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I don’t want anybody working on
this film who does not believe il
is the most important movie ever

made — Spike Lee.

He bad the

intensity of amanonad sacred mission

by Playthell Benjamin

ALCOLM X, Spike Lee's

epic film about the life

and times of the mili

tant black American

leader who was mur-

dered 27 years ago, opens in cinemas
all over America today. It is an event
that is joyously anticipated by some
but is a source of great anxiety to
others, Generally speaking, it is poss-
ible to classify people’s attitudes on
the basis of race: the elation of Afro-

Americans contrasts with the fear
and loathing of many of their white
countrymen. The problem resides In
the fact that many of the maladies
that produced Malcolm X are still
prominent features of the American
urban nightmare. Furthermore, while
Malcolm X would later repudiate his
belief that whites were ‘‘devils”
whose evil nature was beyond refor-
mation through moral assuasion. he
never rejected his belief in armed
struggle as a viable option — perhaps
the only option — for black Ameri-
cans against racist oppression.

However, it would be misleading to
argue that all blacks welcome this
film and all whites loathe it. For be-
vond the question of race there lurks
the thorny questions of class and ide-
ology. Hence black liberals and con-
servative intellectuals. like the syndi-
cated columnist Carl Rowan and
Professor Shelby Steele, have spoken
out against the film. Both agonise
over what message black youth will
take from the life and ideas of Mal-
colm X.

While Spike and his supporters,
who include virtually all white radi-
cals, hope the youth will receive a po-
litical education from witnessing Mal-
colm X's intellectual transformation
and follow his lead in developing a
more sophisticated view of race and
political sturuggle, others have their
doubts. Even liberals find cause for
concern about the possible reactions
of alienated non-white vouth — thisis
t:'_pecmll_\‘ true of all those invested
with the responsibility of maintaining
public order.

Sister Soljah has commented that
she was told by people who were close
to Malcoim X that “he never stopped
believing that whites were devils” and
there are many vouth who believe
qxal sort of Tut even though Malcolm
X left a clear public record repudiat-
ing that view.

But there are others who simply do
not care what Malcolm X said and
reject his revisionist views out of
hand. Typical of that school of
thought 1s Kam. a 23-vear-old rapper
from Los Angeles. the recent scene of
America’s worst civil disturbance.
*He made history while he was Minis-
ter Maleolm. following the leadership
of the Honourable Elijah Moham-
nied,” Kam savs. “That's the only
Malcolm 1 respect: not the man who
left the Nation of Islam. The same
thing that attracts me to Maleolm at-
tracts me today to Minister Farrak-
hagui;hﬁ ;ra%m ul?cur. and raw.”

Bur what is the truth? Spike Lee’s
o of the life of Malcolm X won't
please Kam and his like. 1 don't want
anybody working on this film who.

does not believe that this is the most
important movie ever mad_e." sai
Spike Lee, when I talked to him about
a vear ago. At that time he was in the
early stages of production and was
going about his task with the inten-
sity of a man on a sacred mission.
When the film was safely in the can, I
asked Spike if he felt that he had
achieved his ambitions. He answered:
“Yes, I have accomplished everything
I set out to do. X is a great movie. We
knocked the ball out of the park.”

Spike Lee has been confronted with
challenges beyond the artistic ob-
stacles that usually confront a film
maker: from the moment he an-
nounced his intention to make X, he
was plagued with the contradictions
of cultural politics as well as the limi-
tations of the market place.

Many older black activists have
been sceptical of Spike's intentions.
Imri Baraka, aka Leroi Jones, one of
the most prominent writers of the
1960s black arts movement, led a dem-
onstration in Harlem just as Spike
was about to commence shoofing on
the streets. He also distributed a
paper, endorsed by the December 12th
Movement, an organisation of middle-
aged Mardst-inspired black radicals,
titled Spike Lee At The Movies.

This treatise offered a scathing
critique of Spike's film ouvre and de-
nounced him for helping fo promote
“a retrogade trend” in black politics.
The black film critic Armand White of
The City Sun — a weekly tabloid
based on Spike’s home turf in Brook-
lyn — has accused Lee of exploiting
Malcolm's memory in an ego-maria-
cal effort to project himself as a racial
spokesmqn. Lee has responded say-
ing. “I will listen to what everybody
says, but I will have the final cut.”

He is to be commended for his
refusal to be intimidated by the politi-

cal brouhaha and his insistence that
his artistic vision should prevail. For,
in the long run, any mistake he might
make in interpreting the personality,
Jife and work of Malcolm X, will be far
less harmful to the state of Afro-
American culture than setting a pre-
cedent of allowing a politically correct
cabal to censor the work of crative
artists. But he was not naive about
the political consequences of making
a feature film on the life of a man
who, for many Afro-Americans, 1S a
kind of latter day saint. Just before he
started shooting he told me, “I1 know 1
can't please everybody s0 I'm going to
make the movie that I want to make.”

However, to his credit, Spike has
remained faithful to the general out-
line and spirit of the Autobiography
Of Malcolm X. The script for X, writ-
ten by the great novelist James Bald-
win and screenwriter Arnold Perl
over a decade ago, has been beefed up
by Spike: “A lot of information 1s
available now fhat wasn’t available a
few vears ago . . . like the facts about
Malcolm’s assassination. So I rewrote
parts of the script.”

Recreating the life of Malcolm X on
screen is a project that offers great
promise and great peril — that's why
James Baldwin refused to name the
Nation of Islam, who were respon-
sible for Malcolm's death, in his erigi-
nal screen play, later published as
One Day When I Was Lost. This also
accounts in part for Spike's contro-
versial decision to remove Baldwin's
name from the credits.

Malcolm X was born Malcolm Lit-
tle, on May 19, 1925 in the Midwestern
town of Omaha, Nebraska, a town
named after the Omaha Indians, who
were exterminated by white Ameri-
cans long before his birth. He was the
fourth of eight children born to Earl
and Louise Little.

His father, an itinerant preacher,
was an organiser of the Black Nation-
alist African Repatriation Organisa-
tion the Universal Negro Improve-
ment Association, founded by the
Jamaican immigrant Marcus Arielus
Garvey. Earl Little had many run-ins
with white racists, shooting at them
on occasion. And, one afternoon in
1931, he was murdered by a white
terrorist group, thus joining three of
his brothers, who had also been mur-
dered by whites.

When the white owned insurance
company refused to pay his father's
death benefit — arguing that he had
committed suicide — Malcolm’s fam-
ily fell on hard times. His mother

broke under the constant pressure of
trying to raise eight children and in
1937, was committed to a mental hos-
pital in Kalamazoo, Michigan, where
she remained for the next 26 years.

The children were dispersed to fos-
ter homes, Malcolm ended up in a
“detention home” for troublesome
boys who were on their way to a more
serious confinement in a “reform
<chool”. But up until that time he had
atained good grades and he did so
well in the detention home that he
was sent not to reform school but to a
regular junior high school in Mason,
Michigan. For a while Malcolm would
flourish in his new situation, where
he became a scholar athlete. But this
experience was also marred by rac-
ijsm. “Basketball was a big thing in
my life . . . and whenever I showed
my face, the audiences in the gymna-
sium 'niggered’ and ‘cooned’ me to
death.”” When he told his favourite
teacher, a Mr Ostrowski, that he as-
pired to be a lawyer, the teacher
replied earnestly: “Malcolm, one of
life's first needs 1s for us to be realistic
... a lawyer, that's no realistic goal
for a nigger." The teacher recom-
mended that he become a carpenter.

Not long after that Malcolm become
disillusioned with school and left
Michigan. He got a job on the rail-
road, which took him to Harlem. In
the 1940s Harlem was a bustling com-
munity with the most exciting night
life in New York. Malcolm bought
himself a wardrobe of outlandishly
colourful zoot suits, wide brim hats
and pocket watch gold chains that
hung down to his knees. He straight-
ened his hair into a “‘conk", took the
street moniker Detroit Red and
started wearing a gun.

Malcolm's first hustle was carrying
numbers bets and selling marijuana
to many of the great musicians who
played in Harlem clubs. His flamboy-
ant style was such that he eventually
attracted the attention of the narcot-
ics squad. This, and a beef with a dan-
gerous fellow hustler West Indian
Archie, caused Malcolm to go back to
Boston where he organised a gang of
five thieves, two of whom were pretty.
middle class, Boston white girls. Inev-
itably, they got busted. “I got 10
years,” Malcolm tells us: “‘the girls got
one to five years . . . This was in Feb-
ruary 1946. I wasn't quite 21. T had not
even started shaving.”

It was in prison — where the in-
mates nicknamed him Satan — that

Malcolm discovered the teachings of
Elijah Muhammad, the leader of the
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Nation of Islam (NOI) in “the wilder-
ness of North America”. Mr Muham-
mad taught that whites were a race of
devils who were the result of a genetic
experiment conducted by a mad black
scientist on the Island of Patmos thou-

of years ago. And, since they
were bred to do evil, they could not be
reformed. He also taught that the
black man was the “XXXXXX
OO XXKXXX” and Allah would
deliver him to his former glory if he
followed Elijah Muhammad, the last
messenger of Allah.

Maleolm tells us how this message
affocted most Afro-Americans. “You
may take a day to react, a month, a
year; he may never respond, openly;
but of one thing you can be sure —
when he thinks about his own life, he
is going to see where, to him person-
ally the white man has acted like a
devil.” After writing to Mr Muham-
mad and receiving a handwritten
reply with money in it Malcolm com-
mitted himself to Mr Muhammad.

This experience had a profound ef-
fect on him and sparked his metamor-
phosis from Detroit Red to Malcolm X,
minister of the Nation of Islam. He
wrote The Muslim's X symbolised the
true African family name that he
never could know. “For me, my X
replaced the white slave-master name
of ‘Little’ which some blue-eyed devil
named Little had imposed on my pa-
ternal forbearers.”

PON release from prison,
Malcolm became a full
fledged member of the NOI
and its most powerful
spokesman, recruiting thousands
with his dynamic oratory. I heard him
speak for the first time in 1962 when I
was barely 20. and was swept away by
the uncompromising nature of i
analysis of the race problem and his
passionate calls for black unity. I had
already grown cynical about orga-
nised religion so I was not about to
join the NOI. But, given my experi-
ences with whites in the racist Ameri-
can south, and my struggles for bread
in the northern job market, if I had
been a religious man I would have
had no trouble believing that whites
were the race of devils Malcolm X
said they were with such fervour.
Malcolm's speeches enraptured and

inspired some of the best black minds

of my generation. The brightest and
most fearless among us revel im.

Throughout the fifties and early six-
ties Malcolm built up the Nation of
Islam. During that period the organi-
sation grew tenfold. At first
colm's efforts were rewarded; ELi):
Muhammad made him his national
minister. y

_Then Malcolm fell from favour:
visited Mecca and discovered

Mr
Muhammad’s teachings had little fo.

do with Islam. Malcolm tells
his pilgrimage to Mecca in
brought about “a radical z
my whole outlook abou
II-II] a shtatement to the p

ajji he said., “During the past
here in the Muslim
eaten from the same p
from the same glass, ¢
same bed while pray
God with fellow Musl
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