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MONG THE MANY AND GREATLY VALUED 

gifts and good OF the legacy of El Hajj 

Malik El Shabazz, none is more important 

than his role as a moral teacher and the liber-

ation ethics that formed the core of his teach-

ings and shaped the essential character and 

course of his life’s work and struggle in the 

world. As a moral teacher, Min. Malcolm X 

makes a critical contribution to a broader and 

more ancient ethical conversation than the Is-

lamic space in which he crafts and speaks his 

special message to his people and the world. 
Indeed, Malcolm comes into and contrib-

utes to a culturally-grounded and ethically-fo-

cused conversation which is both ancient and 

current. It is one that reaches as far back in writ-

ing as the ethical texts and discourse of ancient 

Egypt with their emphasis on respect for hu-

mans as bearers of dignity and divinity, concern 

and care for the vulnerable, and the moral obli-

gation to speak truth to power and to the people 

and to struggle against isfet, i.e., evil, falsehood 

and injustice in the world. In a word, we are to 

bear witness to truth and to set the scales of jus-

tice in their proper place among those who have 

no voice. And this ethical conversation, in 

which Malcolm enters, is also as current as the 

contemporary Black Freedom Movement with 

its continued emphasis on human dignity, civil 

and human rights, freedom, racial, social and 

legal justice, and the responsibility to struggle 

against oppression, unfreedom and injustice in 

society and the world. 

Malcolm contributes greatly to this an-

cient and ongoing conversation, honoring the 

social justice and social struggle tradition in 

which it is rooted. And as a Muslim, he is con-

cerned that Muslims around the world respect 

and support our struggle and the struggles of 

other oppressed peopled of the world, if they 

“hope to make the principles of the Quran a liv-

ing reality”. But Malcolm is first concerned 

with how we, ourselves, can conceive and live 

a morally good life, and a life free from domi-

nation, deprivation and degradation imposed 

on us.  

Thus, he also calls on us to engage in an 

inclusive and transformative struggle to radi-

cally change ourselves and society, in a word, 

to “wake up, clean up and stand up”. Asked 

what are our people to wake up to, he responds 

“Wake up to their humanity, their worth and 

their heritage”. Here, as I read Malcolm, he is 

talking about our identity and status as bearers 

of divinity and dignity, as representatives and 

expressions of the Divine and as possessors of 

an inherent worthiness defined by our ancestors 

of Kemet as shepesu, dignity. 

Clearly, Malcolm, in all his teaching, re-

minds us that key to our identity and dignity is 

our history and culture which he calls heritage 

here. For Malcolm, as Kawaida contends, there 

is no dignity in denial of one’s identity as a dis-

tinct people with a distinct history and culture 

which is an equally valid and valuable way of 

being human in the world. This is why he 

stresses as indispensable and most instructive 

the study of history and a cultural revolution to 

free our minds and “recapture our heritage and 

our identity, if we are to liberate ourselves from 

the bonds of white supremacy”. Also, for Mal-

colm, a critical consciousness requires both ex-

panded knowledge of the world and a libera-

tional logic. Thus, he answers a letter from a 

brother in captivity saying “study hard where 

you are. Train your mind to think; weigh things 

well and analyze them for yourself”. 

Malcolm asks us to strive also for moral 

grounding, a moral vision and set of values that 

not only represent a deep and determined com-

mitment to good, but an equal dedication and 

determination to struggle to change the oppres-

sive conditions of life which undermine and 

erode the good. He wants us to seek and speak 

a truth that enlightens and frees. Moreover, he 

wants us to be just to ourselves and each other. 
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And he wants us to engage in an ongoing self- 

corrective and self-constructive process that 

yields “a moral discipline that makes it easy to 

walk the path of truth and righteousness” and 

strengthens us in the overall liberation struggle. 

  Thus, Malcolm tells and teaches us that 

we are to avoid destructive vices and embrace 

and practice virtues that strengthen us as per-

sons and a people. And in this moral striving 

and grounding, the practice of unity becomes a 

compelling moral obligation. For both our de-

fense and development as persons and a people 

depend on it. Thus, Malcolm teaches, “We 

must come together and hear each other before 

we can agree. We must agree before we can 

unite. (And) We must unite before we can ef-

fectively face our enemy” and oppressor. 

And this righteous struggle is what he 

calls for when he challenges us to stand up and 

engage in transformative struggle which he un-

derstands as both an internal and external strug-

gle for freedom, justice, equality and good in 

the world. Thus, for him, this righteous struggle 

becomes a central way of worship. For he un-

derstands that ritual is not the whole of religion, 

that righteous practice is also prayer and that 

the ultimate test and testimony of one’s faith is 

the relentless fight waged to achieve a good 

world in which we all are free, flourish and 

come into “the fullness of ourselves”. And Mal-

colm believed we should be ready and willing 

to make the sacrifices and take the steps neces-

sary to wage the liberation struggle. Thus, he 

states, “When I say, ‘by any means necessary’, 

I mean it with all my heart, my mind and my 

soul”. 

Malcolm counsels and encourages us to 

constantly find common ground and stand in 

active solidarity with the oppressed and strug-

gling peoples of the world. He would want us 

to speak up for and support the people of Haiti, 

of Palestine and of Yemen, the Native peoples 

of the world and the Rohinya and all the others 

who are voiceless, devalued, vulnerable and 

oppressed. Likewise, Malcolm would want us 

to reject the oppressor’s attempt to be our 

teacher, to choose our friends and allies, and to 

recruit us to mindlessly join him on calling 

freedom fighters terrorists, the slaughter of in-

nocents justifiable defense, and his murderous 

rampages messages from God. Also, he would 

remind us that no matter how savage and sup-

pressive the oppressors are, they cannot hold 

back the rising tide of history. And he warns 

them, the oppressors, that there will be no peace 

without justice, and no security in oppression, 

regardless of the advantage of weapons and the 

invincibility the oppressors imagine for them-

selves. 

 HE FOLLOWING QURANIC VERSES (9:44; 

3:146) speaks clearly of Malcolm when it 

says, “those who believe in Allah and the Last 

Day will never ask permission of you to be ex-

cused from struggle with their wealth and 

lives”. And “they never lost heart because of 

anything which befell them in the way of Allah, 

nor did they weaken, nor did they lower them-

selves. And Allah loves the steadfast”. So, it is 

with the moral teacher and martyr for his peo-

ple, El Haji Malik, Malcolm X. Let it be said a 

million times, then. He did not ask to be ex-

cused from struggle to preserve his meager 

wealth or because of threats to his life. Say too, 

he never lost heart because of whatever hap-

pened to him or weakened or humbled himself 

before the oppressor. Indeed, he struggled with 

strength, dignity and determination for good in 

the world and called on us to do likewise. This 

is the real meaning of his battle cry “freedom 

by any means necessary”: which is to give all 

we’ve got and do all it takes to achieve the good 

world and live a free, righteous and worthy life. 
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