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NIKKI GXYOVANNI

Born in Tennessee and educated at Nashwille's predominantly black Fisk University,
Nikki Giguanni (1943- ) is one of the more important poets to emerge from the Awmeri-
can civil rights movement of the 1960s. Her books include Black Feeling, Black Talk
(1968), Black Judgement (1969), Re:Creation (1970), Gemini: An Extended Autoblo-
graphical Statement on My First Twenty-Five Years Being a Black Poet (1871), My
house (1972), The Men and the Women (13975}, Cotton Candy on a Rainy Day
¢1978), Sacred Cow . . . and Other Edibles (1888), and Racism 101 (1594). She is cur-
rently a professor of English at Virginia Institute of Technology.

Campus Racism 101

BEFORE YOU READ: Giovarni’s title suggests an introductory college course, but the ad-
vice she offers African American students is information they won't learn in class.

TIPS FOR READING: It becomes clear by the middle of Giovanni's essay that she is speak-
(ing directly to African American Students entering college. Any other students reading her
essay should alse stop to think, howsver, how her advice applies to them.

Words to Know:
demeaning degrading, lowering in status or character
intimidating maling timid or afraid

TIPS FOR READING: Giovanni does not present a list of steps that must be performed in a
particular order, but rather o list of suggested behaviors that will help a college student be
successful. Her essay can provide a model of how to present your readers with advice on
any of a number of topics. Nute that she uses the paragraphs leading into the list to explain
the need for such advice.

There is a bumper sticker that reads: TOO BAD IGNORANGE ISN™1" PAINFFUL.
I like that. But ignorance is. We just seldom attribute the pain to it o1 rec-
ognize it when we see it. Like the postcard on my corkboard. It shows a
young man in a very hip jacket smoking a cigarette, In the background is a
high school with the American flag waving. The caption says: “Too cool for
school. Yet too stupid for the real world.” Out of the mouth of the young
man is a bubble enclosing the words “Maybe Pl start a band.” ‘T'here could
be a postcard showing a jock in a uniform saying, “I don’t need school. I'm

“Campus Racism” from RACISM 101 by Nikki Giovanni. Copyright © 1994 by Nilki Giovanni.
Reprinted by psemission of HarperCollins Publishers Inc.
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Process: Giovanni, Nikki, Campus Racism 101

going to the NFL or NBA.” Or one showing a young man of womarn study-
ing and a group of young people saying, “So you want o be white.” Or
something equally demeaning. We need to quit it

T'am a professor of English at Virginia Tech. I've been here for four
years, though for only twa years with academic rank. I am tenured, which
means 1 have a teaching position for life, a rarity on a predominantly white
campus. Whether from malice or ignorance, people who think I should be
at a predominantly Black institution will ask, “Why are you at Tech?” Be-
cause it’s here. And so are Black students. But even if Black students
weren't here, it’s painfully obvious that this nation and this world cannot
allow whire students to go through higher education without interacting
with Blacks in authoritative positions. Itis equally clear that predominantly
Black colleges cannot accommodare the numbers of Black students who
want and need an education.

Is it difficult to attend a predominantly white college? Compared with
what? Being passed over for promotion because you lack credentials? Being
rurned down for jobs because you are not college-educated? Joining the
armed forces or going to jail because you cannot find an alternative ro the
streets? Let’s have a little perspective here. Where can you go and what can
you do that frees you from interacting with the white American mentality?
You're going to interact; the only question is, will you be in some control of
vourself and your actions, or will you be controlled by others? I'm going to
recommend self-control. '

What's the difference between prison and college? They both prescribe
your behavior for a given period of time. They both allow you to read books
and develop your writing. They both give you time alone to think and rime
with your peers to talk about issues. But four years of prison doesn’t give
You a passport to greater opportunities. Most likely that time only gives you
greater knowledge of how to get back in. IFour years of college gives you an
opportunity not only to lift yourself but to serve your people effectively.
Whart's the difference when you are called nigger in college from when you
are called nigger in prison? In college you can, though I admit with effort,
follow procedures to have those students who called you nigger kicked out
or suspended. You can bring issnes to public attention without risking your
life. But mastly, college is and always has been the future. We, neither less
nor more than other people, need knowledge. There are discomforts at-
rached to attending predominantly white colleges, though no more 50 than

living in a racist world. Here are some rules to follow that may help:

Go to class. No matter how you feel, No matter how you think the pro-
fessor feels abour you, It’s important to have a consistent presence in the




Process: Giovanni, Nikki, Campus Racism 101

classroom. If nothing else, the professor will know you care enough and are
serious enough to be there.

Meet your professors. Extend your hand (give a firm handshake) and tell
them your name. Ask them what you need to do to make an A. You may
never make an A, but vou have put them on notice that you are serious
about getting good grades. .

Do assignments on time. Typed or computer-generated. You have the syl-
labus. Follow it, and rurn those papers in. If for some reason you can’t com-
plete an assignment on time, let your professor know before it is due and
work out a new due date—then meet it.

Go back fo see your professor. Tell him or her your name again. If an as-

-signment reccived less than an A, ask why, and find out what you need to

do to improve the next assignment.

Yes, vour professor is busy. So are you. So are your parents who are
working to pay or help with your tuition. Ask early what you need to do if
you feel you are starting to get into academic trouble. Do not wait until you
are failing,. :

Understand thar there will be professors who do not like you; there may even
be professors who are racist or sexist or both. You must discriminate among
your professors to see who will give you the help you need. You may not
simply say, “They are all against me.” They aren’t. They mostly don’t care.
Since you are the one who wants to be educated, find the people who want
to help,

Dan't defeat yourself. Cultivate your friends. Know vour enemies. You
cannot undo hundreds of years of prejudicial thinking. Think for vourself
and speak up. Raise your hand in class. Say what you believe no martter how
awkward you may think it sounds. You will improve in youy articularion and
confidence.

Participate in some campus activify. Join the newspaper staff. Run for of-
fice. Join a dorm council. Do something that involves you on campus, You
are going to be there for four years, so let your presence be known, if not
felt,

You will inevitably run into some white classmates who are troubling
because they often say stupid things, ask scupid questions—and expect an
answer. Here are some comebacks to some of the most common inquiries
and comments:

Q: What's it like to grow up in a ghetto?
A:1don’t know.

45
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Process: Giovanni, Nikki, Campus Racism 101

Q: (from the teacher): Can vou give us the Black perspective on Toni
Morrison', Huck Finn?, slavery, Martin Luther King, Jr., and others?

A: I can give you my perspective. (Do not take the burden of 22 million
people on vour shoulders, Remind everyone that you are an individual, and
don’ speak for the race or any other individual within it.)

(: Why do all the Black people sit together in the dining hall?
A: Why do all the white students sit together?

Q: Why should there be an African-American studies course?

A: Because white Americans have not adequately studied the contribu-
tions of Africans and African-Americans. Both Black and white students
need to know our total common history.

Q: Why are there so many scholarships for “minority” students?
A: Because they wouldn’t give my great-grandparents their forry acres and
the mule®.

Q: How can whites understand Black history, culture, literarure, and so
forch?

A: The same way we understand white history, culture, literarure, and so
forth. That is why we’re in school: to learn,

Q: Should whites take African-American studies courses?
A: Of course. We take white-studies courses, though the universities don’t
call them that.

Comment: When I see groups of Black people on campus, it’s really in-
timidacing.

Comeback: I understand what you mean. I'm frightened when 1 gsee
white students congregating,

Comneent: It’s not fair. It’s easier for you guys to get inco college than for
other people.
Comeback: If ic’s so easy, why aren’t there more of us?

Comment: It’s not our fault that America is the way it is.
Comebaclk: It’s not our faulr, either, but both of us have a responsibility to
make changes.

" A Nobel prize-winning African-Americun author,

2 Reference wu novel by Mark "Twain in which one of the main characters js u slave.

* After the Civil War, the Freedmuns Bureau of the United States government promised each newly
freed male sluve Torry aeres of land and a4 mule as part of a plie w promote cconomic judependenee;
very tew, i uny, exeslaves received this assistance.
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Process: Giovanai, Nikki, Campus Racism 101

It’s really very simple. Educational progress is a national concerr; edu-
cation is a private one. Your job is not to educate white people; it is to obtain
an education. If you take the racial world on your shoulders, you will not get
the job done. Deal with yourself as an individual worthy of respect, and
make everyone else deal with you the same way. College is a little like playing
grown-up. Practice what you want to be. You have been telling your parents

you are

New

grown. Now is your chanee to act like it.

Understanding Meaning

What point is Giovanni ying to make by giving the three examples that
she does in the first paragraph?

What explanation does she give for why she, an African American wornan,
is teaching at a predominantly white university?

What is her answer to the question whether it is difficult for an African
American student to attend a predominantly white college?

Giovanni asks what the difference is between prison and college. What is
the difference?

What is the italicized list designed to help black college students do?

. What is the list of questions and answers designed to do?

CRITICAL THINKING. To what extent would the list of helpful hincs ap-
ply to any college student, not just African Americans?

E valuating Strategy

What purpose might Giovanni have had in using the list of italicized rules
and the qucstion—and-answcr/commcm-and»comcback format instead of
using a traditional paragraph structure for the whole essay?

Giovanni does not go into the process part of her essay—the list—until
well into the piece. What is her purpose in the paragraphs that come be-
fore the list?

BILENDING THE MQDES. Where in the essay does Giovanni make use of
examples? Clomparison/contrast? Cause and effoer?

Appreciating Language

How do Giovanni'’s word choice and sentence structure rhake her readers
feel that she is speaking directly to them?
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Excerpt from CHAPTER VI

Very soon after I went 1o live with Mr. and Mrs. Auld, she very kindly commenced to
teach me the A, B, C. After I had learned this, she assisted me in learning to spell words
of three or four letters. Just at this point of my progress, Mr, Auld found out what was
going on, and at once forbade Mrs. Auld to instruct me further, telling her, among other
things, that it was unlawful, as well as unsafe, to teach a slave to read. To use his own
words, further, he said, "If you give a nigger an inch, he will take an ell. A nigger should
know nothing but to obey his master—ia do as he is told to do, Learning would spoil the
best nigger in the world. Now," said he, "if you teach that n.igger (speaking of myself)
how to read, there would be no keeping him. Tt would forever unfit him to be a slave, He
wauld at once become unmanageable, and of no value to his master. As o himself, it
could do him no good, but a great deal of harm. 1t would make him discontented and
unhappy." These words sank deep into my heart, stirred up sentiments within that lay
slumbering, and called into existence an entirely new train of thought, It was a new and
special revelation, explaining dark and mysterions things, with which my youthful »
understanding had struggled, but struggled in vain. I now understood what had been to
me a most perplexing difficulty—to wit, the white man's power to enslave the black man.
It was a grand achievement, and I prizeci it highly, From that moment, 1 understood the
pathway from slavery o freedom. It was just what I wanted, and I got it al a time when 1
the least expected it. Whilst I was saddened by the thought of losing the aid of my kind
mistress, I was gladdened by the invaluable instruction which, by the merest accident, I
had gained from my master. Though conscious of the difficulty of learning without a '
teacher; 1 set out with high hope, and a fixed purpose, at whatever cost of trouble, to learn

how to read. The very decided manner with which he spoke, and strove to impress his

wife with the evil consequences of giving me instruction, served to convince me that he
was deeply sensible of the truths he was uttering, It gave me the best assurance that I
might rely with the utmost confidence on the results which, he said, would flow Trom
teaching me to read. What he most dreaded, that 1 most desired. What he most loved, that
T most hated. That which to him was a great evil, to be carefully shunned, was o me a

great good, to be diligently sought; and the argument which he so warmly urged, against

+
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!
my learning to read, only served 0 inspire me with a desire and determination o learn. In
jearning 1o read, 1 owe almost as much 1o the bitter opposition of my master, as 0 the

kindly aid of my mistress. 1 acknowledge ihe penefit of both.

I had resided but & ghort time in Baliimore before i observed a marked difference, in the
treatment of slaves, from that which I had witnessed in the country. A city slave is almost
a freeman, compared with a stave gn the plantation. He is much better fed and clothed,
and enjoys privileges altogether unknown to the slave on the plantation. There is a
vestige of decency. 2 sense of shame. that does much {0 curb and check those ouibreaks
of atracious cruelty sO commonty enacted upon the plantation, He is a desperate .
glaveholder, who will shock the humanity of his non-slaveholding neighbors with the
cries of his lacerated slave. Few are willing 1o incur the odium attaching 0 the reputation
of being a cruel masters and above aft things, they would not be known as not giving a
slave enough to eat. Bvery city slaveholder is anxious to have it known of him, that he
feeds his staves well; and it is due 1o them 1o say, that most of them do give their slaves
enough to eat. There are, however, SOIME paiﬁful exceptions o this rale, Directly opposite
1o us, on Philpot gireet, lived Mr. Thomas Hamilton. He owned two glaves, Their names
were Henrietta and Mary. Henrietta was about twenty-two years of age, Mary was about
fourteen; and of all the mangled and emaciated creatures 1 ever looked upon, these two
were the most s0. His heart must be harder than stone, that could look upon these
unmoved. The head, neck, and shoulders of Mary were literally cut to pieces. 1 have
frequently felt her head, and found it nearly covered with festering SOres, caused by the
lash of her cruel mistress. 1 do not know that her master ever whipped ber, put | have
been an sye-winess o the cruelty of Mrs. Harmilton, I used o be in Mr. Hamilton’s house
nearly every day. Mrs. Hamilton used to sit in a large chair in the middie of the Toom,
with a heavy cowskin always by her side, and scarce an hour passed during the day but
was marked by the blood of one of these slaves. The girls seldom passed her without her
saying, "Move faster, you black gipl" at {he same time giving them & blow with the
cowskin over the head or shoulders, often drawing the blood. She would then say, "Take
hat, you black gipt” continuing, "1 you don't move faster, 1t move you!” Added to the

cruel iashings 10 which these slaves were subjected. they were kept nearly half-starved.
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They seldom knew what it was to eat a full meal, | heve seen Mary contending with the
pigs for the offal thrown into the street, S0 much was Mary Kicked and cut to pieces, that

she was oftener called "pecked" than by her name.

CHAPTER VII1

I lived in Master Hugh's family about seven years, During this time, [ succeeded in
learning to read and write. In accomplishing this, 1 was compelled to resort to various
stratagems. [ had ro regular teacher. My mistress, who had kindly commenced 1o instruct
me, had, in compliarce with the advice and direction of her husband, not only censed to
instruct, but had set her face against my being instructed by any one else. It is due,
however, to my mistress o 8ay of her, that she did not adopt this course of freatment
immediately. She at first lacked the depravity indispensable to ghutting me up in mental
darkness. Tt was at Jeast necessary for her to have some training in the exercise of

jrresponsible power, 1o make her equal to the task of treating me as though 1 were a brute.

My mistress was, as 1 have said, a kind and tendarhearted woman; and in the simplicity of
her soul she commenced, when I first went to live with her, to treat me as she supposed
one human being ought to treat another. In entering upon the duties of a slaveholder, she
did not seem to perceive that 1 sustained to her the relation of a mere chattel, and that for
her to treat me as & hurnan being was not oaly wrong, but dangerously so. Slavery proved
as injurious to her as it did to me. When 1 went there, she was a pious, warn, and tender-
hearted woman. There was no sorrow or suffering for which she had not a tear. She had
pread for the hungry, clothes for the naked, and comfort for every mourner that came
within her reach. Slavery soon proved its ability to divest her of these heavenly qualities-
Under its influence, the tender heart became stone, and the lamblike disposition gave way
to one of tiger-like fierceness. The first step in her downward course was in hex ceasing
to instruct me. She now commenced t© practise her husband's precepts. She finaily
became even more violent in her opposition than her husbaned himself. She was not
satisfied with simply doing as well as he had commanded; she seamed anxious to do
better. Nothing seemed to imake her more angry than to see me with a newspaper, She
seemed to think that here lay the danger. | have had her ush at me with a face made all

'
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)
up of fury, and snatch from me a newspaper, in a manner that fully revealed her
apprehension. She was an apt woman; and a littie experience soon dernonstrated, to her

satistaction, that educarion and slavery were incompatible with each other.

From this time [ was most narrowly watched. 1§ 1 was in 2 separate room any
considerable length of time, 1 was sure 1o be suspecied of having a book, and was at once
catled to give an account of myself. A1l this, however, was 100 late. The first step had
been taken, Mistress, in teaching me the alphabet, had given me the inch, and no

precaution could prevent me from taking the el

The plan which | adopted, and the one by which [ was most successful, was that of
making friends of al the littie white boys whom [ met in the street. As many of these as 1
could, I converted into teachers, With their kindly aid, obtained at different limes and in
different places, 1 finally succeeded in jearning to read. When | was sent of errands, 1
always took my book with me, and by going one parl of my emand quickly, 1 found time
to get a lesson before my rewim, 1 used also o carry pread with me, enough of which was
always in the house, and to which 1 was always welcome; for | was much better off in
this regard than many of the poor white children in our neighborhood. This bread { nsed -
to bestow upon the hungry littie urchins, who, in return, would give me that mote
valuable bread of knowledge. ] am strongly tempted 10 give the names of two or three of
those lilile boys, as a testimonial of the graticude and affaction 1 bear them; put prudence
forbids;—not that it would injure me, but it might embarsrass them; for it is almost an
unpardonable offence Lo teach slaves to read in this Christian country. 1t 18 enough 10 say
of the dear little fellows, that they lived on Philpot Street, very neir Durgin and Bailey's
ship-yard. 1 used to talk this matter of slavery over with thern. 1 would sometimes say 10
them, 1 wished 1 could be as free as they would be when they got 1o be men. "You will be
free as soOD as you are twenty-one, bt [ am a slave for life! Have not 1 as gooed 4 right 1o
be free ag you havel” These words used i© trouble them; they would express for me the
livekiest sympathy, and console me with the hope that something would occur by-which 1

might be free.
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{ was now about {welve years old, and the thought of being a slave for life began to bear
heavily upon my heart. Just about this time, I 20t holdof & book entitled wThe Columbian
Orator." Bvery opportunity 1got, 1 used to read this book. Among much of other
inter_esting mateer, I found in ita dialogue between 8 master and his slave. The slave was
represemed as having run away from his master three times. The dialogue represented the
conversation which took place between them, when the slave was retaken the third time.
In this dialogue. the whole argument in behalf of slavery was brought forward by the
master, all of which was disposed of by the slave. The slave was made to say some very
gmart as well as impressive things in reply © his master—things which had the desired
though unexpected effect; for the conversation resulted in the yoluntary emancipation of

the slave on the part of the master.

In the same book, I met with one of Sheridan's mighty gpeaches on and in behalf of
Catholic emancipation. These were choice documents to me. 1 read them OVeT and over
again with unabated inierest, They gave tongue to interesting thoughts of my own goul,
which had frequently flashed through my imind, and died away for want of ugterance. The
moral which 1 gained from the dialogue was the poOWer of truth over the conscience of
even a staveholder. What 1 got from Sheridan was a bold denunciation of slavery, and 8
powerful vindication of human rights. The reading of these docurnents epabled me 0
utter My thoughts, and to meet the arguments brought forward 1o sustain slaverys but
while they celisved me of one difficulty, they brought o another even more painfui that
lthe one of which 1 was relieved. The more 1 read, the more 1 was led to abhor and detest
my enslavers. 1 conld regard them in no other light than a band of successful robbers.
who had left their homes, and gone Africa, and stolen s from our homes, and in a
strange land reduced us 10 glavery. 1 {oathed them a8 peing the meanest as well as the
most wicked of men. As! read and contemplated the subject, pehold! that very
discontentment which Master Hugh had predicied would follow my learning to read had
atready come, to torment and sting my soul to unutterable an guish. As 1 writhed under it,
1 would at times feel that learning to read had been 2 curse rather than 2 biessing. 1t had
given me 2 vigw of my wretched condition, without the remedy. 1t ppened MY eyes o the

tiorrible pit, but 10 no ladder upotn which to get out. In moments of agony, ! envied my

v
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fellow-slaves for t‘heir stupidity. | have often wishad myself a beast, 1 preferred the
condition of the meanest reptile to my own, Any thing, no matter what, to get rid of
thinking! It was this everlasting thinking of my condition that tormented me. There was
no getiing rid of it. It was pressed upon me by every object within sight or hearing,
animate or inanimate. The silver trump of freedom had roused my soul to eternal
wakefulness. Freedom now appeared, to disappear no more forever. It was heard in every
sound, and seen in every thing. It was ever present to torment me with a sense of my
wretched condition. 1 saw nothing without seeing it, 1 heard nothing without hearing it,
and felt nothing without feeling it. It looked from every star, it smiled in every calm,

breathed in every wind, and moved in every siorm.

I often found myself regretting my own existence, and wishing myself dead; and but for
the hope of being free, [ have no doubt but that 1 should have killed myself, or done
something for which 1 should have been killed. While in this state of mind, 1 was eager 1o
hear any one speak of slavery. 1 was a ready listener. Bvery littte while, I could hear
something about the abolitionists, It was some time before [ found what the word meant,
It was always used in such connections as to make it an interesting word to me. If a slave
ran away and succeeded in getting clear, or if a slave killed his master, set fire to a barn,
or did any thing very wrong in the mind of a slaveholder, it was spoken of ns the fruit of
ubuﬁ.’:’un. Hearing the word in this connection very often, [ sel about learning what it
meant. The dictionary afforded me little or no help. I found it was "the act of abolishing;”
but then I did not know what was to be abolished. Here I was perplexed. [ did not dare to
ask any one about its meaning, for | was satisfied that it was something they wanted nme
to know very little about. After a patient waiting, 1 got one of our ciry papers, containing
an account of the number of petitions from the north, praying for the abolition of slavery
in the District of Columbia, and of the slave trade between the States, From this tme |
understood the words abolition and etholitioniss, and always drew near when that word
was spoken, expeciing to hear something of importance to myself and fellow-slaves, The
light broke in upon me by degrees. 1 went one day down on the wharf of Mr, Waters; and
seeing two Irishmen unioading a scow of stone, I went, unasked, and helped them, When

we had finished, one of them came o me and asked me if | were 2 slave. | told him I was.
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He asked, "Are ye a slave for life?" 1 told him that 1 was. The good Irishman seemed to
be deeply affected by the siatement. He said to the other that it was a pity so finea little
fellow as myself should be a slave for life. He said it was a shame to hold me. They both
advised e to run away the notth; that I should find friends there, and that 1 should be
free. I prétended not to be interested in what they said, and treated thern as if 1 did not
understand them; for 1 feared they might be treacherous. Whire men have been known to
encourage slaves 10 escape, and then, to get the reward, catch them and return them 1o
their masters. T was afraid that these seemingly good men might use me s0; but I
nevertheless remembered their advice, and from that time 1 resolved to run away. 1
1ooked forward 1o ime at which it would be safe for me to escape. [ was too young to
think of doing so immediately; besides, 1 wished to learn how to write, as | might have
occasion to write my Owrn pass. I consoled myself with the hope that I shouid one day

find a good chance. Meanwhile, T would learn to write.

“The idea as to how I might learn 1o write was suggested to me by being in Durgin and
Bailey's ship-yard, and frequently seeing the ship carpeniers, after hewing, and getting a
piece of timber ready for use, write on the timber the name of that part of the ship for
which it was intended. When a piece of timber was intended for the larboard side, it
would be marked thus—"L." When a piece was for the starboard side, it would be marked
thus—"8." A piece for the Jarboard side forward, would be marked thus—"L. F." Whena
piece was for starboard side forward, it would be marked thus—"5. F." For larboard aft,
it would be roarked thus—"L. A." For starboard aft, it would be marked thus—"8, A" 1
soon learned the names of these Jettets, and for what they were intended when placed
upon a piece of timber in the ship-yard. 1 immediately commenced copying them, and in
a short time was able to make the four letters named. After that, when T met with any boy
wha I knew could write, 1 would tel{ him I could write as well as he, The next word
would be, "I don't believe you. Let me see you try it." 1 would then make the letiers
which L'had been so fortunate as 10 learn, and ask him to beat that. In this way [ gota
good many lessons in writing, which it is quite possible 1 should never have gotten in any
other way. During this time, my copy-book was the board fence, brick wall, and

pavement; iy pen and ink was a lump of chalk. With these, 1 learned mainiy how to
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write. 1 then commenced and continued copying the ltalics in Webster's Spelling Book,

until I could make them all without looking on the book. By tinis time, my little Master

Thomas had gone to school, and learned how to write, and had written over a number of

copy-books. These had been brought home, and shown to some of our near neighbors,
and then laid aside. My mistress used to go to class meeting at the Wilk Street

meetinghouse every Monday afternoon, and leave me o take care of the house. When left

thus, 1 used to spend the tims in writing in the spaces left in Master Thomas's copy-book,

copying what he had writen. 1 continued o do this until 1 couid write a hand very similar

to that of Master Thomas, Thus, after a long, tedious effort tor years, 1 finally succesded

in learning how to write,




MALCOLM X

Malcobm X (1925-1965) was Born Malcolm Little in Omaha, Nebrasica, While serving a
prison sentence for burglary (1946-52), he conuverted to the Nation of Islam, a black sep-
aratist group founded by Elijah Muhanumad., After being pardled, Little changed his
name to Malcolm X and becawme the most visible spokesman for the Nation of lslam
(popularly known as Black Muslims). By the 1960s, he broke with Elijah Muhammed,
converted to orthodox Islam, and changed his name (o el-Hajj Malik e-Shabazz, A pil-
grimage to the holy city of Mescca caused him to abandon racdial separatism and em-
brace the ideal of human brotherhood, Maloolm X was assassinated while speaking
at a Harlem rally in 1965.

Prison Studies

BEFORE YOU READ: Malcolm X explains how if was only in prison that he found the
freedom to educate himaself.

TIPS FOR READING: As you read, mark the two or three sentences that you fecl most di-
rectly sum up the author's main idea tn this passage.

Words to Know:

emulate to try to equal or surpass

riffling . to leaf rapidly through

engrossing taking one'’s entire attention, absorbing
feign pretend

dormant as if asleep, inactive

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.

Tt had really begun pack in the Charlestown Prison, when Bimbi first
made me fee! envy of his stock of knowledge. Bimbi had always takeen
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 any-
where from one to nearly all of the words that might as well have been in
Chinese. When I just skipped those words, of course, 1 really ended up
with lictle idea of what the book said. So I had come to the Norfolk

From THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF MALCOLM X by Malcolm Xand Alex Huley, copyright @ 1964
by Alex Haley snd Malcolm X. Copyright © 1965 by Alex [luley and Betty Shabazz, Used by permis-
sion of IRandem House, Inc.
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Prison Colony still going through only book-reading motions. Pretty
soon, 1 would have guit even these motions, unless I had received the
motivation that did.

[ saw that the best thing 1 could do was get hoid of a dictionary—10
study, to learn some words. 1 was lucky enough to reason also that 1 should
try to improve my pcn-manship. Tt was sad. 1 couldn’t even write in a scraight
line. It was both ideas together that moved me to request d dictionary along
with some tablets and pencils from ¢he Norfolk Prison Colony school.

1 spent two days just riffling uncertainly through the dictionary’s pages.
I'd never realized so many words existed! 1 didn't know which words 1
needed to learn. Finally, to start some kind of action, I began copying.

In my slow, painstaking, ragged nandwriting, I copied into my tablet
everything printed on chat first page, down to the punctuation marks.

1 believe it rook me a day. Then, aloud, 1 read back, to myself, every-
thing I'd written on the tablet. Over and over, alond to myself, 1 read my
own handwriting. :

I woke up the next morning, thinking about those words—immensely
proud to realize that not only had 1 written so much at one time, but I'd writ-
ten words that 1 never knew wWcere in the world. Noreover, with a lictle cfort,
I also could remember what many of these words meant. { reviewed the
words whose meanings 1 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 jong-tailed, long-eared, burrowing African mammual, which
lives off termites caught by sticking out its rongue as an anteater does for ants.

1 was so fascinated that T went on—-1 copied the dictionary’s next page.
And the same experience came when I studied that. With every succeeding
page, 1 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 2 whole tablet—and 1 went on into the B’s, That was the
way I started copying what eventually became the entire dictionary. Trwent
4 lot faster after s0 much practice helped me 0 pick up handwriting speed.
Between what { wrote in my rablet, and writing letters, during the rest of
my time in prison I would guess 1 wrote & million words.

1 suppose it was inevitable that as my word-hase broadened, 1 coutd for
che first time pick up 2 book and read and now begin to understand what
che book was saying, Anyone who has read a great deal can imagine the new
world that opened, Let me tell you something: from then untl 1 left the
prison, in every free moment 1 had, if 1 was not reading in the library, 1 was
reading on my pbunk. You couldn’t have gotten me out of books with
4 wedge. Berween M, Muhammad’s reachings, my correspondence, my
visitors——usually Ella and chinald—*und my reading of books, months

&y




10

13

&

WMarrative: Malcom ¥, Prisont Srudies

-

passed without my even thinking about being imprisoncd. In fact, up to
then, 1 never had been s0 eruly free in my life.

As you can imagine, especially in a prison where there was heavy em-
phasis on rehabilitation, an inmate was smiled upon if he demonstrated an
unusually intense interest in books. There was d sizable number of well-
read inmates, especially the popular debaters. Some Were said by many to
be practically walking encyclopedias. They wele almost celebrities. No
aniversity would ask any student to devour literatureas I did when this new
world opened o me of being able to read and understand.

I read more in MY tgom than in the library itself. An inmate who was
known to read 2 lot conld check out more than the permiteed maximum
aumber of pooks. 1 prefcrrcd reading in the total isolation of my own roofmt.

When 1 had pmgresscd o 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.

Forrunately, right outside my door Was a corridor light ¢chat cast a glow
into my room. The glow was enough to read by, once my eYes adjusted to it
So when “lights out” came, would sit on the floot where 1 could continue
reading in that glow.

At one-houf intervals the night guards paced past every room. Each
rime 1 heard the approzu:hing footsteps, 1 jumped into bed and teigned
sleep. And as soon as the guard passed, 1 g0t back out of bed onto the floor
area of that light-glow, where 1 would read for another fifey-eight minutes—
until the guard approached again. That went on until three or four every
morning. Three of four hours of sleep a night was enough for me. Ofren in
the years in the streets 1 had slept less than that.
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1 have often reflecred upon the new vistas that reading opened to

me, | knew right there in prison that reading had changed forever the
course of my life. As 1 see it today, the ability to tead awoke inside me
some long dormant craving to be menially alive. 1 certainly wasn’t seeking
any degree, the way & college confers a status symbol upon irs students.
My homemadée education gave me, with every additional book that I read,
a little bit more gensitivity 1o the deafness, dumbness, and blindness that
was afflicting the black race in America. Not long ago, an English writer
telephoned me from Londen asking questions. One was “What's youl
alma mater?” 1 told him, “Books.” You will never catch me with a free fif-
teen minutes in which I'm not studying something 1 teel might be able to
help the black man.

Every time 1 catch a plane, 1 have with me 2 book that 1 want to
read—and chat’s a lot of books these days. 1f 1 weren't out here every day
battling the white man, | could spend the rest of my life reading, just sat-
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isfying my curiosity—because you can hardly mention anything I'm not
curious about. I don’t think anybody ever got more out of poing to prison
than I did. In fact, prison enabled me to study far more intensively than 1
would have if my life had gone differently and I had attended some col-
lege. I imagine that ene of the biggest troubles with colleges is there are
too many distractions, too much panty-raiding, fraternities, and boola-
boola and all of that. Where else but in prison could I have attacked my
ignorance by being able to study intensely sometimes as much as fifteen
hours a day?

Understanding Meaning

1. Malcolm X tells us that he hud only an cighth-grade education and that be-
fore hie started his “homemade cducation” in prison, he wenethrough only
“hook-reading motions.” What made him decide that this limired cduca-
Hon was not enought

2. Whatr method did Malcelm X use t increase his vocubuliary und improve
his handwriting?

3. llow could Malcolm X, while still in prison, honestly say, “] never had
been so truly free in my life”?

Evaluating Strategy

1. BLENDING THE MODES. T'he first three paragraphs of the picee do nort
explain fow Malcolm % earned to read and write well. Rather, they cstab-
lish why he waneed o, "I'he second-to-last paragraph explains how he was
affecred by his studies. Did this structure make the organization casy to
follow? Why or why not?

/‘\ppreciatmg Lanquage

1. [low would you characteriac Malcolm X's hanguage? 1s his diction lofty ar
commonplace? s the passuge casy of difficult to read? Why?

2. At other times, Mateolm X used such emotional lunguage das referring to u
white person asa “devil” and to “how the white man’s SoCicry wis respon-
sible for the black man’s condicion in this wilderness of North America.”
Overall, does the tone of this cssay scem 1o be emotional and angry, or is
there u different sore of rone? 1 not an angry voice, what sort of voice do
you hear speaking in the excerpt?




