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Malcolm X and the Nation of Islam: Rhetorical 
Tactics in the First Dozen Years

Scott Varda

This essay analyzes a few of the rhetorical tactics used by Malcolm 
X during his time in the Nation of Islam (NOI). As Malcolm’s 
rhetorical choices were, at least initially, interpretations of Elijah 
Muhammad’s NOI doctrine, I will briefly explain some of that 
doctrine’s key features and will then briefly emphasize some of the 
constraints the doctrine placed on Malcolm’s rhetorical choices. 
Next, I will analyze how he used references to Marcus Garvey, 
accusations of “hypocrisy,” and a rhetorical device known as 
“anaphora” to espouse the message of Elijah Muhammad. Later, 
I will also discuss Malcolm X as a skilled debater. By examining 
all these aspects of his public speaking and public persona, I will 
show how he attempted to create, maintain, and enlarge a rhetorical 
community oriented toward belief in the doctrine of the Nation of 
Islam while simultaneously engaging a much larger, non-believing 
public.

The Doctrine of the Nation of Islam in the 1950s
Most central to NOI doctrine during the 1950s was belief that Elijah 
Muhammad was a direct conduit of God’s doctrine and words 
(Supreme Wisdom [hereafter “SW”] 2:62). NOI members considered 
Wallace D. Fard, also known as Wallace Fard Muhammad, the original 
founder of the NOI in the 1930s, to be God in human form. NOI 
members rejected the Christian idea that Jesus of Nazareth was God’s 
son; they considered him merely one among many human prophets 
(SW 1:11, 2:12). This foundational myth not only established the 
correctness of all that Elijah Muhammad said, but it also grounded 
the NOI’s critique of Christianity in a metaphysical truth—namely, 
that all who came before Fard claiming communication with a higher 
power were either delusional or lying. Additionally, Fard’s origins, 
from “the Holy City of Mecca,” allowed NOI ministers to simply 
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assert to any audience member with even a minimal knowledge of 
traditional Islam that the Muhammad traditionally associated with 
Mecca was, in fact, Fard Muhammad of Mecca. In short, the central 
tenet of NOI doctrine—a tenet with which Malcolm and all other 
NOI ministers had to contend—was that Elijah Muhammad was a 
prophet who had not only spoken directly with God but who had also 
really begun the NOI religion after Fard mysteriously disappeared.

A second important aspect of NOI doctrine was the belief that 
America was doomed, that God himself had prophesized this doom, 
and that this doom would be carried out by a “dreadful looking plane 
that is made like a wheel” (SW 1: 11, 14). Marcus Garvey, the great 
Black Nationalist of the 1920s, had deployed a similar belief when 
he argued that the existing social order was ripe for collapse. While 
the concept of such a collapse was not a particularly novel argument 
for an up-and-coming counter-Christian religious organization, the 
addition of the mode of the country’s destruction made this tenet of 
NOI belief both unique and difficult to defend. Muhammad argued 
that white America’s ultimate destruction would come at the hands 
of a “Mother Plane” which would be “a half-mile by a half-mile 
square” and was “a human built planet.”

A third significant tenet of NOI doctrine held that Christianity 
was a slave religion and that its propagators were doing the work of 
slave masters (SW 1:6 and 2:26). As Elijah Muhammad put it in The 
Supreme Wisdom,

It was white Christians who brought our forefathers into slavery, 
and it is their false religion that is keeping you a subject people 
today. They rape and murder your families and bomb your homes 
and Churches if you demand equal rights with them and justice. The 
white Christians don’t want you, nor do they like to see you go from 
them to your own. They fear your unity with your own. (SW 2: 26)

Finally, NOI doctrine featured a pre-Adamite creation myth that 
held that the White race resulted from a vengeful genetic experiment 
begun by an evil Black scientist, tens of thousands of years ago. The 
NOI taught that Allah had allowed Yacub (an evil scientist) to create 
this race of subhuman devils who would be allowed six thousand 
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years to rule the world. Ultimately, Allah would destroy them and 
reinstall all true Muslims as the world’s leaders. Perhaps because this 
aspect of the NOI doctrine obviously and significantly constrained 
a range of argumentative options available to NOI ministers, this 
particular belief was rarely repeated outside of audiences composed 
almost exclusively of NOI members.

Taken together, these doctrinal beliefs limited the choices 
available to NOI ministers when they attempted to interpret and 
transmit the “gospel of Elijah Muhammad” (Evanzz 94). The 
prophetic nature of NOI doctrine rendered NOI ministers unable to 
dispute or substitute any aspect of essential NOI dogma, including 
the pre-Adamite creation myth. NOI doctrine forced NOI ministers 
to denounce Christianity to their largely Christian audiences, and it 
saddled NOI ministers with a belief system holding that America’s 
demise was inevitable. NOI ministers could not change doctrine, but 
they could interpret it and elaborate upon it. The “interpretations” 
and “elaborations” offered by Malcolm X are definitely worth 
investigating.

The Figuration of Marcus Garvey as Black Moses
Several critics have commented on the connections between the 
activities of Marcus Garvey and the activities of the NOI. Fard, 
Muhammad, and Malcolm all incorporated some aspect of Garvey’s 
political philosophy, activism, or anti-Christian doctrine into their 
rhetorical visions. What has been less theorized, however, is the 
explicit invocation of Marcus Garvey’s name by Malcolm X or 
other NOI ministers. One rhetorical tactic Malcolm used during his 
NOI years involved explicit reference to Garvey. Here I will briefly 
explain some situations in which he deployed Garvey’s name, 
several probable reasons that he did so, and the resulting rhetorical 
effects.

Malcolm included explicit and positive references to Garvey 
both inside and outside of NOI temples, as in this excerpt from an 
August 1959 radio broadcast originating from inside Temple No. 7:
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The Honorable Elijah Muhammad is facing, in trying to free the 
minds of the so-called Negro from the clutches of the white man here 
in America [. . .] more opposition than Moses, Jesus, Mohammed, 
and Marcus Garvey combined.

A few moments later, Malcolm continued:

And the White Man forever fears, in a black man, the ability to 
unite Black People. He couldn’t cope with Marcus Garvey, so he got 
stool pigeons, he got Uncle Toms, he got handkerchief head Negro 
preachers and politicians to infiltrate the movement. The White Man 
never defeated Marcus Garvey. He got black stool pigeons, black 
Uncle Toms, posing as school teachers, posing as preachers, posing 
as spokesmen for Negros to infiltrate and get in, and create dissension 
and division and then accuse the man of doing that which he didn’t 
do.[. . .] They did it to Moses, they did it to Jesus, they’ve done it to 
every prophet, every true prophet whoever came forward to do the 
work of God. (“Malcolm X Introduces” @)

Malcolm thus positions Elijah Muhammad as a legitimate prophet 
on the same plateau as Moses, Jesus, Mohammed, and Garvey. 
While audience members focused on the inclusion of Garvey as 
an heir apparent to the prophetic status of the three previously 
recognized prophets, they may have missed that Malcolm had 
elevated Elijah Muhammad to the same status. Malcolm then 
continues by proclaiming that Moses, Jesus, and Garvey were all 
prophets who had to cope with infiltrators, but he also predicted 
that Elijah Muhammad, unlike Garvey, would not be defeated by 
these “infiltrators.” Malcolm thus shifts the audience’s focus to a 
consideration of infiltration of the prophets’ respective organizations, 
and away from the fact that Malcolm had just re-created Elijah 
Muhammad as a prophet resembling Moses, Jesus, and Garvey. 

Malcolm’s invocations of the Garvey name may have been 
intended, in part, to smooth the rough edges of the NOI’s critique of 
Christianity. He had to sell an anti-Christian doctrine to an audience 
that both traditionally defined itself as Christian and was already 
bombarded with religious, nationalist, and racial pride-based 
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messages (see Haley and X 251). Associating the NOI’s actions 
and beliefs with the words and deeds of Marcus Garvey, especially 
in a critique of White Christianity, would have made the doctrinal 
beliefs of the NOI seem more secular and less fantastic. In addition, 
given the positive associations Garvey’s name and ideas had in the 
Black community, Malcolm’s invocations of Garvey enhanced his 
own appeal as a speaker.

Outside of the Temple, where Malcolm was aware that his 
audience generally consisted of “non-believers,” Malcolm would 
continue to use the rhetorical tactic of invoking Garvey’s name, 
although in this context he was generally attempting to enhance the 
attractiveness of his own persona, and not that of Elijah Muhammad:

My father was a militant follower of Marcus Garvey’s “Back to 
Africa” movement. The Lansing, Michigan, equivalent of the Ku 
Klux Klan warned him to stop preaching Garvey’s message, but he 
kept on and one of my earliest memories is of being snatched awake 
one night with a lot of screaming going on because our home was 
afire. But my father got louder about Garvey, and the next time he 
was found bludgeoned in the head, lying across streetcar tracks. (see 
Atwal; hereafter abbreviated CSDI 1: 182)

Here, Malcolm presents Garveyism as both a legitimate political 
worldview and as one literally worth dying for. Similarly, in a 
June, 1963 interview with Kenneth Clarke, Malcolm attempted to 
establish his pedigree by explaining to a disbelieving Clarke that his 
father was, in fact, a “Garveyite and a minister” (CSDI 1: 241). His 
references to Garvey enhanced his own credibility with audience 
members who still regarded Garvey positively, whether because of 
Garvey’s various successes or simply because of his sincere attempts 
at fighting for Black freedom.

Fortunately, the NOI was often received in the Black community 
as if it were a religious organization like Garvey’s. Ruby E. Maloney, 
after visiting an NOI meeting, wrote that the NOI members

regard Mr. Muhammad as a prophet. However, it would seem that 
they look to him as a nationalist leader rather than one who is 
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contributing a new religious insight [. . .] it appears to me that in 
embracing Islam they are attempting through religion to give the 
black man a sense of a past as well as a destiny that would transcend 
temporal economic and historical developments. In this way, their 
organization has gone beyond Garveyism. (qtd in Essien-Udom 
198–99)

Garvey’s name possessed rhetorical currency for anyone who 
wielded it, and it had the additional advantage of costing little. 
As Charles Eric Lincoln reported in the early 1960s, “the name of 
Marcus Garvey is one of the best known in recent Negro history” 
(56). Despite many attempts to disparage Garvey, he was perceived 
in the 1960s as a “cultural hero” who was even memorialized in 
“black-history pageants” (Deburg 53). To this day, many Black 
people perceive Garvey as one of several “great black fighters” 
(Cannato 307). Not only did Garvey set the stage for the eventual 
development of the NOI, but NOI ministers such as Malcolm could 
win great goodwill in the Black community simply by invoking 
Garvey’s name. In fact, claiming Garvey as “one of their own” was 
not particularly difficult given the many similarities between the 
NOI’s basic beliefs and those of Garvey. Moreover, who would—or 
could—disagree with the NOI’s invocations of Garvey? After all, 
Garvey had been deceased for nearly two decades and had left no 
standing organization to maintain his legacy.

Explicit references to Garvey as a figuration of goodness 
and as a figure in a long line of prophets became a tool the NOI 
used to establish its authority to speak to Black America. While 
invoking Garvey could not, by itself, smooth over all the rough 
edges of NOI doctrine, invoking Garvey was one of many rhetorical 
tactics Malcolm X deployed to enhance the overall ethos of Elijah 
Muhammad, the NOI generally, and himself, especially since his 
own father had been a passionate advocate for Garvey’s ideas and 
had even been martyred for proclaiming them.

Hypocrisy
One of the many other rhetorical devices Malcolm employed while 
representing the Nation of Islam was use of the word “hypocrisy” 
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and all its derivations. He used the word for various purposes, 
applying it to general situations (e.g., CSDI 1: 294); to notions of, 
and discussions related to, integration (e.g., CSDI 1: 24); to people 
identified as Northern integrationists (e.g., CSDI 1: 184); to actions 
of individuals favoring integration (e.g., CSDI 1:129); to the entirety 
of the US government (e.g., CSDI 1: 184); and even as a modifier 
of his own hypothetical behavior (CSDI 1: 76). Simply by the 
standard of mere frequency of use, “hypocrisy” and related terms 
possessed great power in Malcolm’s rhetoric. (Variations of the 
word appear nearly one hundred times in CSDI 1 and nearly twenty-
five times in CSDI 2.) Further illustrating the importance the Nation 
of Islam ascribed to the concept of hypocrisy was the denunciation 
of Malcolm himself as a “hypocrite” following his departure from 
the NOI. This denunciation came from Philbert X, Malcolm’s older 
brother, who originally converted him to the organization (qtd in 
Blackwell 11A).

As Robert Terrill and others have observed, use of this word 
illustrates one apparent benefit of advocating for an apparently stable 
belief-system. Advocates for the NOI could even characterize all 
whites as hypocrites. Accusations of “hypocrisy” allowed Malcolm 
to connect individual white people and white governance with white 
oppression, even when individual whites themselves might seem 
“good” or “sympathetic.” Given the many strict requirements the 
NOI placed on its members regarding dress, mannerisms, diet, etc., 
NOI members probably considered themselves, in general, much 
more morally consistent than most people. Their own consistency 
made many other people appear to them, inevitably, as hypocrites. 
Accusations of hypocrisy required very little explanation and allowed 
Malcolm to denigrate many people, ideas, and situations in ways his 
audience could readily grasp. He was able “to talk right down to 
earth in a language that everybody here can easily understand” (see 
Breitman 4 and CSDI 1: 321).

In terms of rhetorical theory, I view Malcolm’s deployment 
of “hypocrite,” “hypocrisy,” and “hypocritical” as a “condensation 
symbol.” Doris Graber defines a “condensation symbol” as “a name, 
word, phrase, or maxim which stirs vivid impressions involving the 
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listener’s most basic values” (289). David Zarefsky explains that 
“condensation symbols are particularly useful when applied to 
ambiguous situations because they enable an individual to focus 
on the specific aspects of the situation that are most meaningful” 
(11). And as James Jasinski observes, condensation symbols “are 
cues for motivating and/or energizing larger groups of people” (98). 
Malcolm X’s use of the word and concept of “hypocrisy” can be 
understood as a condensation symbol that allowed little explanation 
when he attached it to the beliefs, words, or deeds he criticized. He 
used the concept to energize and persuade his audiences. Murray 
Edelman argues, in fact, that audience reactions to condensation 
symbols “are not based upon” observed or verified “facts” but on 
social cues intended to prompt derision (7).

In my view, Malcolm used the notion of hypocrisy as a 
condensation symbol for at least three reasons. First, as previously 
mentioned, the stability both of NOI doctrine and NOI conduct 
allowed him to criticize the instability of nearly any aspect of 
general American life, especially given the moral flexibility built 
into secular white culture. Few whites (and, in fact, few Blacks) 
lived lives as rigidly wholesome as the lives lived by members of 
the NOI. Malcolm could denounce almost any aspect of white life 
as morally unstable. Second, given the audiences Malcolm was 
primarily addressing—mostly people with little formal education 
(see Terrill 8–11 and Branch 4)—he needed to display disapproval 
with as little explanation as possible. He not only called opponents 
of the NOI “dogs,” “snakes,” and “devils” but also used “hypocrisy” 
to associate them with lying, cheating, and theft. Finally, because 
Malcolm’s use of the concept of hypocrisy could be applied both to 
ideas and individuals, it enhanced Malcolm’s own ethos. It made him 
seem ethically superior to the people he criticized. When Malcolm 
used “hypocrisy” as a rhetorical weapon, he was simultaneously 
indicting his target as morally expedient and implying both his own 
moral consistency and that of the NOI.
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Anaphora
Another of the many aspects of Malcolm X’s style while he 
represented the Nation of Islam was his use of anaphora. Anaphora 
is defined as both “repetition of the same word or group of words 
at the beginning of successive clauses, sentences, or lines” (Burton) 
and as “using a pronoun or other pro-word instead of repeating a 
word” (“Anaphora,” Wordnet). Malcolm’s style often displays both 
meanings of the word. An example of the first meaning of anaphora 
is apparent here: 

In America, when a black man resists a white man trying to put a rope 
around his neck, the black man is accused of violence. In America, 
when a black man resists the hatred that is being taught by the white 
man, then a black man is accused of teaching hatred. In America, 
when the black man makes resistance against the white supremacy 
doctrine and brainwashing that have been done to black people to 
make black people hate themselves, then the black man is accused of 
advocating. . . [black] supremacy, which is only designed to offset the 
inferiority complex that he has his overdose of white supremacy here 
in America. So in America, black people should never be accused 
of being violent or advocating violence. In America, one a black 
man says ‘I have to defend myself,’ you should call that what it is, 
self-defense. And if America has the right to defend herself from her 
enemies, the black man in America has a right to defend himself from 
his enemies. (CSDI 1: 103)

Here, Malcolm utilizes the phrase “in America” in at least two 
ways: to allow his audience to consider the implied comparison 
with other locales (why should we focus on injustice abroad when 
there is injustice here?); and to compare the United States to the so-
called “unfree” countries of the Soviet bloc. These were arguments 
Malcolm frequently made in his writings and speeches. Here, the 
anaphoric use of “in America” allows Malcolm to emphasize the 
unfree conditions of Black people in a supposedly “free” country. 
In addition, this anaphora suggests that Black Americans might find 
effective allies outside of “America.”

Malcolm X and the Nation of Islam
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Malcolm’s anaphoric style, this time manifested in repeated 
pronouns, also appears in his January 1963 speech at Michigan State 
University:

Black people in this country are no more interested in token integration 
then they would be if you offered them a chance to sit inside a furnace 
somewhere. The only one who’ll do that is the twentieth-century 
Uncle Tom. And you can always tell him because he wants to be next 
to you. He wants to eat with you. He wants to sleep with you. He 
wants to marry your woman, marry your mother, marry your sister, 
marry your daughter. (Perry 31; CSDI 1: 129; italics added)

Jasinski (543) notes that anaphora can be useful in building to a 
climax, and Edward P. J. Corbett argues that examples of anaphora 
generally “produce a strong emotional effect” (473). Malcolm uses 
anaphora to achieve both objectives. In fact, the passage just quoted 
from the speech at Michigan State University was followed by 
audience laughter.

Terrill has argued that Malcolm was keenly aware of what 
skillful oratory could accomplish (6). He has been called both a 
“street-corner spell-binder” (Boulware 12), “indisputably an orator 
of the first rank” (Campbell 150) and even (in a back-handed 
compliment) “a brilliant speaker and a studied orator, capable of 
swinging any audience in the typical manner displayed by Adolf 
Hitler” (qtd in Branch 12). However, the work done on his style has 
often failed to emphasize his powerful use of anaphora, which was 
especially powerful when used by Malcolm X.

“Lawyer Tricks” and Debating Convicts
Another foundation of Malcolm’s rhetorical practice was his use 
of tactics he honed while participating in formal debates. Although 
studied most comprehensively by Robert Branham, Malcolm’s 
tactics in these debates remain one of the least theorized aspects 
of his rhetoric. Further, tactics developed within the confines of 
formal debates and extended into his public address generally have 
received even less attention. One way in which Malcolm was able to 
convey the message of Elijah Muhammad persuasively, despite the 
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constraints entailed by that message, was by using tactics learned in 
and borrowed from formal debates, especially the debates in which 
he participated so successfully while he was still in prison.

At the Norfolk Prison Colony, Malcolm had access to a grand 
library as well as an exceptional prison speech and debate program 
(see Branham 120–21). Engaging in the prison debate organization 
provided Malcolm with “a new medium for the expression of 
his emerging political philosophy and with a regular forum in 
which he could appeal to fellow prisoners and confront white 
adversaries, whether prisoners or visiting debaters representing 
prestigious colleges and universities” (Branham 121). He excelled 
at self-education and quickly became, at least according to some 
assessments, “the most respected debater in the country” (Branham 
117; Breitman, Malcolm X 5). Malcolm Jarvis recalled successfully 
partnering with Malcolm X against debaters from a number of 
prestigious schools such as Harvard, Boston College, M.I.T., and 
Yale. And it has been reported that for six years in the 1950s, the 
Norfolk prisoners never lost a debate (Branham 121).

Malcolm’s prison debate experience helped him hone skills 
he would later use in more than twenty formal post-prison debates 
(Branham 117). However, he also successfully deployed these same 
skills in other contexts, including in public speaking occasions when 
there was no discernable “opponent.” Two specific debating tactics 
Malcolm especially enjoyed were turning an opponent’s argument 
for his own advantage and the method of showing the absurd 
consequences of an opposing argument (“reductio ad absurdum”).

Turning an Opponent’s Argument
One way that allowed Malcolm to seize control rhetorically of almost 
any situation was his ability to turn an opponent’s argument to his 
own advantage. At least three types of public speaking occasions 
offered Malcolm opportunities to invert an opponent’s argument 
by questioning one of the opponent’s underlying assumptions. For 
example, Malcolm once displayed this ability in answering the oft-
heard claim that the American government is good because it does 
good deeds. Malcolm refutes this argument by asserting that Black 

Malcolm X and the Nation of Islam
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Americans “have been colonized by a nation that has perfected the 
art of hypocrisy to such a high degree [that] they’ll stand up and 
make themselves look like Angels in disguise when they’ve blood 
of Black People dripping from their mouths and dripping from their 
fingers” (CSDI 1: 103). In effect, he argues, any observable “good” 
done by the American government is nothing more than a ruse to 
obscure that government’s oppression of Black Americans. Malcolm 
thus indicts a perceived positive by presenting it as a negative. This 
kind of argument could work especially well if there were no actual 
opponent present to challenge it.

However, another instance when Malcolm displayed this 
tactic occurred during a roundtable panel television program, when 
an opponent actually was present. During an exchange with Mrs. 
Constance Baker Motley, assistant counsel of the Legal Defense 
Fund of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People (NAACP), on “Open Mind,” an NBC Sunday television 
program, Malcolm was asked,

You recognize, don’t you, that they [i.e., American blacks] have 
made some progress and that there has been greater dignity accorded 
to the American Negro? We don’t disagree on that, do we? Don’t you 
think that the Negro today is substantially better off than he was at 
the end of slavery and that through our own efforts and the efforts 
of other members of our society we have made progress, and we are 
continuing to make progress? (CSDI 1: 73)

Malcolm responded by turning Mortley’s own argument against her:

As a lawyer, I’m sure you’ll agree that if you put a man in prison 
illegally and unjustly, one who has not committed a crime, and after 
putting him there you keep him in solitary confinement, it’s doubly 
cruel. Now if you let him out of solitary into the regular prison yard, 
you can call that progress if you want, but the man was not supposed 
to be put in prison in the first place. (CSDI 1: 73)

In this instance, Malcolm utilizes Motley’s own word, “progress,” 
to undermine her larger case. By reinterpreting the definition of 
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“progress,” Malcolm calls into question all such views. In effect, 
Malcolm implies that the fact that the NAACP thinks this is progress 
explains why you should follow someone else.

A third situation in which Malcolm utilized this rhetorical tactic 
was in a formal debate with Bayard Rustin, in November 1960. 
Rustin asked Malcolm if Elijah Muhammad’s “solution” required 
a separate state for Black Americans beyond the boundaries of the 
United States. Malcolm deflected the question and instead indicted 
one of the underlying assumptions Rustin uses to set up his question. 
Malcolm replied:

Well, Mr. Rustin, let me say this about “full-fledged” or as they say 
“first-class” citizenship. Most of the so-called Negro leaders have 
got the Negro masses used to thinking in terms of second-class 
citizenship, of which there is no such thing. We who follow the 
Honorable Elijah Muhammad believe that a man is either a citizen 
or he is not a citizen. He is not a citizen by degree. If the black man 
in America is not recognized as a first-class citizen, we don’t feel 
that he is a citizen at all. People come here from Hungary and are 
integrated into the American way of life over night, they are not put 
into any fourth class or third class or any kind of class. The only one 
who is put in this category is the so-called Negro who is forced to 
beg the white man to accept him. We feel that if 100 years after the 
so-called Emancipation Proclamation the black man is still not free, 
then we don’t feel that what Lincoln did set them free in the first 
place. (CSDI 1: 23)

In this way, Malcolm is able to put Rustin on the defensive and, 
as even Rustin realizes, Malcolm manages to avoid answering his 
original question. By questioning the assumption that citizenship 
can in fact be said to exist at all in a non-fully-fledged capacity, 
Malcolm tries to make it obvious to his audience that a separate state 
is the only solution that makes any sense.

Considered together, these three examples display one way 
in which Malcolm X was able to effectively communicate despite 
the constraints of NOI doctrine. In various contexts, Malcolm 
turned an opponent’s argument toward the conclusion Malcolm, 
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not the opponent, had been seeking. Whether in solitary addresses 
to audiences, roundtable discussions, or actual formal debates, 
his ability to invert opposing arguments helped him dissuade his 
audiences from supporting an opposite opinion even as it also helped 
enhance his own ethos, or sense of ethical appeal.

Reductio Ad Absurdum, or Logical Extension
Another tactic favored by Malcolm was the reductio ad absurdum, 
or the logical extension. This tactic involves taking an opponent’s 
argument to its logical extreme so as to display its absurdity (Weston 
48). Such practices are still common in formal debates. Malcolm 
considered it one of his favorite “lawyer tricks” and used it especially 
during sparring sessions with reporters. He reportedly explained that 
when he was asked a difficult question he would often “slide right 
over the reporter’s question to drop into his lap a logical-extension 
hot potato for him” (Haley and X 310).

Though an ability to escape a reporter’s tough questioning was 
useful to maintaining Malcolm’s public image as always having an 
answer ready, understanding the reductio ad absurdum as it relates 
to the condensation symbol “hypocrisy” reveals it as an integrated 
aspect of a complete tactical system. To display the hypocrisy of a 
particular perspective or approach, Malcolm might extend the logic 
of that approach to its ultimate and absurd extreme. For instance, 
in the 1963 Michigan State University address, Malcolm indicts 
the idea of integration and its supporters as hypocritical. He even 
suggests that integration results from, and will result in, the constant 
desire of Black men to sleep with white women: “He wants to marry 
your woman, marry your mother, marry your sister, marry your 
daughter. And if you watch him close enough he’s even after your 
wife”—a claim that generated great laughter (CSDI 1: 129).

Though obviously not an absurd idea in the abstract, interracial 
dating, or the even more “extreme” interracial marriage, had little 
to do with the professed goals of integrationists, partly because 
interracial relationships were highly taboo practices in the 1960s (as 
well as later among many people).
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In short, Malcolm’s use of the reductio ad absurdum, or logical 
extension, was one of many tactics he employed. By extending the 
arguments of his opponents (again whether present or virtual) to 
their logical extremes, Malcolm was able to reduce the tendency of 
his audiences to support positions he derided. Considered in their 
totality, the rhetorical tactics he developed as a prison debater helped 
him gain an audience’s consent in some instances, view Malcolm as 
the “winner” in others, and simply enhance his ethical appeal in 
general.

Conclusion
Malcolm X was perhaps the most effective proponent—ever—of 
NOI doctrines. Those doctrines, especially claims about distant 
history involving an evil scientist and claims about an apocalyptic 
future ushered in by a destructive spaceship, would have been easy 
for Malcolm’s opponents to ridicule. Rather than emphasizing 
those particular doctrines when speaking to general audiences, 
he effectively employed a whole arsenal of rhetorical techniques 
designed to persuade some audiences and ridicule others. Among 
those techniques were his invocations of Marcus Garvey, his use 
of anaphora, his accusations of hypocrisy, and his use of various 
tactics he had learned as a prison debater, including “turning” an 
opponent’s argument and/or undercutting that argument by taking it 
to absurd extremes. Invocations of Garvey appealed to Black pride; 
use of anaphora gave Malcolm’s claims a powerful, propulsive 
sense of rhythm; accusations of hypocrisy put his opponents on the 
defensive; and “turning” his opponents’ arguments, or implying their 
absurdity, were effective tactics he had learned as a debater. All these 
techniques were effective ways for Malcolm to make his rhetorical 
case, especially to audiences who were not already members of the 
Nation of Islam. 
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