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42 HOMEMADE EDUCATION

1 1believe 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, 1 read my own hand-
writing.

s 1 \\goke up the next moming, thinking sbout those words—immensely
proud to realize that not only has 1 written so much at one time, but I'd writ-
ten words that 1 never knew were in the world. Moreover, with a little effort, 1
also could remember what many of these words meant. I reviewed the words
whose meanings | didn't remember. Funny thing, from the dictionary’s first
puge right now, that “aardvark” springs to my mind. The dictionary had a pic-
ture of it, a long-tailed, long-eared, ﬁ:muwing African mammal, which lives
off termites caught by sticking out its tongue as an anteater does for ants.

16 Twas 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 leamed of people and places and events from history. Actually the dictio-
nary is like a miniature enﬁlo@a.‘ Finally the dictionary’s A section had

illed a whole tablet—and T 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 pick up handwriting speed. Between what 1
wrote in my tablet, and writing letters, during the rest of my time in prison I
.would guess I wrote a million words. S
17 I'suppose it was inevitable that as my word-base broadened, 1 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.
Muhammadys teachings, my correspondence, my visitors . . . and my reading
. 0 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.

Topical Considerations
1. What exactly motivated Malcolm X to “get hold of a dictionary—to study, to leam
some words™? .

2. Explain how Malcolm X could be the “most asticulate hustler™ on the street yet be
unahle to write simple English that was articulate and functional?
3. Why does the uuthor compare the dictionary to a mintature encyclopedia?

4. In your own words summarize what Malcolm X meant when he said, “In fact, upto
then. | never had been so truly free in my life.” Can you in any way relate to his

sense of freeduin here? Have you ever had a similarly intense leurning experience?
1f so, what was it like?

8. Would this essay be likely to Inspive an illiterate person to leam to read? Why or

}y not? .
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6. How .are Malcolm X and Eudora Welty's attitudes toward books, language, and
leaming similar? How ure they different?

7. Having read this essay, do you feel that studying a dictionary is or is not un effective
way to improve language skills?

8. What do you think Malcolm X huped his readers would leam from this essay? How
do you think he wanted them to respond?

. Rhetorical Considerations

1. What is the point of view in this selection? I it consistent throughout? Is it effec-
tive? Why or why not? :

2. Consider the introductory paragraph. What would you say is its function? Does it
establish the thesis and controlling idea of the essay? Did it capture your atiention?
Did it make you want to read on? Explain.

3. What is your reaction to the example of slang at the end of paragraph 8? Is it effec-
tive? %y:tudoes it add to the gssa;? What does it illustrate? What would be the ef-
fect of eliminating it? :

4. What do you remember best about this piece? As best you can, explain the reasons.

Writing Assignments

1. Think of situations where you lacked the languuge skills you needed to communi-

cate effectively. It may have been a college interview, wril:ngz lettertoa I’riel?d. or

ssing your ideas in class, Write an essay explulning the circuinstance—how it

fnx;!::li yof & and how you solved or coped with the problem. The tune of the
pitce could be serious, or dramatic, or even humorous,

2. Most students probably take literucy for granted. But imugine that you were illiter-
ate for a brief period—that is, you could not read or write. Brainstorm and niake an
extensive list of all the things you could not do. Selecting one or more of those
iteins, write a personal essay on what it is like to be illiterate. You inight try adopt-
ing the point of view of an illiterute young parent or successful sulesperson who had
kept his or her illiteracy a secret.

3. Do a little research to find out what kinds of services your cominunity offers to
adults who want to leam to read. You might start by contacting Town Hall, the De-
pastment of Education, and reading clinics. After gathering informution, write un
essuy outlining what is availuble und whether or not you feel such is udequate,

. Read The Autoblography of Malcolin X as the busls for a research paper on his liter-
! a:y cxpt;rfe:ce. l(:lg;’r,tié’ulja'r. describe how Malcolm X's determination to reud led
him to becume the powerful writer und orator he was.
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