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Power Relations in Malcolm X and The Birth of a Nation


The films Malcolm X and The Birth of a Nation both contain powerful historical significance.  The films offer very viewpoints of the power relations between white and black people in America.  It is quite obvious which films were made by white and black people because of the core differences in how the two films portray African Americans.  The autobiographical film Malcolm X gives insight into the life of a world famous black nationalist and leader who was cut down in his prime by the gunshots of assassins.  The Birth of a Nation, by contrast, presents in a very racist fashion post civil war America in which the white southerners are seen at times as victims of black violence and white northern conspiracy.  The main difference in how the two films portray African Americans is based in the reality of their power struggles.  While Malcolm X portrays a black leader who favors black nationalism as a reactionary measure against white subjugation and oppression, The Birth of a Nation portrays a world, some would say fictional, wherein whites are the ones being victimized and reacting to claim their “aryan birthright.”  The messages of the two films contrast one another in that one is about black pride and the other white power.


Malcom X is widely regarded as not only a great film, but one that achieves legitimacy and justice in terms of portraying the struggle of the black leader Malcolm X.  The film shows a man's transformation from accepting what white society has pressed upon him to carving out a proud, new identity as a black man.  From the beginning of the film, the white-black power relationship is made very clear.  Before even the intro credits are shown, there is a graphic video of white policemen beating a black man, presumably Rodney King.  This sets a particularly dark tone to the beginning of the film and quickly establishes the status quo of the power structure between whites and blacks.  Malcolm's mother, a light skinned black woman, is the product of a white man raping a black woman.  She disdains white people, and is said to have chosen a very dark skinned man for a husband so that her children would not be as light skinned as she was.  Therefore, from the very beginning of the film the audience sees how the family could feel so negatively towards white people because Malcolm's mother, and indirectly himself, are the products of a heinous crime perpetrated by a white person.  Furthermore, the beginning of the film shows a confrontation between the Ku Klux Klan and Malcolm's family in which they vandalize and set fire to the family's home.  Malcolm's father fires a pistol shot in the direction of the Klan members, apparently missing on purpose.  His father was not afraid to stand up for his family, however it is shown that he is no killer and purely and innocent victim, which was all too common in the south.


The film takes a drastic turn during the imprisonment of Malcolm for a botched robbery.  While in prison, he meets a man who changes his life.  This character, referred to as “Bimbi” convinces Malcolm to self-educate himself and learn about the Nation of Islam.  Until this point, Malcolm is shown doing his hair and dressing a certain way which is identified by his new prison friend as trying to be white or otherwise denying who he truly was.  He learns in prison to truly be proud of being black and to live by the principle that “black is beautiful” etc.  In prison his disdain for whites and the subjugation his people had suffered at their hands grows to the point where he becomes an outspoken black nationalist.


Malcolm's transformation into a black nationalist addresses key political issues prevalent in the film and in real life.  He favored an ideology which seeks to create a sort of parallel society in which blacks could have true autonomy and exercise the right to self-determination by exclusive management of their own affairs in a de jure segregationist context.  This belief was rooted in reaction towards what was accurately perceived as literally hundreds of years of oppression at the hands of white society.  


Spike lee uses a variety of symbolism and framing techniques to make a physical representation of the political power structure.  In one particularly memorable instance of this, Malcolm's father is preaching to a Baptist church congregation speaking about pan-Africanism, black pride, etc.  A medium shot which includes Earl Little's (Malcolm's father) upper body and face at a podium reveals very starkly a painting of Jesus on the cross.  In an eerie way, the painting is almost hovering over Earl Little.  This symbolism possibly alludes to Malcolm's later departure from the “white man's religion” and his conversion to Islam.  The way in which the shot of his father is framed presents a very stark contrast between himself and the man whom he holds as his lord and savior.  Earl Little, a dark skinned man, is preaching in front of a very very pale looking Jesus on the cross.  Front lighting is used to eliminate shadows, of which none can be seen.  The music is a dark and macabre sound arrangement of strings which serves to accentuate the anger and passion that Earl Little has for what he is saying.  Earl Little, outspoken with his views, dies under extremely suspicious circumstances in which he was run over by a trolley car after being hit in the head with a hammer.  The Lansing police claim that the death, but Malcom's mother does not believe that he could some how bludgeon himself in the back of the head and then crawl on traintracks.  Because the death was ruled a suicide the family did not receive the benefits from his life insurance policy.  This further shows the political and institutional oppression inherent in Malcolm's life, his dad dead at the hands of white tyrants and his possible murder covered up by other white men.


The film Malcom X is authentic in many ways, giving it a legitimacy which is part of what has made it a significant historical film.  For example, although Norman Jewison was originally going to make the film, an emphatic Spike Lee approached him personally and asked him to stand down.  Spike Lee felt that, although Jewison was a good director, and indeed he was well respected as an artist by Lee, Jewison simply had not faced real and genuine oppression during his life. (Billings)  This story was one that the black community felt needed to be as authentic as possible because of the implications Malcolm's life had on society and especially the black community.  Lee simply feared that Jewison could not possibly understand Malcolm X as intimately as a black man who has faced some of the problems Malcolm faced during his life.  This was also after the black community felt “cheated” by Steven Spielberg's work in the film The Color Purple. (Billings)  Spielberg was apparently out of his element as it were, and the film did not meet the standards that the black community had for one of its most important novels.  By contrast, Spielberg's masterpiece Schindler's List was an appropriate film for him to make because of his Jewish heritage, although the film's main character was polish.  The victims in the story were Jewish, and Spielberg's understanding of the Jewish plight of the 1930s and 1940s undoubtedly assisted him in making one of the most celebrated films of all time.


The political context of the film Malcom X and its ideas towards political institutions, ideas, and activities all relate to the idea of black nationalism.  Strong proponents of black nationalism have always taken great risks in order to further their beliefs.  The South African essayist Steve Biko, for example, wrote in his essay Black Consciousness and the Quest for a True Humanity, he argues for the idea of a unified black consciousness in order to defeat the effects of subjugation brought about by European colonialism.  A South African, Biko lived during apartheid and was an intellectual.  He argued that because of the conditioning brought about by colonization, that black people all over the world have a world view that has been tainted by colonial influence.  He was essentially right, and he was ultimately punished for his outspoken views against colonialism and for a sort of black nationalism which he hoped to nurture black culture with.  His death for his views are evidence enough that much of what he was saying was true.


“As long as we go to Whitey begging cap in hand for our own emancipation, we are giving him further sanction to continue with his racist and oppressive system.” (340)  This quote characterizes one of Biko's main arguments: that black people will not go anywhere as long as they take a passive stance towards their self determination and identity.  He argues that “when you refuse to make these demands and choose to come to a round table to bed for your deliverance, you are asking for the contempt of those who have power over you.” (340)  He argues against appeasing cruel masters and instead, carving out a more distinct black culture for the purpose of furthering the black race.  Indeed he is wise to make these statements, as the way Europeans have treated blacks throughout colonial history has been characterized by subjugation and violence.  Biko's opinions about black nationalism were very similar to the message of Malcolm X and his life's work.  Both Malcolm X and Steve Biko were ardently opposed to sitting back idly and hoping that conditions of life eventually improve for the black community.


The Birth of a Nation basically asserts the absurd notion that blacks were somehow oppressing white southerners in a post civil-war world.  This film contains themes of white power in the context of The scene’s cinematic presentation serves to further the film’s anti-black agenda.  Through cinematic techniques, Griffith portrays Gus’ advances on flora as terrifying and hostile.  Culminating with Flora’s choice of death over being near Gus, the film’s agenda is readily apparent.  The racist attitude of the film serves to demonize African Americans by portraying Gus as a fiendish and wild man who is preying on a young, innocent, and helpless white girl.  From the portrayal of Blacks and Mulattoes as marginalizing whites by committing voter fraud to the scene in which Silas tries to force himself on a white girl, the film suggests a power structure in which whites are being oppressed and subjugated.  


One scene which is symbolic of racial power relationships results in the death of a helpless young girl.  The scene begins with a medium long shot of flora ever so innocently sitting on a large log, exchanging looks with a squirrel in a display on youthful innocence.  The squirrel is framed in a close up with a circular mask around the lens to black out the edges of the film and focus on the squirrel.  The mask technique is used frequently during this scene.  The music is loud, dramatic, and tension inducing.  This relates to the dramatic irony of the audience knowing that Gus is lurking but Flora being completely unaware.  The scene then cuts to the house where a masked lens shows Ben entering, conversing briefly with Flora’s mother, and then leaving to find her.  The music comes to a near stop during this exchange.  


The camera returns to Flora, who encounters Gus in a medium shot.  Right before this, a close up of Gus with a mask over the lens makes use of light to make Gus seem terrifying.  The way that the right side of his face is hidden from light and the left is not creates a contrast that, when coupled with the fiendish look Gus has on his face, serves to terrify.  The idea that is being presented to the viewer is that African American men can and will prey on innocent white women.  Gus informs her that he is now a captain, and would like to marry.  Gus costume is that of a soldier’s, though it does not look as though it was a formal uniform.  The makeup on the actor playing Gus is black face.  This is certainly evidence of the racial implications the film makes. 


Flora rejects Gus, strikes him, and flees.  Gus gives chase.  The music in the background gives the impression of the frantic chase that has started.  A series of shots framed in various ways shows the three characters: Flora, Gus, and Ben.  Gus chases Flora through the forest, at one point saying that he was not going to hurt her.  The scene culminates at the top of a cliff in which a series of medium and long shots shows the final interactions between Flora and Gus.  Flora swears she will jump if Gus does not stay away, which he does not.  In his reply, unknown to the viewer because of the silence of the film, the light is cast upon his face on one side again, again giving him a terrifying and fiendish appearance.  


When Flora jumps, the music slows and decrescendos and suddenly picks up in a fast paced tune representing Gus’ flight from his crime and also the horror that Ben has when he sees poor Flora on the ground and she speaks her last words in a medium shot.  Apparently she is able to explain the circumstances under which she jumped from the cliff.  In the subsequent title, it says “for her who had learned the stern lesson of honor we should not grieve that she found sweeter the opal gates of death.”  This makes the filmmakers opinion of inter-racial relationships readily apparent to the viewer: that death is better.  


The Birth of a Nation reaches its dramatic apex during the scene in which the Klan takes to their horses and rides to reclaim their “Aryan Birthright”.  This says a lot about what the filmmaker wants the viewer to think.  Political institutions, ideas, and practices are gloriously supplanted by the ride of the Klan and its seeking of vengeance.  Its almost as if the filmmaker is trying to encourage such activity because of the oppression, subjugation, and divorce from the political process white people have suffered under the actions of blacks and their white co-conspirators.  The ride of the Klan serves to in a way express a rebellious spirit and an unwillingness to accept the status quo for southerners who feel oppressed.  “One of the key aims of Birth of a Nation is to render mockingly the worst-case scenario in a South of black political, economic, and social takeover, and to endorse the view of the reconstruction era that was already deeply entrenched in many white Southern minds of black men as marauding rapists and inept politicians.” (Richardson)  


The films Malcolm X  and The Birth of a Nation serve very different purposes for the viewer.  Malcolm X is a story of an outspoken member of black society, whose ideals the director wishes to inspire black people through the example of a fallen leader.  The Birth of a Nation serves to create the impression that blacks are somehow subjugating the south and that the Klan operates gloriously to protect what is rightfully theirs, which apparently is everything.  Though Malcolm X uses incendiary rhetoric sometimes when talking about white people, it is a reaction to very real and very genuine struggle and oppression that Malcolm and his whole family knew all too well.  He suggests black nationalism as an alternative for the status quo of political activities, institutions, and ideas in order to develop a self-determining, strong, and autonomous black community.  Malcom's advocation of stern and powerful resistance to the powers that be carved him out in black history to be an inspiration to future generations, and he was honored well by Lee's masterful directing.
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