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Learning to Read
MALCOLM X
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Framing the Reading
Malcolm X was born Malcolm Little in Omaha, Nebraska, in 1925. Essentially orphaned as a
child, he lived in a series of foster homes, became involved in criminal activity, and dropped
out of school in eighth grade after a teacher told him his race would prevent him from
being a lawyer. In 1945, he was sentenced to prison, where he read voraciously. After join
ing the Nation of Islam, he changed his last name to "X," explaining in his autobiography
that "my 'X' replaced the white slavemaster name of 'Little."' A strong advocate for the
rights of African Americans, Malcolm X became an influential leader in the Nation of Islam
but left the organization in 1964, becoming a Sunni Muslim and founding an organization
dedicated to African American unity. Less than a year later, he was assassinated.
In this chapter we excerpt a piece from The Autobiography of Malcolm X, which he
narrated to Alex Haley shortly before his death. We see Malcolm X's account as exem
plifying many of the principles that Deborah Brandt introduces in "Sponsors of Literacy"
(pp. 44-61). For example, Malcolm X's account of how he came to reading is remarkable
for how clearly it shows the role of motivation in literacy and learning: when he had a
reason to read, he read, and reading fed his motivation to read further. His account also
demonstrates the extent to which literacies shape the worlds available to people and the
experiences they can have, as wel! as how literacy sponsors affect the kinds of literacy
we eventually master.
We expect that reading Malcolm X's experiences in coming to reading will bring up your
own memories of this stage in your life, which should set you thinking about what worlds your
literacies give you access to and whether there are worlds in which you
would be considered "illiterate." We think you'll find a comparison of
your experiences and Malcolm X's provocative and telling.

Getting Ready to Read
Before you read, do at least one of the following activities:
• Do some reading online about Malcolm X and his biography.
Start a discussion with friends, roommates, family, or class-
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CHAPTER 1 Literades

and Oriental. The Oriental philosophers were the ones I came to prefer; finally,
my impression was that most Occidental philosophy had largely been borrowed
from the Oriental thinkers. Socrates, for instance, traveled in Egypt. Some
sources even say that Socrates was initiated into some of the Egyptian mysteries.
Obviously Socrates got some of his wisdom among the East's wise men.
I have often reflected upon the new vistas that reading opened to me. I knew 41
right there in prison that reading had changed forever the course of my life. As
_
I see it today, the ability to read awoke inside me some long dormant craving
to be mentally alive. I certainly wasn't seeking any degree, the way a college
confers a status symbol upon its students. My homemade education gave me,
with every additional book that I read, a little bit more sensitivity to the deaf
ness, dumbness, and blindness that was afflicting the black ra,e in America.
Not long ago, an English writer telephoned me from London, asking questions.
One was, "What's your alma mater?" I told him, "Books." You will never catch
me with a free fifteen minutes in which I'm not studying something I feel might
be able to help the black man.
Yesterday I spoke in London, and both ways on the plane across the Atlantic 42
I was studying a document about how the United Nations proposes to insure the
human rights of the oppressed minorities of the world. The American black man
is the world's most shameful case of minority oppression. What makes the black
man think of himself as only an internal United States issue is just a catch-phrase,
two words, "civil rights." How is the black man going to get "civil rights" before
first he wins his human rights? If the American black man will start thinking
about his human rights, and then start thinking of himself as part of one of the
world's great peoples, he will see he has a case for the United Nations.
I can't think of a better case! Four hundred years of black blood and sweat 43
invested here in America, and the white man still has the black man begging
for what every immigrant fresh off the ship can take for granted the minute he
walks down the gangplank.
But I'm digressing. I told the Englishman that my alma mater was books, a 44
good library. Every time I catch a plane, I have with me a book that I want to
read-and that's a lot of books these days. If I weren't out here every day bat
tling the white man, I could spend the rest of my life reading, just satisfying my
curiosity-because you can hardly mention anything I'm not curious about. I
don't think anybody ever got more out of going to prison than I did. In fact,
prison enabled me to study far more intensively than I would have if my life
had gone differently and I had attended some college. I imagine that one 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
a prison could I have attacked my ignorance by being able to study intensely
sometimes as much as fifteen hours a day?
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