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Chapter 1

Setting the Stage

In his introduction to African American Autobiography, William Andrews (1993) states, “Autobiography holds a position of priority; indeed many would say preeminence, among the narrative traditions of black America” (p. 1). African American autobiography, from its inception, has been “a powerful means of addressing and altering sociopolitical as well as cultural realities in the United States” (Andrews, 1993, p. 1). More importantly, African American autobiography provides a description of the African American experience that chronicles the psychological and material hardships created by these “sociopolitical and cultural realities.” Black autobiography can be taken as a cultural-psychological narrative that seeks to challenge the fundamental beliefs concerning the ontological implications of racism and its immediate impact on the lived possibilities for African American experience (Weixlmann, 1990). Given that the context of African American autobiography is figural to the historical ground of racism in America, it is important that these narrative accounts not be severed from the social ground from which they emerged. As a result of this unavoidable historical fact, the phenomenology of the African American experience, which black autobiography powerfully describes, is always relational to that larger social reality; it is not possible to describe one without the other—change one aspect of this relationship and you have changed them both (Dubois, 1903; Polizzi, 2016, 2013, 2007, 2002; Unnever & Gabbidon, 2012; Yancy, 2008).

The Autobiography of Malcolm X, which will be the primary focus of this study, provides a rich description of the experience of antiblack racism. As we move through the pages of The Autobiography of Malcolm X, we observe Malcolm’s various transformations. Through these processes of existential change, we witness the continual reformulation of Malcolm’s evolving understanding of his own experience and his relationship to a racist social order, which constantly attempts to give that experience its “exclusive” meaning. What becomes most important here is the inseparability of psychological experience, social reality and the co-constituted lived-meaning that this phenomenology evokes (El-Beshti, 1997). The character Malcolm X, as well as the other identities which emerge through this journey, is constructed from these “racially saturated” social contexts (Butler, 1993; Dubois, 1903; Fanon, 1967). To attempt to understand his experience or, for that matter, the experience of any African American outside of this context betrays the reality of American social existence (El-Beshti, 1997; Unnever & Gabbidon, 2012; Waldschmidt-Nelson, 2012).

The purpose of this reflection then will be to offer a phenomenological hermeneutic, concerning the experience of antiblack racism as described in The Autobiography of Malcolm X. As such, this analysis will be less focused on the historical Malcolm, and more concerned with the phenomenology of Malcolm’s lived experience as described in The Autobiography of Malcolm X. Though it is important to recognize that the narrative construction offered in the text is not a literal history or a completely “factual” account of Malcolm’s life, it would be equally shortsighted to dismiss this important narrative on that fact alone (Marable, 2011). There is no question that a number of competing influences were involved in the construction of Malcolm’s text, influences that were, it could easily be argued, motivated by a variety of competing individual interests (Marable, 2011). However, these “realities” still do not necessarily diminish the cultural importance of The Autobiography of Malcolm X and may actually help to metaphorically support its continuing unmistakable significance for those who read it.

Manning Marable (2011) in his definitive, and albeit, controversially received text Malcolm X: A Life of Reinvention, makes the following observation concerning Malcolm’s continued cultural import:

Malcolm’s strength was his ability to reinvent himself, in order to function and even thrive in a wide variety of environments. He carefully crafted his physical presentation, the manner in which he approached others, drawing upon the past experiences from his own life as well as form African-American folklore and culture. He wove a narrative of suffering and resistance, of tragedy and triumph, that captured the imagination of black people throughout the world. (Marable, 2011, pp. 479–480)

By situating Malcolm’s narrative within the theoretical context of ­Heidegger’s (1953/1996) existential analysis provided in Being and Time, I hope to “re-member” the experience of antiblack racism within the social context from which it emerged. In so doing, I hope to provide a perspective, which will be able to embrace not only the social reality of this phenomenon, but the psychological experience which the event of racism evokes (Bassey, 2007).

In The Psychology of the Afro-American: A Humanistic Approach, Adelbert Jenkins (1982) voices the dissatisfaction of many African American intellectuals with the inadequate description of the African American experience as American researchers have portrayed it. He takes specific exception with those perspectives, which tend to down play the reality of racism in American society, and its effects. As a result, Jenkins (1982) observes that the victims of racism are often held responsible for the social disadvantage these conditions create.

The prejudice, which Jenkins identifies in the literature, also reflects a more basic philosophical prejudice in mainstream American social psychology concerning the relationship between the individual and the social world. To hold the “black community” exclusively responsible for the “social disadvantages” which racism creates not only fails to recognize the effect that racism has on the lived experience of African Americans generally, but also greatly overestimates the ability of those individuals to transform existing social structures which makes racism possible (Unnever & Gabbidon, 2012; Waldschmidt-Nelson, 2012). Within this context, the social disadvantage created by racism becomes the result of one’s inability to successfully navigate life in such a way that would allow for the legitimate pursuit of all that American society has to offer (Anderson, Hoagland, & Leighton, 2013; Clark, 1965; Goff & Richardson, 2013).

The failure brought on by the experience of racism becomes, within this context, the “failure” of a predominant cultural ideal, which Edward Sampson has identified as self-contained individualism. Sampson (1977) states, “The self-contained person is one who does not require or desire others for his or her completion or life; self-contained persons either are or hope to be entire unto themselves” (p. 770). If Sampson’s observation is correct and self-contained individualism is in fact a predominant cultural theme in American society, it is not difficult to conclude, much like traditional social psychology has, that the victims of racism can also be held responsible for its effects.

For example, many conservative pundits cheered when the accused George Zimmerman was acquitted in the killing of Trayvon Martin. Central to this celebratory moment was the belief that Zimmerman had acted correctly in taking Martin’s life, and as a result should not be held criminally responsible for simply acting in self-defense. From this perspective, it was Martin who instigated the course of events that ultimately lead to this altercation’s tragic result (Polizzi, 2013). In following this logic to its conclusion, perhaps Martin would be alive today, if he had simply accepted the socially constructed fact of his own criminality.

Such “logic” constructs Martin as a self-contained social entity, as a threatening rational actor, completely uninfluenced by his social context; even though it is the very structure of this context that reduces his presence to that of social threat, which in turn provides the necessary legitimacy for his pursuit. The Florida jury that chose not to convict Zimmerman apparently believed it irrelevant that it was the defendant who initially instigated and continually escalated this encounter. It was also apparently inconceivable that Martin could possibly have viewed Zimmerman’s actions as threatening or in some way validating his own right to evoke his “stand your ground” privileges based upon Zimmerman’s unrelenting behavior (Hart, 2013).

Martin’s perception of the potential threat posed by the pursuing Zimmerman simply held less social currency with the jury, than did Zimmerman’s suspicion of Martin’s presumed criminal intent. Even as the jury viewed the autopsy photos of Martin’s lifeless body, defense counsel thought it necessary to remind them that the image of Martin in the photograph was not the figure who Zimmerman confronted on the night Martin was killed (Polizzi, 2013; Vargas & James, 2013). Rather, the jury was directed to the images of Martin retrieved from his Twitter account, which depicted him as “tattooed, bruised on his shoulder, and showing his middle finger; in another picture, he is smiling, gold-toothed” (Vargas & James, 2013, p. 195). Placed within this larger context, the autopsy photo becomes the end result of a chain of events that connects the image of the threatening tattooed teen with his lifeless image on the autopsy table.

What becomes tragically ironic here is that it was Martin who ultimately was held exclusively responsible for the racist attitudes harbored by Zimmerman, which ultimately led to his death. Zimmerman’s pursuit of Martin did not appear motivated by any specific actions or behaviors that could be legitimately viewed as criminal in nature (Polizzi, 2013). Rather, Zimmerman constructs and pursues his quarry based on Martin’s “suspicious” appearance, which in turn identifies him as a potential suspect in a string of recent burglaries that had occurred in the neighborhood prior to Zimmerman’s encounter with him. Yet it was Martin who was ultimately viewed as responsible for not only his decision to confront his pursuer, but also for the racist beliefs held by Zimmerman, which fueled the “logic” of this tragic encounter. Hart (2013) powerfully observes: “Trayvon Martin was dead before his deadly encounter with George Zimmerman. His execution (I use this loaded word intentionally) was a postmortem event; a ratification after the fact of black male being-in-America” (p. 91).

It should not be surprising then, given the traditional bias toward the absolute agency of the self that behavior and individuality are given a privileged position over the context or ground whereby this individual choice takes place (Hart, 2013; Harvey, 2013; Unnever & Gabbadon, 2011) First, traditional social psychology assumes that social behavior exists outside of any specific sociohistorical ground, and then assumes that all of social reality is individually constructed and individually controlled. Finally, it arrives at an understanding of social reality, which is causally related to the agreed upon socially constructed perceptions, attitudes, and beliefs of a specific social group, which it privileges.

It is important to point out that traditional social psychology would likely disagree with the assumption that it is biased toward an absolute agency of the self. In fact, traditional social psychology would likely maintain that its theory of human behavior considers both the social and subjective realms of human existing. Philip Zimbardo (1992) in Psychology and Life identifies two fundamental principles of social psychology, which seem to contradict such a position. The first of these principles asserts that “social situations significantly control individual behavior” (video guide, p. 231). (This first assertion seeks to situate the cause of individual behavior within the social context of the individual.) “The importance of this first principle is that every individual behavior can only be explained with reference to the social context” (Sipiora, 1997, p. 5).

The second principle of social psychology holds that “each person constructs his or her own social reality that is shared by their social group” (Zimbardo, 1992, p. 614). Social meaning, then, becomes predicated upon the specific acts of individuals who manufacture the meaning of their social existence. However, this seems to beg the question: if individuals construct social meaning, what role is played by the world in this process of manufactured meaning? The answer to this question seems to be that the individual creates the social context for human behavior. The reality of the world becomes little more than an extension of the individual’s perception of that world.

By placing such a heavy emphasis on the “figure” of human behavior, traditional social psychology forgets that human experience is always and already situated and structured into a specific social reality. To assume that social reality is individually constructed ignores the role played by cultural, historical, and other preexisting social factors that fundamentally inform who we are as human beings. Social reality, rather than being the result of individual construction and control, makes explicit the relationship between individual and world by situating human action within a preexisting social context that is inseparable from that action. Understanding social reality in this way requires that we leave behind the subject/object dichotomy of
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