
  Full name: ________________         12.4.1 Lesson 13        Date: _____________      Per: ____ 
 

RI.1112.1  Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says explicitly as well as 
inferences drawn from the text, including determining where the text leaves matters uncertain. 

W.1112.4  Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including figurative, connotative, and 
technical meanings; analyze how an author uses and refines the meaning of a key term or terms over the course 
of a text (e.g., how Madison defines faction in Federalist No. 10). 

 
Learning Objectives: SWBAT  

● identify key words and phrases of the text by annotating 
● analyze the cumulative impact of diction on central ideas by answering textdependent questions  
● synthesize their understanding by completing a WITsi activity. 

 
Aim: Which event in chapter 11 demonstrates the development of Malcolm X’s character most effectively?  
 

Vocabulary to provide directly (will not include extended instruction) 

● hermit (n.) – a person who lives in a simple way apart from others especially for religious reasons 
● Faustian (adj.) – made or done for present gain without regard for future cost or consequences 
● machinations (n.) – crafty schemes 
● emulate (v.) – to try to equal or excel; imitate with effort to equal or surpass 
●  piratical (adj.) – of or relating to a person who robs or commits illegal violence at sea or on the shores of 

the sea 
● opportunist (n.) – someone who tries to get an advantage or something valuable from a situation without 

thinking about what is fair or right 
●  riffling (v.) – looking through something quickly and not very closely 

 
Do now: Write three original sentences using any three words from the vocabulary list above. 
 

1. _______________________________________________________________________________ 

2. _______________________________________________________________________________ 

3. _______________________________________________________________________________ 

MEA #1: Listen to a Masterful reading of the text as you read along. Underline any key words as we read. 

 
MEA #2: Using the text answer the following questions with a partner/partners: Write your answers in your 
notebooks. 
 
Reread from “I did write to Elijah Muhammad” to “the black man’s condition in this wilderness of North 
America”   
 

1. How does Malcolm X’s written exchange with Elijah Muhammad develop Malcolm X’s point of view? 
 



2. What difference does the author develop between the way Malcolm X views “believing the teachings of Mr. 
Muhammad”  and praying? 

 
3. How does Malcolm X describe the difficulty of beginning to pray? 

 
4. *What does Malcolm X’s experience of praying suggest about his character? 

 
5. How does the author develop the claim that “[e]verything [he’s] ever felt strongly about, [he’s] done something 

about” ? 
 

6. *How has Malcolm X’s view of himself changed? 
 
 
 
Reread from  “ It was because of my letters that I happened” to “in the streets I had slept less than that”  
 

7. What motivates Malcolm X “to acquire some kind of a homemade education” ? 
 

8. Why did Malcolm X try to emulate Bimbi? What might emulate mean in this context? 
 

9. *What does Malcolm X’s choice to educate himself suggest about his development? 
 

10. *What does the description of Malcolm X’s “homemade education” process suggest about his character? 
 

11. What is the impact of Malcolm X’s “homemade education”  on his point of view? 
 

12. When the author describes Malcolm X’s reading habits in prison, what does the reference to his “years in the 
streets” suggest about his development since that time? 

 
 
 
Reread from “The teachings of Mr. Muhammad stressed how history had been ‘whitened’” to “naked exploitation 
and power from Cape Horn to Cairo”  
 

13. What interests Malcolm X in studying “black history”? 
 

14. According to Malcolm X, how has “the collective white man … been actually nothing but a piratical opportunist” 
(p. 180)? Based on this context and word parts, what do the words piratical and opportunist mean? 

 
15. *How do the words and phrases Malcolm X uses to describe what he has learned about “the collective white man” 

contribute to the tone of this excerpt? 
 

16. How does the tone of the excerpt develop Malcolm X’s point of view? 
 

17. *How do the details of what Malcolm X learned from reading in prison contribute to the author’s purpose? 
 

 
Reread from  It’s a crime, the lie that has been told” to “‘Aesop’ was only the Greek name for an Ethiopian” 



 
18. What words does the author use to describe the view that African Americans “had no history” ? How does this 

word choice develop Malcolm X’s point of view? 
 

19. *What do the details of Malcolm X’s recruitment process suggest about his character? 
 

20. *What prompts Malcolm X to join the debating program? 
 

21. What do the content details from the debates suggest about Malcolm X’s character? 
 

22. *How does Malcolm X’s experience with the debating program demonstrate his development? 
 

Exit Ticket: Subordinating Conjunctions 

 

Example: After Malcolm X goes to jail, he is exposed to Elijah Muhammed’s teachings. 

 

 Sentence stem: After Malcolm X is introduced to Elijah Muhammad’s teachings 

_______________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________________________________

_ 

 
HW: Continue working on your AIR project. Remember the details and handouts are available online at 
http://msjarrett.weebly.com/english7per15.html 
 
 
 
   



CHAPTER ELEVEN SAVED 

 

[1] I did write to Elijah Muhammad. He lived in Chicago at that time, at 6116 South Michigan Avenue. At least 

twenty-five times I must have written that first one-page letter to him, over and over. I was trying to make it both 

legible and understandable. I practically couldn't read my handwriting myself; it shames even to remember it. My 

spelling and my grammar were as bad, if not worse. Anyway, as well as I could express it, I said I had been told about 

him by my brothers and sisters, and I apologized for my poor letter.  

 

[2] Mr. Muhammad sent me a typed reply. It had an all but electrical effect upon me to see the signature of the 

"Messenger of Allah." After he welcomed me into the "true knowledge," he gave me something to think about. The 

black prisoner, he said, symbolized white society's crime of keeping black men oppressed and deprived and ignorant, 

and unable to get decent jobs, turning them into criminals.  

 

[3] He told me to have courage. He even enclosed some money for me, a five-dollar bill. Mr. Muhammad sends 

money all over the country to prison inmates who write to him, probably to this day.  

 

[4] Regularly my family wrote to me, "Turn to Allah . . . pray to the East."  

 

[5] The hardest test I ever faced in my life was praying. You understand. My comprehending, my believing the 

teachings of Mr. Muhammad had only required my mind's saying to me, "That's right!" or "I never thought of that."  

 

[6] But bending my knees to pray-that _act_-well, that took me a week.  

 

[7] You know what my life had been. Picking a lock to rob someone's house was the only way my knees had ever been 

bent before.  

 

[8] I had to force myself to bend my knees. And waves of shame and embarrassment would force me back up.  

 

[9] For evil to bend its knees, admitting its guilt, to implore the forgiveness of God, is the hardest thing in the world. 

It's easy for me to see and to say that now. But then, when I was the personification of evil, I was going through it. 

Again, again, I would force myself back down into the praying-to-Allah posture. When finally I was able to make 

myself stay down-I didn't know what to say to Allah.  

 

[10] For the next years, I was the nearest thing to a hermit in the Norfolk Prison Colony. I never have been more busy 

in my life. I still marvel at how swiftly my previous life's thinking pattern slid away from me, like snow off a roof. It is 

as though someone else I knew of had lived by hustling and crime. I would be startled to catch myself thinking in a 

remote way of my earlier self as another person.  

 

[11] The things I felt, I was pitifully unable to express in the one-page letter that went every day to Mr. Elijah 

Muhammad. And I wrote at least one more daily letter, replying to one of my brothers and sisters. Every letter I 

received from them added something to my knowledge of the teachings of Mr. Muhammad. I would sit for long 

periods and study his photographs. 

 

[12]  I've never been one for inaction. Everything I've ever felt strongly about, I've done something about. I guess 

that's why, unable to do anything else, I soon began writing to people I had known in the hustling world, such as 

Sammy the Pimp, John Hughes, the gambling-house owner, the thief Jumpsteady, and several dope peddlers. I wrote 

them all about Allah and Islam and Mr. Elijah Muhammad. I had no idea where most of them lived. I addressed their 

letters in care of the Harlem or Roxbury bars and clubs where I'd known them. 



 

[13]  I never got a single reply. The average hustler and criminal was too uneducated to write a letter. I have known 

many slick, sharp-looking hustlers, who would have you think they had an interest in Wall Street; privately, they 

would get someone else to read a letter if they received one. Besides, neither would I have replied to anyone writing 

me something as wild as "the white man is the devil."  

 

[14] What certainly went on the Harlem and Roxbury wires was that Detroit Red was going crazy in stir, or else he was 

trying some hype to shake up the warden's office.  

 

[15] During the years that I stayed in the Norfolk Prison Colony, never did any official directly say anything to me 

about those letters, although, of course, they all passed through the prison censorship. I'm sure, however, they 

monitored what I wrote to add to the files which every state and federal prison keeps on the conversion of Negro 

inmates by the teachings of Mr. Elijah Muhammad.  

 

[16] But at that time, I felt that the real reason was that the white man knew that he was the devil.  

 

[17] Later on, I even wrote to the Mayor of Boston, to the Governor of Massachusetts, and to Harry S Truman. They 

never answered; they probably never even saw my letters. I hand-scratched to them how the white man's society was 

responsible for the black man's condition in this wilderness of North America.  

 

[18] It was because of my letters that I happened to stumble upon starting to acquire some kind of a homemade 

education.  

 

[19] I became increasingly frustrated at not being able to express what I wanted to convey in letters that I wrote, 

especially those to Mr. Elijah Muhammad. In the street, I had been the most articulate hustler out there-I had 

commanded attention when I said something. But now, trying to write simple English, I not only wasn't articulate, I 

wasn't even functional. How would I sound writing in slang, the way I would say it, something such as, "Look, daddy, 

let me pull your coat about a cat, Elijah Muhammad-"  

 

[20] Many who today hear me somewhere in person, or on television, or those who read something I've said, will 

think I went to school far beyond the eighth grade. This impression is due entirely to my prison studies.  

 

[21] It had really begun back in the Charlestown Prison, when Bimbi first made me feel envy of his stock of 

knowledge. Bimbi had always taken charge of any conversation he was in, and I had tried to emulate him. But every 

book I picked up had few sentences which didn't contain anywhere from one to nearly all of the words that might as 

well have been in Chinese. When I just skipped those words, of course, I really ended up with little idea of what the 

book said. So I had come to the Norfolk Prison Colony still going through only book-reading motions. Pretty soon, I 

would have quit even these motions, unless I had received the motivation that I did.  

 

[22] I saw that the best thing I could do was get hold of a dictionary-to study, to learn some words. I was lucky enough 

to reason also that I should try to improve my penmanship. It was sad. I couldn't even write in a straight line. It was 

both ideas together that moved me to request a dictionary along with some tablets and pencils from the Norfolk 

Prison Colony school. 

 

[23]  I spent two days just riffling uncertainly through the dictionary's pages. I'd never realized so many words existed! 

I didn't know _which_ words I needed to learn. Finally, just to start some kind of action, I began copying.  

 

[24] In my slow, painstaking, ragged handwriting, I copied into my tablet everything printed on that first page, down 



to the punctuation marks.  

 

[25] I believe it took me a day. Then, aloud, I read back, to myself, everything I'd written on the tablet. Over and over, 

aloud, to myself, I read my own handwriting.  

 

[26] I woke up the next morning, thinking about those words-immensely proud to realize that not only had I written 

so much at one time, but I'd written words that I never knew were in the world. Moreover, with a little effort, I also 

could remember what many of these words meant. I reviewed the words whose meanings I didn't remember. Funny 

thing, from the dictionary first page right now, that "aardvark" springs to my mind. The dictionary had a picture of it, a 

long-tailed, longeared, burrowing African mammal, which lives off termites caught by sticking out its tongue as an 

anteater does for ants.  

 

[27] I was so fascinated that I went on-I copied the dictionary's next page. And the same experience came when I 

studied that. With every succeeding page, I also learned of people and places and events from history. Actually the 

dictionary is like a miniature encyclopedia. Finally the dictionary's A section had filled a whole tablet-and I went on 

into the B's. That was the way I started copying what eventually became the entire dictionary. It went a lot faster 

after so much practice helped me to pick up handwriting speed. Between what I wrote in my tablet, and writing 

letters, during the rest of my time in prison I would guess I wrote a million words.  

 

[28] I suppose it was inevitable that as my word-base broadened, I could for the first time pick up a book and read 

and now begin to understand what the book was saying. Anyone who has read a great deal can imagine the new 

world that opened. Let me tell you something: from then until I left that prison, in every free moment I had, if I was 

not reading in the library, I was reading on my bunk. You couldn't have gotten me out of books with a wedge. 

Between Mr. Muhammad's teachings, my correspondence, my visitors-usually Ella and Reginald-and my reading of 

books, months passed without my even thinking about being imprisoned. In fact, up to then, I never had been so truly 

free in my life.  

 

[29] The Norfolk Prison Colony's library was in the school building. A variety of classes was taught there by instructors 

who came from such places as Harvard and Boston universities. The weekly debates between inmate teams were also 

held in the school building. You would be astonished to know how worked up convict debaters and audiences would 

get over subjects like "Should Babies Be Fed Milk?"  

 

[30] Available on the prison library's shelves were books on just about every general subject. Much of the big private 

collection that Parkhurst had willed to the prison was still in crates and boxes in the back of the library-thousands of 

old books. Some of them looked ancient: covers faded, old-time parchment-looking binding. Parkhurst, I've 

mentioned, seemed to have been principally interested in history and religion. He had the money and the special 

interest to have a lot of books that you wouldn't have in general circulation. Any college library would have been 

lucky to get that collection.  

 

[31] As you can imagine, especially in a prison where there was heavy emphasis on rehabilitation, an inmate was 

smiled upon if he demonstrated an unusually intense interest in books. There was a sizable number of well-read 

inmates, especially the popular debaters. Some were said by many to be practically walking encyclopedias. They were 

almost celebrities. No university would ask any student to devour literature as I did when this new world opened to 

me, of being able to read and _understand_.  

 

[32] I read more in my room than in the library itself. An inmate who was known to read a lot could check out more 

than the permitted maximum number of books. I preferred reading in the total isolation of my own room.  

 



[33] When I had progressed to really serious reading, every night at about ten P. M. I would be outraged with the 

"lights out." It always seemed to catch me right in the middle of something engrossing.  

 

[34] Fortunately, right outside my door was a corridor light that cast a glow into my room. The glow was enough to 

read by, once my eyes adjusted to it. So when "lights out" came, I would sit on the floor where I could continue 

reading in that glow.  

 

[35] At one-hour intervals the night guards paced past every room. Each time I heard the approaching footsteps, I 

jumped into bed and feigned sleep. And as soon as the guard passed, I got back out of bed onto the floor area of that 

light-glow, where I would read for another fifty-eight minutes-until the guard approached again. That went on until 

three or four every morning. Three or four hours of sleep a night was enough for me. Often in the years in the streets 

I had slept less than that.  

 *  *  *  

 

[36] The teachings of Mr. Muhammad stressed how history had been "whitened"-when white men had written 

history books, the black man simply had been left out. Mr. Muhammad couldn't have said anything that would have 

struck me much harder. I had never forgotten how when my class, me and all of those whites, had studied 

seventh-grade United States history back in Mason, the history of the Negro had been covered in one paragraph, and 

the teacher had gotten a big laugh with his joke, "Negroes' feet are so big that when they walk, they leave a hole in 

the ground."  

 

[37] This is one reason why Mr. Muhammad's teachings spread so swiftly all over the United States, among _all_ 

Negroes, whether or not they became followers of Mr. Muhammad. The teachings ring true-to every Negro. You can 

hardly show me a black adult in America-or a white one, for that matter-who knows from the history books anything 

like the truth about the black man's role. In my own case, once I heard of the "glorious history of the black man," I 

took special pains to hunt in the library for books that would inform me on details about black history.  

 

[38] I can remember accurately the very first set of books that really impressed me. I have since bought that set of 

books and have it at home for my children to read as they grow up. It's called _Wonders of the World_. It's full of 

pictures of archaeological finds, statues that depict, usually, non-European people.  

 

[39] I found books like Will Durant's _Story of Civilization_. I read H. G. Wells' _Outline of History_. _Souls Of Black 

Folk_ by W. E. B. Du Bois gave me a glimpse into the black people's history before they came to this country. Carter G. 

Woodson's _Negro History_ opened my eyes about black empires before the black slave was brought to the United 

States, and the early Negro struggles for freedom.  

 

[40] J. A. Rogers' three volumes of _Sex and Race_ told about race-mixing before Christ's time; about Aesop being a 

black man who told fables; about Egypt's Pharaohs; about the great Coptic Christian Empires; about Ethiopia, the 

earth's oldest continuous black civilization, as China is the oldest continuous civilization.  

 

[41] Mr. Muhammad's teaching about how the white man had been created led me to _Findings In Genetics_ by 

Gregor Mendel. (The dictionary's G section was where I had learned what "genetics" meant. ) I really studied this 

book by the Austrian monk. Reading it over and over, especially certain sections, helped me to understand that if you 

started with a black man, a white man could be produced; but starting with a white man, you never could produce a 

black man because the white gene is recessive. And since no one disputes that there was but one Original Man, the 

conclusion is clear.  



 

[42] During the last year or so, in the _New York Times_, Arnold Toynbee used the word "bleached" in describing the 

white man. (His words were: "White (i.e. bleached) human beings of North European origin. . . .") Toynbee also 

referred to the European geographic area as only a peninsula of Asia. He said there is no such thing as Europe. And if 

you look at the globe, you will see for yourself that America is only an extension of Asia. (But at the same time 

Toynbee is among those who have helped to bleach history. He has written that Africa was the only continent that 

produced no history. He won't write that again. Every day now, the truth is coming to light. )  

 

[43] I never will forget how shocked I was when I began reading about slavery's total horror. It made such an impact 

upon me that it later became one of my favorite subjects when I became a minister of Mr. Muhammad's. The world's 

most monstrous crime, the sin and the blood on the white man's hands, are almost impossible to believe. Books like 

the one by Frederick Olmstead opened my eyes to the horrors suffered when the slave was landed in the United 

States. The European woman, Fannie Kimball, who had married a Southern white slave owner, described how human 

beings were degraded. Of course I read _Uncle Tom's Cabin_. In fact, I believe that's the only novel I have ever read 

since I started serious reading.  

 

[44] Parkhurst's collection also contained some bound pamphlets of the Abolitionist Anti-Slavery Society of New 

England. I read descriptions of atrocities, saw those illustrations of black slave women tied up and flogged with whips; 

of black mothers watching their babies being dragged off, never to be seen by their mothers again; of dogs after 

slaves, and of the fugitive slave catchers, evil white men with whips and clubs and chains and guns. I read about the 

slave preacher Nat Turner, who put the fear of God into the white slavemaster. Nat Turner wasn't going around 

preaching pie-in-the-sky and "non-violent" freedom for the black man. There in Virginia one night in 1831, Nat and 

seven other slaves started out at his master's home and through the night they went from one plantation "big house" 

to the next, killing, until by the next morning 57 white people were dead and Nat had about 70 slaves following him. 

White people, terrified for their lives, fled from their homes, locked themselves up in public buildings, hid in the 

woods, and some even left the state. A small army of soldiers took two months to catch and hang Nat Turner. 

Somewhere I have read where Nat Turner's example is said to have inspired John Brown to invade Virginia and attack 

Harper's Ferry nearly thirty years later, with thirteen white men and five Negroes.  

 

[45] I read Herodotus, "the father of History," or, rather, I read about him. And I read the histories of various nations, 

which opened my eyes gradually, then wider and wider, to how the whole world's white men had indeed acted like 

devils, pillaging and raping and bleeding and draining the whole world's non-white people. I remember, for instance, 

books such as Will Durant's story of Oriental civilization, and Mahatma Gandhi's accounts of the struggle to drive the 

British out of India.  

 

[46] Book after book showed me how the white man had brought upon the world's black, brown, red, and yellow 

peoples every variety of the sufferings of exploitation. I saw how since the sixteenth century, the so-called "Christian 

trader" white man began to ply the seas in his lust for Asian and African empires, and plunder, and power. I read, I 

saw, how the white man never has gone among the non-white peoples bearing the Cross in the true manner and 

spirit of Christ's teachings-meek, humble, and Christ-like.  

 

[46] I perceived, as I read, how the collective white man had been actually nothing but a piratical opportunist who 

used Faustian machinations to make his own Christianity his initial wedge in criminal conquests. First, always 

"religiously," he branded "heathen" and "pagan" labels upon ancient non-white cultures and civilizations. The stage 

thus set, he then turned upon his nonwhite victims his weapons of war.  

 

[47] I read how, entering India-half a _billion_ deeply religious brown people-the British white man, by 1759, through 

promises, trickery and manipulations, controlled much of India through Great Britain's East India Company. The 



parasitical British administration kept tentacling out to half of the subcontinent. In 1857, some of the desperate 

people of India finally mutinied-and, excepting the African slave trade, nowhere has history recorded any more 

unnecessary bestial and ruthless human carnage than the British suppression of the non-white Indian people.  

 

[48] Over 115 million African blacks-close to the 1930's population of the United States-were murdered or enslaved 

during the slave trade. And I read how when the slave market was glutted, the cannibalistic white powers of Europe 

next carved up, as their colonies, the richest areas of the black continent. And Europe's chancelleries for the next 

century played a chess game of naked exploitation and power from Cape Horn to Cairo.  

 

[49] It's a crime, the lie that has been told to generations of black men and white men both. Little innocent black 

children, born of parents who believed that their race had no history. Little black children seeing, before they could 

talk, that their parents considered themselves inferior. Innocent black children growing up, living out their lives, dying 

of old age-and all of their lives ashamed of being black. But the truth is pouring out of the bag now.  

 

[50] Two other areas of experience which have been extremely formative in my life since prison were first opened to 

me in the Norfolk Prison Colony. For one thing, I had my first experiences in opening the eyes of my brainwashed 

black brethren to some truths about the black race. And, the other: when I had read enough to know something, I 

began to enter the Prison Colony's weekly debating program-my baptism into public speaking.  

 

[51] I have to admit a sad, shameful fact. I had so loved being around the white man that in prison I really disliked 

how Negro convicts stuck together so much. But when Mr. Muhammad's teachings reversed my attitude toward my 

black brothers, in my guilt and shame I began to catch every chance I could to recruit for Mr. Muhammad.  

 

[52] You have to be careful, very careful, introducing the truth to the black man who has never previously heard the 

truth about himself, his own kind, and the white man. My brother Reginald had told me that all Muslims experienced 

this in their recruiting for Mr. Muhammad. The black brother is so brainwashed that he may even be repelled when 

he first hears the truth. Reginald advised that the truth had to be dropped only a little bit at a time. And you had to 

wait a while to let it sink in before advancing the next step.  

 

[53] I began first telling my black brother inmates about the glorious history of the black man-things they never had 

dreamed. I told them the horrible slavery-trade truths that they never knew.  

 

[54] I would watch their faces when I told them about that, because the white man had completely erased the slaves' 

past, a Negro in America can never know his true family name, or even what tribe he was descended from: the 

Mandingos, the Wolof, the Serer, the Fula, the Fanti, the Ashanti, or others. I told them that some slaves brought 

from Africa spoke Arabic, and were Islamic in their religion. A lot of these black convicts still wouldn't believe it unless 

they could see that a white man had said it. So, often, I would read to these brothers selected passages from white 

men's books. I'd explain to them that the real truth was known to some white men, the scholars; but there had been 

a conspiracy down through the generations to keep the truth from black men.  

 

[55] I would keep close watch on how each one reacted. I always had to be careful. I never knew when some 

brainwashed black imp, some dyed-in-the-wool Uncle Tom, would nod at me and then go running to tell the white 

man. When one was ripe-and I could tell-then away from the rest, I'd drop it on him, what Mr. Muhammad taught: 

"The white man is the devil."  

 

[56] That would shock many of them-until they started thinking about it.  

 



[57] This is probably as big a single worry as the American prison system has today-the way the Muslim teachings, 

circulated among all Negroes in the country, are converting new Muslims among black men in prison, and black men 

are in prison in far greater numbers than their proportion in the population.  

 

[58] The reason is that among all Negroes the black convict is the most perfectly preconditioned to hear the words, 

"the white man is the devil."  

 

[59] You tell that to any Negro. Except for those relatively few "integration"-mad so-called "intellectuals," and those 

black men who are otherwise fat, happy, and deaf, dumb, and blinded, with their crumbs from the white man's rich 

table, you have struck a nerve center in the American black man. He 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, personally, the white man sure has acted like a devil.  

 

[60] And, as I say, above all Negroes, the black prisoner. Here is a black man caged behind bars, probably for years, 

put there by the white man. Usually the convict comes from among those bottom-of-the-pile Negroes, the Negroes 

who through their entire lives have been kicked about, treated like children-Negroes who never have met one white 

man who didn't either take something from them or do something to them.  

 

[61] You let this caged-up black man start thinking, the same way I did when I first heard Elijah Muhammad's 

teachings: let him start thinking how, with better breaks when he was young and ambitious he might have been a 

lawyer, a doctor, a scientist, anything. You let this caged-up black man start realizing, as I did, how from the first 

landing of the first slave ship, the millions of black men in America have been like sheep in a den of wolves. That's 

why black prisoners become Muslims so fast when Elijah Muhammad's teachings filter into their cages by way of 

other Muslim convicts. "The white man is the devil" is a perfect echo of that black convict's lifelong experience.  

 

[62] I've told how debating was a weekly event there at the Norfolk Prison Colony. My reading had my mind like 

steam under pressure. Some way, I had to start telling the white man about himself to his face. I decided I could do 

this by putting my name down to debate.  

 

[63] Standing up and speaking before an audience was a thing that throughout my previous life never would have 

crossed my mind. Out there in the streets, hustling, pushing dope, and robbing, I could have had the dreams from a 

pound of hashish and I'd never have dreamed anything so wild as that one day I would speak in coliseums and arenas, 

at the greatest American universities, and on radio and television programs, not to mention speaking all over Egypt 

and Africa and in England.  

 

[64] But I will tell you that, right there, in the prison, debating, speaking to a crowd, was as exhilarating to me as the 

discovery of knowledge through reading had been. Standing up there, the faces looking up at me, things in my head 

coming out of my mouth, while my brain searched for the next best thing to follow what I was saying, and if I could 

sway them to my side by handling it right, then I had won the debate-once my feet got wet, I was gone on debating. 

Whichever side of the selected subject was assigned to me, I'd track down and study everything I could find on it. I'd 

put myself in my opponent's place and decide how I'd try to win if I had the other side; and then I'd figure a way to 

knock down those points. And if there was any way in the world, I'd work into my speech the devilishness of the white 

man.  

 

[65] "Compulsory Military Training-Or None?" That's one good chance I got unexpectedly, I remember. My opponent 

flailed the air about the Ethiopians throwing rocks and spears at Italian airplanes, "proving" that compulsory military 

training was needed. I said the Ethiopians' black flesh had been spattered against trees by bombs the Pope in Rome 

had blessed, and the Ethiopians would have thrown even their bare bodies at the airplanes because they had seen 



that they were fighting the devil incarnate.  

 

[70] They yelled "foul," that I'd made the subject a race issue. I said it wasn't race, it was a historical fact, that they 

ought to go and read Pierre van Paassen's _Days of Our Years_, and something not surprising to me, that book, right 

after the debate, disappeared from the prison library. It was right there in prison that I made up my mind to devote 

the rest of my life to telling the white man about himself-or die. In a debate about whether or not Homer had ever 

existed, I threw into those white faces the theory that Homer only symbolized how white Europeans kidnapped black 

Africans, then blinded them so that they could never get back to their own people. (Homer and Omar and Moor, you 

see, are related terms; it's like saying Peter, Pedro, and petra, all three of which mean rock. ) These blinded Moors the 

Europeans taught to sing about the Europeans' glorious accomplishments. I made it clear that was the devilish white 

man's idea of kicks. Aesop's _Fables_-another case in point. "Aesop" was only the Greek name for an Ethiopian.  

 

  



 


