in 1940, I
remember....

So they started drafting Negro soldiers then, and started letting Negroes get into
the navy. But not until Hitler and Tojo and the foreign powers were strong enough
to put pressure on this country, so that it had its back to the wall and needed us,
[did] they let us work in factories. Up until that time we couldn’t work in the
factories; I'm talking about the North as well as the South. And when they let us
work in the factories, at first they let us in only as janitors. After a year or so passed
by, they let us work on machines. We became machinists, got a little more skill. If
we got a little more skill, we made a little more money, which enabled us to live in
a little better neighborhood. When we lived in a little better neighborhood, we
went to a little better school, got a little better education and could come out and
get a little better job. So the cycle was broken somewhat.

But the cycle was not broken out of some kind of sense of moral responsibility
on the part of the government. No, the only time that cycle was broken even to a
degree was when world pressure was brought to bear on the United States
government. They didn’t look at us as human beings—they just put us into their
system and let us advance a little bit farther because it served their interests. They
never let us advance a little bit farther because they were interested in us as human
beings. Any of you who have a knowledge of history, sociology, or political
science, or the economic development of this country and its race relations—go
back and do some research on it and you'll have to admit that this is true.

It was during the time that Hitler and Tojo made war with this country and put
pressure on it [that] Negroes in this country advanced a little bit. At the end of the
war with Germany and Japan, then Joe Stalin and Communist Russia were a
threat. During that period we made a little more headway. Now the point that I'm
making is this: Never at any time in the history of our people in this country have
we made advances or progress in any way based upon the internal good will of this
country. We have made advancement in this country only when this country was
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under pressure from forces above and beyond its control. The internal moral
consciousness of this country is bankrupt. It hasn't existed since they first brought
us over here and made slaves out of us. They make it appear they have our good
interests at heart, but when you study it, every time, no matter how many steps
they take us forward, it’s like we're standing on a—-what do you call that thing?—
a treadmill. The treadmill is moving backwards faster than we’re able to go
forward in this direction. We're not even standing still—we're going backwards....

So we here in the Organization of Afro-American Unity are with the struggle in
Mississippi one thousand per cent. We're with the efforts to register our people in
Mississippi to vote one thousand per cent. But we do not go along with anybody
telling us to help nonviolently. We think that if the government says that Negroes
have a right to vote, and then some Negroes come out to vote, and some kind of
Ku Klux Klan is going to put them in the river, and the government doesn’t do
anything about it, it’s time for us to organize and band together and equip
ourselves and qualify ourselves to protect ourselves. And once you can protect
yourself, you don’t have to worry about being hurt....

If you don’t have enough people down there to do it, we’'ll come down there
and help you do it. Because we're tired of this old runaround that our people have
been given in this country. For a long time they accused me of not getting involved
in politics. They should've been glad I didn’t get involved in politics, because
anything I get in, I'm in it all the way. If they say we don't take part in the -
Mississippi struggle, we will organize brothers here in New York who know how
to handle these kind of affairs, and they’ll slip into Mississippi like Jesus slipped
into Jerusalem.

That doesn’t mean we're against white people, but we sure are against the Ku
Klux Klan and the White Citizens Councils; and anything that looks like it’s against
us, we're against it. Excuse me for raising my voice, but this thing, you know, gets
me upset. Imagine that—a country that’s supposed to be a democracy, supposed
to be for freedom and all of that kind of stuff when they want to draft you and put
you in the army and send you to Saigon to fight for them—and then you’ve got to
turn around and all night long discuss how you're going to just get a right to
register and vote without being murdered. Why, that’s the most hypocritical
government since the world began!...

I'hope you don’t think I'm trying to incite you. Just look here: Look at
yourselves. Some of you are teen-agers, students. How do you think I feel—and I
belong to a generation ahead of you—how do you think I feel to have to tell you,
“We, my generation, sat around like a knot on a wall while the whole world was
fighting for its human rights—and you've got to be born into a society where you
still have that same fight.” What did we do, who preceded you? I'll tell you what
we did: Nothing. And don’t you make the same mistake we made....

You get freedom by letting your enemy know that you'll do anything to get your
freedom; then you'll get it. It’s the only way you'll get it....

Source: Malcolm X Speaks by Malcolm X. Copyright © 1989 by Betty Shabazz
and Pathfinder Press. Reprinted by permission.
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THINK THROUGH HISTORY : ANSWER

Students may answer that Martin Luther King, Jr., would have agreed with some
elements of Malcolm X's speech and disagreed with other elements. For example, King
would probably have agreed with Malcolm X's assertion that blacks need to “think for
themselves,” and with his support for voter registration efforts in the South. King also
would have agreed with Malcolm X's description of how African Americans have been
given social and economic opportunities in the United States only as a result of
pressure on the government. Students may answer that King would have strongly
disagreed with Malcolm X's rejection of nonviolent methods as a way of exerting that
pressure. They may say that King would argue that African Americans could not
effectively use violence to end the violence of the Kian or the White Citizens' Councils.
King would probably also argue that setting a moral example through nonviolence was
an effective form of putting pressure on the government and gaining supporters for
the civil rights movement.
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STRIDE TOWARD FREEDOM
1958

Meartin Luther King, Jr.

As a young minister, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. (1929-1968) first rose to
prominence in 1956 by leading the African-American citizens of Montgomery,
Alabama, in a successful boycott of segregated city buses. With other African-
American ministers, he founded the Southern Christian Leadership Conference in
1957. This excerpt is from his book Stride Toward Freedom, published in 1958,
an account of the Montgomery bus boycott.

THINK THROUGH HISTORY: Forming and Supporting Opinions
During the late 1950s, who in American society might have found King's arguments
about nonviolent resistance convincing and who might have not?

Oppressed people deal with their oppression in three characteristic ways. One
way is acquiescence: the oppressed resign themselves to their doom. They tacitly
adjust themselves to oppression, and thereby become conditioned to it. In every
movement toward freedom some of the oppressed prefer to remain oppressed. -
Almost 2800 years ago Moses set out to lead the children of Israel from the slavery
of Egypt to the freedom of the promised land. He soon discovered that slaves do
not always welcome their deliverers. They become accustomed to being slaves.
They would rather bear those ills they have, as Shakespeare pointed out, than flee
to others that they know not of. They prefer the “fleshpots of Egypt” to the
ordeals of emancipation.

There is such a thing as the freedom of exhaustion. Some people are so worn
down by the yoke of oppression that they give up. A few years ago in the slum
areas of Atlanta, a Negro guitarist used to sing almost daily: “Ben down so long
that down don’t bother me.” This is the type of negative freedom and resignation
that often engulfs the life of the oppressed.

But this is not the way out. To accept passively an unjust system is to cooperate
with that system; thereby the oppressed become as evil as the oppressor.
Noncooperation with evil is as much a moral obligation as is cooperation with
good. The oppressed must never allow the conscience of the oppressor to slumber.
Religion reminds every man that he is his brother’s keeper. To accept injustice or
segregation passively is to say to the oppressor that his actions are morally right.
It is a way of allowing his conscience to fall asleep. At this moment the oppressed
fails to be his brother’s keeper. So acquiescence—while often the easier way—is
not the moral way. It is the way of the coward. The Negro cannot win the respect
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of his oppressor by acquiescing; he merely increases the oppressor’s arrogance and
contempt. Acquiescence is interpreted as proof of the Negro's inferiority. The
Negro cannot win the respect of the white people of the South or the peoples of
the world if he is willing to sell the future of his children for his personal and
immediate comfort and safety.

A second way that oppressed people sometimes deal with oppression is to resort
to physical violence and corroding hatred. Violence often brings about momentary
results. Nations have frequently won their independence in battle. But in spite of
temporary victories, violence never brings permanent peace. It solves no social
problem; it merely creates new and more complicated ones.

Violence as a way of achieving racial justice is both impractical and immoral. It
is impractical because it is a descending spiral ending in destruction for all. The old
law of an eye for an eye leaves everybody blind. It is immoral because it seeks to
humiljate the opponent rather than win his understanding; it seeks to annihilate
rather than to convert. Violence is immoral because it thrives on hatred rather than
love. It destroys community and makes brotherhood impossible. It leaves society in
monologue rather than dialogue. Violence ends by defeating itself. It creates
bitterness in the survivors and brutality in the destroyers. A voice echoes through
time saying to every potential Peter, “Put up your sword.” History is cluttered with
the wreckage of nations that failed to follow this command.

If the American Negro and other victims of oppression succumb to the
temptation of using violence in the struggle for freedom, future generations will
be the recipients of a desolate night of bitterness, and our chief legacy to them - —
will be an endless reign of meaningless chaos. Violence is not the way.

The third way open to oppressed people in their quest for freedom is the way
of nonviolent resistance. Like the synthesis in Hegelian philosophy, the principle of
nonviolent resistance seeks to reconcile the truths of two opposites—acquiescence
and violence—while avoiding the extremes and immoralities of both. The
nonviolent resister agrees with the person who acquiesces that one should not
be physically aggressive toward his opponent but he balances the equation by
agreeing with the person of violence that evil must be resisted. He avoids the
nonresistance of the former and the violent resistance of the latter. With
nonviolent resistance, no individual or group need submit to any wrong, nor
need anyone resort to violence in order to right a wrong.

It seems to me that this is the method that must guide the actions of the Negro
in the present crisis in race relations. Through nonviolent resistance the Negro will
be able to rise to the noble height of opposing the unjust system while loving the
perpetrators of the system. The Negro must work passionately and unrelentingly
for full stature as a citizen, but he must not use inferior methods to gain it. He
must never come to terms with falsehood, malice, hate, or destruction.

Nonviolent resistance makes it possible for the Negro to remain in the South
and struggle for his rights. The Negro’s problem will not be solved by running
away. He cannot listen to the glib suggestion of those who would urge him to
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migrate en masse to other sections of the country. By grasping his great
opportunity in the South he can make a lasting contribution to the moral strength
of the nation and set a sublime example of courage for generations yet unborn.

By nonviolent resistance, the Negro can also enlist all men of good will in his
struggle for equality. The problem is not a purely racial one, with Negroes set
against whites. In the end, it is not a struggle between people at all, but a tension
between justice and injustice. Nonviolent resistance is not aimed against oppressors
but against oppression. Under its banner consciences, not racial groups, are
enlisted.

If the Negro is to achieve the goal of integration, he must organize himself into
a militant and nonviolent mass movement. All three elements are indispensable.
The movement for equality and justice can only be a success if it has both a mass
and militant character; the barriers to be overcome require both. Nonviolence is
an imperative in order to bring about ultimate community.

A mass movement of a militant quality that is not at the same time committed to
nonviolence tends to generate conflict, which in turn breeds anarchy. The support
of the participants and the sympathy of the uncommitted are both inhibited by the
threat that bloodshed will engulf the community. This reaction in turn encourages
the opposition to threaten and resort to force. When, however, the mass movement
repudiates violence while moving resolutely toward its goal, its opponents are
revealed as the instigators and practitioners of violence if it occurs. Then public
support is magnetically attracted to the advocates of nonviolence, while those
who employ violence are literally disarmed bﬁverwhelming sentiment against
their stand.

Source: License granted by Intellectual Properties Management, Atlanta, Georgia,
as exclusive licensor of the King Estate.
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Stokely Carmichael, "Black Power Speech”
June, 1966

The advocates of Black Power reiect the old slocans and meaningless rhetoric
of previans vears in the civil rights struggle The langliaa= Af vectardsu g
indeed irrelevant: proeress. non-vialence _integratinn fear of “white backlash,”
coalitien, . .. One of the tragedies of the struggle against racism is that up to
this point there has been no national organization which could speak to the
growing militancy of young black people in the urban ghettos and the black-
belt South. There has been only a "civil rights” movement, whose tone of voice
was adapted to an audience of middle-class whites. It served as a sort of buffer
zone between that audience and angry young blacks. It claimed to speak for
the needs of a community, but it did not speak in the tone of that community .
None of its so-called leaders could go into a rioting community and be listened
to. In a sense, the blame must be shared-along with the mass media-by those
leaders for what happened in Watts, Harlem, Chicago, Cleveland, and other
places. Each time the black people in those cities saw Dr. Martin Luther King
get slapped they became angry. When they saw little black girls bombed to
death in a church and civil rights workers ambushed and murdered, they were
angrier; and when nothing happened, they were steaming mad. We had nothing
to offer that they could see, except to go out and be beaten again. We helped
to build their frustration. We had only the old language of love and suffering.
And in most places-that is, from the liberals and middle class-we got back the
old language of patience and progress. . . .

Such language, along with admonitions to remain non-violent and fear the
white backlash, convinced some that that course was the only course to follow.
't misled some into believing that a black minority could bow its head and get
whipped intc a meaningful position of power. The very notion is absurd. . . .

There are many who still sincerely believe in that approach. From our
viewpoint,

rampaging white mobs and white night-riders must be made to understand that
their days of free head-whipping are over. Black people should and must fight
back. Nothing more quickly repels someone bent on destroying you than the
unequivocal message: "0.K., fool, make your move, and run the same risk | run-
of dying.”

Next we deal with the term “integration." According to its advocates, social
justice will be accomplished by "integrating the Negro into the mainstream
institutions of the society from which he has been traditionally excluded.” This
concept is based on the assumption that there is nothing of value in the black
community and that little of value could be created among black people. The
thing to do is to siphon off the "acceptable” black people into the surrounding
middle-class white community. The goals of integrationists are middle-class




goals, articulated orimarily by a small group
of Negroes with middle-class aspirations or status. . . .

Secondly, while color blindness may be a sound goal ultimateiy, we must
realize that race is an overwhelming fact of life in this historical period. There
is no black man in the country who can live “simply as a man." His blackness is
an ever-present fact of this racist society, whether he recognizes it or not. It is
unlikely that this or the next generation will witness the time when race will no
longer be relevant in the conduct of public affairs and in public policy decision-
making. . . .

‘Integration” as a goal today speaks to the problem of blackness not only in an
unrealistic way but also in a despicable way. it is based on complete

acceptance of the fact that in order to have a decent house or education, black
people must move into a white neighborhood or send their children to a white
school. This reinforces, among both black and white, the idea that "white" is
automatically superior and "black™ is by definition inferior. For this reason,
“integration” is a subterfuge for the maintenance of white supremacy.




