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Abstract 

The Nation of Islam, under the leadership of Elijah Muhammad, published a 

weekly newspaper called Muhammad Speaks between 1960 and 1975.  Applying 

theoretical concepts of counternarratives and myth from Hilde Lindemann Nelson and 

Wendy Doniger, I argue that the cosmology presented in Muhammad Speaks functions 

as a multifaceted counternarrative that responds differently to a white master narrative 

and an orthodox Muslim master narrative.  Furthermore, I argue that because the 

cosmology is a mythic narrative, writers in Muhammad Speaks build authority for the 

NOI by shifting between lenses, which results in the creation of an identity that is not 

simply responsive to the master narratives but that is able to stand independently as a 

constructive identity.   By melding Nelson’s theory of counternarratives with Doniger’s 

theory of myth, I explore the relationship between religion and politics and propose 

that the two are intertwined.  
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Introduction 

In May of 1960, the Nation of Islam began producing a weekly periodical 

entitled Muhammad Speaks.  From 1960 until Elijah Muhammad’s death in 1975, 

Muhammad Speaks was a primary way the Nation communicated its message.  

Muhammad Speaks contains a variety of written and illustrated sources from Elijah 

Muhammad, the leader of the Nation at the time, as well as weekly columnists, 

journalists from outside the Nation, and ordinary members of the Nation of Islam.  

During these years the Nation was also responding to the Civil Rights Movement and 

other black movements by offering an alternative approach to conceptualizing racial 

identity and challenging white supremacy.  Furthermore, increasing publicity, 

including most notably Malcom X’s break with the Nation, required the Nation of 

Islam to respond to critics who alleged that the Nation was not actually Muslim.   

Muhammad Speaks serves to present and shape a counternarrative, in that it 

positions itself as a force for change within society.  In particular, Muhammad Speaks 

illuminates the Nation’s cosmology as the identity-creating narrative of the NOI.  To 

explain the identity-creation function of the Nation’s cosmology, I draw on Hilde 

Lindemann Nelson’s theory of counternarratives as a form of narrative repair.  Nelson 

explains, 

[Counterstories] are stories that define people morally, and are developed 

for the express purpose of resisting and undermining an oppressive master 

narrative…Counterstories take up an oppressive but shared moral 

understanding and attempt to shift it, rejecting its assumption that people 

with a particular group identity are to be subordinated to others or denied 
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access to personal and social goods.  They are, then, narrative acts of 

insubordination.
1
  

Reading the cosmological narrative of the NOI as a counternarrative is informative 

because it allows us to consider the way that it has been shaped by the master 

narratives it is confronting, illuminating how the NOI’s narrative combines both 

political and religious elements.   

Nelson defines a master narrative as a collection of “stock plots and character 

types that we borrow from the familiar stories embodying our culture’s socially shared 

understandings.”
2
  When Nelson refers to stock plots and characters, she is not 

claiming universally shared characters, but rather plots and characters that become 

powerful within a specific culture.  For instance, Nelson points to the figure of the 

single mother on welfare within the United States, a character type that evokes a host 

of other assumptions because of the role that single welfare mothers play in American 

master narratives.
3
  Master narratives are made up of a collection of stock figures and 

stories that overlap, often imperfectly.  I posit that the Nation of Islam is responding to 

two master narratives – a white supremacist master narrative and a master narrative of 

orthodox Islam.
4
  Because the term master narrative captures the sense in which ideas 

                                                 
1
 Hilde Lindemann Nelson, Damaged Identities, Narrative Repair (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 

2001), 8. 
2
 Ibid., 71. 

3
 Ibid., 143. 

4
 Orthodox Islam is an imperfect term for several reasons.  First, people seeking to exclude others from 

their group frequently deploy the idea of orthodoxy, and so what counts as orthodox changes based on 

the situation.  Second, orthodox as a term presumes that belief is the central concern, which is a concept 

imported from the Protestant roots of many of the founders of the study of religion, and is not especially 

applicable to Islam.  Finally, orthodox often invokes the idea of a centralized institution that can enforce 

rules, something that Islam does not have.  Nonetheless, I use the term orthodox Islam because it is the 

term that writers in Muhammad Speaks use, but it is important to note that they are using a more 

colloquial definition of orthodox that encompasses both what we might call orthodoxy and orthopraxy 

and refers generally to group pressure to conform to certain expectations of what Islam should look like.  

However, even those within the Nation do not always agree about what constitutes orthodox Islam, and 

so I use the term in a loose sense, to incorporate a variety of concerns about the ways in which others 

perceive the Nation’s adherence to their concepts of what Islam means.   
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of white supremacy or orthodox Islam are not monolithic but instead contain a 

multitude of ideas which may sometimes conflict, master narrative is an especially 

useful concept when thinking about the world to which the NOI is responding.  For 

example, if one uses a conception of narrative that focuses on prescriptions for action, 

white integrationists and members of the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) are telling drastically 

different narratives.  However, I would argue that prescriptions for action, while an 

outgrowth of narratives, are not actually part of the narrative.  That is, while the white 

integrationist and the member of the KKK act in radically different ways, they both 

draw on similar stock characters and plots – working with an ideal citizen that is 

grounded in whiteness, using a concept of black American that denies any (valuable) 

history before slavery, and juxtaposing the good, cooperative, implicitly (or explicitly) 

submissive black person with the bad, resistive, implicitly or explicitly violent and 

animalistic black person.  These stock characters and plots are used in different ways, 

but together they constitute a master narrative of white supremacy in the United States 

that the NOI fights back against.   

This conception of master narrative as an imperfect assemblage is especially 

important in the context of orthodox Islam, because there is no one concept that one 

could identify as orthodox, since many different people have many different ideas of 

what counts as orthodox (and what counts as Islam).  However, I argue that there is 

again a collection of stories that make up something we can call an orthodox Muslim 

master narrative, even though, as with all master narratives, the boundaries are porous.  

Indeed, porous boundaries are an important part of how master narratives work, as they 

allow the master narrative to assimilate new and potentially resistive narratives.  To be 
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clear, the process of assimilating new narratives is not the same as assimilating 

oppressed people – and this is a point the NOI repeatedly makes while talking about 

black integrationists when the Nation warns that even though white integrationists have 

accepted a colorblind narrative, they will not actually assimilate black people in any 

meaningful fashion.  This is also why I am so interested in the process of navigation 

that the NOI undertakes in Muhammad Speaks, because the NOI is facing master 

narratives that appear at times to be shifting.   

In addition to Nelson, I also draw on Wendy Doniger’s theory of myth to 

consider how narratives might change in a religious context.  Doniger argues that “the 

mythical method is the narrative method, but a very special sort of narrative method… 

constantly invoking mythic tropes, constantly fiddling with the lenses.”
5
  When 

Doniger describes lenses, she is invoking a metaphor that uses telescopes and 

microscopes to represent the way in which myths fluctuate between large scale, 

universal vantage points and specific, detail-focused views, painting an overall 

narrative that includes both cosmic and individual themes.  I add to my application of 

Doniger’s lenses a naked eye lens that Doniger mentions but then decides not to focus 

on which represents a middle point between universal and specific viewpoints.
6
  

Therefore, for Doniger, myths are particular types of narrative that contain multiple 

levels of specificity.  Doniger defines myth as “a story that is sacred to and shared by a 

group of people who find their most important meanings in it” and notes that myth 

refers not to a single telling of a story, but rather to a narrative, in the sense of Nelson’s 

                                                 
5
 Wendy Doniger, The Implied Spider: Politics & Theology in Myth, (New York: Columbia University 

Press, 1998), 8. 
6
 Ibid., 11. 
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stock plots and characters, that underpins a collection of stories.
7
  Combining 

Doniger’s conception of myth with Nelson’s theory of narratives adds an 

understanding of the ways in which the Nation’s cosmology is able to construct an 

identity on not just an individual, but also a cosmic level.  Her use of the lenses 

metaphor contributes to Nelson’s understanding by explaining how it is that mythic 

narratives can construct both individual and group identities in both an everyday sense 

and in a larger, more metaphysical sense.  Furthermore, Doniger’s interpretation of 

myth clarifies the significance of the NOI’s cosmology for the members of the Nation 

by highlighting the sacred nature of this narrative.   

Indeed, applying Doniger’s interpretation to the Nation’s cosmology requires 

taking the Nation’s claim to be a religion at face value, which has not been a consistent 

position in scholarship on the Nation.
8
  However, rejecting the religious status of the 

NOI is incoherent from the perspective of their own understanding of the movement, as 

Edward Curtis explains, “NOI members may have held political positions…and they 

may have been looking for solutions to their political and social problems.  But what 

made them cohere, what made them a movement, was their devotion to a 

comprehensive religious system.”
9
  Going beyond Curtis, by combining Doniger and 

Nelson I can analyze the Nation’s cosmology without needing to make a divide 

between political and religious aspects of the Nation.  The concept of counternarrative 

produced by the synthesis of Doniger and Nelson’s ideas focuses on the way that all of 

                                                 
7
 Ibid., 2. 

8
 Edward E. Curtis, Black Muslim Religion in the Nation of Islam, 1960-1975 (Chapel Hill, NC: 

University of North Carolina Press, 2006), 4. 
9
 Ibid., 6. 
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the aspects of the Nation’s cosmology, from specific political demands to universal 

arcs of history, are important in identity construction.   

Taken together, Doniger and Nelson provide a framework within which to 

analyze how the Nation’s cosmology functions to define the identity of the members of 

the Nation in the midst of criticism and oppression.  In this thesis, I argue that the 

cosmology presented in Muhammad Speaks functions as a multifaceted 

counternarrative that responds differently to the white master narrative and the 

orthodox Muslim master narrative.  Furthermore, I argue that because the cosmology is 

a mythic narrative, writers in Muhammad Speaks build authority for the NOI by 

shifting between lenses, which results in the creation of an identity that is not simply 

responsive to the master narratives but that is able to stand independently as a 

constructive identity.  I begin by laying the groundwork: providing a basic outline of 

the Nation’s cosmology, presenting my argument for the applicability of Doniger and 

Nelson’s theories to the Nation, and highlighting two key themes within Muhammad 

Speaks.  Then I examine the ways in which the Nation responds to both the white 

supremacist master narrative and the master narrative of orthodox Islam.  In both, I 

argue that ambiguity and multiplicity are crucial to the Nation’s ability to navigate 

between these master narratives.  Throughout, I identify the specific features of the 

Nation’s cosmology that allow it to construct a religious identity and respond to both 

master narratives.   

Since I focus on the presentation of the Nation’s cosmology within Muhammad 

Speaks, it is worth noting that Muhammad Speaks as a source presents a variety of 

challenges, although it also offers a unique approach to studying the Nation of Islam.  
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First, the paper was edited by a variety of editors over its existence, but for the majority 

of the time the editor was either Richard Durham or John Woodford, neither of whom 

were members of the Nation.
10

  Indeed, while there are several sections of the paper 

clearly committed to the Nation, the news stories printed in the paper were often 

syndicated from other black newspapers.  To the best of my ability, I have quoted only 

from articles that are associated with the Nation of Islam, but even still, it is not clear 

how much authority Elijah Muhammad had over the paper, and given statements from 

the editors on the importance of independence, it is likely that he had little to no direct 

oversight.
11

  While this can make it difficult to determine the authority of pieces 

published in Muhammad Speaks, it also presents an exciting opportunity to get a 

sample of the diversity of views found within the Nation.   

In addition to concerns about whether articles published in Muhammad Speaks 

are representative of the Nation of Islam as understood by Elijah Muhammad, there are 

also frequently difficulties in comprehensibility.  I have reproduced quotes faithfully, 

and many of them do not follow current rules of English grammar or have inconsistent 

use of capitalization.  These difficulties both support the idea that Muhammad Speaks 

gives us a picture of the largely uncensored views of members at all levels of the 

Nation, and makes some quotes difficult to parse.  Because of this, I occasionally draw 

on primary sources outside of Muhammad Speaks, including speeches and books by 

Elijah Muhammad and by Malcolm X before his departure from the Nation.   

                                                 
10

 Askia Muhammad, “Muhammad Speaks, a Trailblazer in the Newspaper Industry,” Final Call, 

October 30, 2009, http://www.finalcall.com/artman/publish/National_News_2/article_6544.shtml. 
11

 Curtis, Black Muslim Religion in the Nation of Islam, 1960-1975, 191. 
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Chapter 1 – Narrative Repair – Identity Creation through 

Cosmology 

The Nation of Islam’s cosmology is complex and fluid, frequently rearticulated 

in pieces throughout Muhammad Speaks, as well as in speeches made by key figures in 

the Nation from 1960 to 1975.  Two critical and related aspects of identity creation 

through the NOI’s cosmology are an understanding of blackness and Muslimness as 

intertwined and inseparable, and the position that this identity has privileged access to 

truth through anti-supernaturalism.  Both this racial/religious identity and its 

relationship to science constitute narrative repair because they establish members of the 

Nation of Islam as moral agents.  Indeed, they establish members not just as moral 

agents worthy of equal treatment, but as privileged moral agents in the sense that they 

are chosen people who will be saved via future divine intervention, and in the sense 

that they have unique insight into how the world functions.   

Section 1.1 – Multifaceted Cosmology – When Many People Tell the 

Same Myth 

 The Nation of Islam’s cosmology changes as a variety of people present it at 

different times, and is often only told in parts, so a single, authoritative description of 

their cosmology is impossible.  This multiplicitous formation of the Nation’s 

cosmology is common to mythic narratives generally, because they are narratives 

shared by a large number of people who are all trying to use the narrative to make 
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sense of their own lives and place in the cosmos.
12

  Indeed, it is their multiplicity that 

grants myths their strength, because they are able to adapt to various circumstances, 

and that adaptation is found within retellings of the Nation’s cosmology as well.  

However, despite this multiplicity, four common themes run through the retellings, and 

from those we can piece together a general picture of the cosmology.   

 The first of these common themes is that of the black man as the original 

inhabitant of the Earth.  “Muhammad’s Message,” a series of cartoons made by E. 

Majied, was most likely a comic aimed towards children as it depicts conversations 

between children and parents about key topics in the Nation of Islam.  In the August 

20, 1965 edition of the comic, the father explains that the black man is the original 

man:   

 

Figure 1- Muhammad’s Message reproduced from E Majied, “Muhammad’s Message,” Muhammad Speaks, August 

20, 1965, 9. 

 The comic sets up a distinction between Negro and black man by having the 

child ask who they are if they are not Negros.  While this distinction is not always 

present in writings in Muhammad Speaks, in this case it is likely a reference to a 

rejection of the term Negro as a rejection of an understanding of blackness through the 

lens of white people.  Instead, the new identity created by the comic is that of the black 

                                                 
12

 Doniger, The Implied Spider, 2, 84.  
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man of the Great Aboriginal Nation, which marks black people as the original 

inhabitants of the earth.  The use of the term Aboriginal is probably a result of the anti-

colonial thought within the Nation.  The longevity of the black Nation is emphasized in 

the last panel, as the father’s words blend into an image of the Fruit of Islam, the all-

male paramilitary organization of the Nation.  Combined with the father’s assertion 

that black people have been, and will continue to be, on earth for ages, the image 

connects the history of the black man to the Nation.  The implication is that the future 

of black people is with the Nation of Islam.  The father in the comic also declares that 

the black man is “God of the universe” and “father of all races.”  Both points are 

repeated themes within the Nation’s cosmology.   

The concept of God is mixed throughout retellings of the cosmology, and even 

the comic uses “God” in two different ways, both in reference to the original man and 

in a parenthetical for Allah.  At times the NOI speaks of multiple gods, such as in this 

passage from Elijah Muhammad’s Message to the Blackman: “Well, we all know that 

there was a God in the beginning that created all these things and do know that He does 

not exist today.  But we know again that from that God the person of God continued 

until today in His people, and today a Supreme One (God) has appeared among us with 

the same infinite wisdom to bring about a complete change.”
13

  Here there are clearly at 

least two separate God figures: the original creator God that no longer exists, and the 

Supreme One that is a continuation of that God through the lineage of the black man.  

Like the comic, this passage alludes to the divinity of the black people, implying that 

                                                 
13

 Elijah Muhammad, Message to the Blackman in America (Atlanta, GA: Messenger Elijah Muhammad 

Propagation Society, 1997), 9. 
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they carry the person of God with them.
14

  However, in other places it is clear that God 

is human, not a spirit.  Elsewhere in Message to the Blackman, Elijah Muhammad 

writes, “God is a man and we cannot make Him other than man…Are we living in a 

material universe or a ‘spirit’ universe?  We are material beings and live in a material 

universe.”
15

  Therefore, it is difficult to understand the person of God being carried 

through black people as a spirit.  However, there are other references to an incarnation 

of God, for instance, Shirley A.X, Elijah Muhammad’s secretary, says “Every Black 

Man and Black Woman in America should give Praises and Thanks to Allah, Who 

Came in the Person of Master Fard Muhammad, for raising up for us a Leader, 

Teacher, and Divine Guide in the Person of the Most Honorable Elijah Muhammad.”
16

  

In this case, Allah, coming in the person of Fard Muhammad, appears to have 

undergone incarnation.  However, in other retellings it is not clear if Fard Muhammad, 

nearly universally represented as a God, is the same as Allah.  Joseph Warren signs a 

letter to Muhammad Speaks by saying “I am thankful to Allah, Master Fard 

Muhammad the God of Muhammad and the Black man to be alive to see beyond all 

                                                 
14

 This idea of the incarnation of God within humans, which appears again in the Nation’s description of 

Master Fard Muhammad, appears to echo Christian concepts of incarnation.  Indeed, it is not surprising 

that the Nation uses Christian imagery, given the Christian background of many of the members of the 

Nation, as well as in American society at large.  However, the NOI’s use of Christian imagery also has a 

strategic function.  The Nation relies on a tactic of narrative inversion to challenge (Christian) white 

master narratives, and the practice of narrative inversion requires the Nation to use language that 

parallels the language of the master narrative while flipping the meanings.  In this case, the NOI is 

keeping the image of incarnation, while changing the person in whom God is incarnate from Jesus 

(usually depicted as white in white Christian imagery at the time), to Master Fard Muhammad, a black 

man according to the Nation’s understanding of blackness.  Preserving the imagery makes the NOI’s 

cosmology intelligible to Christians (or former Christians), which makes the contrasts the Nation draws 

between its own cosmology and a Christian cosmology more powerful.  At the same time, the NOI 

rejects that the imagery is Christian, often asserting that they are reclaiming imagery from Christians 

who, according to the Nation, have misinterpreted or corrupted it.   
15

 Elijah Muhammad, Message to the Blackman in America. 6. 
16

 Shirley A.X, “Messenger Muhammad Is Building a Nation,” Muhammad Speaks, October 2, 1970, 

sec. What Islam Has Done for Me. 
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reasonable doubt that his is the devil.”
17

  The structure of this sentence makes it 

difficult to parse, and the ambiguity emphasizes the complicated understandings of 

God within the Nation of Islam.  However, in other places the nature of God is less 

ambiguous, for instance, in “What the Muslims Believe,” the first belief is “We believe 

in the One God Whose proper Name is Allah.”
18

  This clear statement of belief in Allah 

as the One God is in the section of Muhammad Speaks that purports to answer the 

questions asked most frequently by those outside the Nation, and that may explain the 

lack of ambiguity.  However, this section does not abandon incarnation, as the twelfth 

belief is that “We believe that Allah (God) appeared in the Person of Master W. Fard 

Muhammad, July, 1930; the long-awaited ‘Messiah’ of the Christians and ‘Mahdi’ of 

the Muslims.”
19

  The complexity and apparent changes in the presentation of God by 

people in the Nation expose the ways in which the NOI’s cosmology as a 

counternarrative adapts to different master narratives.  I will explore this topic further 

in both the section on spookism and the section on balancing master narratives.   

In addition to multiple understandings of God, another common motif 

throughout retellings of the Nation’s cosmology is the creation of white people.  Elijah 

Muhammad, explaining the meaning of the Moon on the Nation of Islam’s flag, ties in 

the story of Yakub’s creation of white people with the creation of the Moon.  

Muhammad explains that Yakub created an explosion intended to destroy the 

remaining black people but instead created the Moon, which serves as a reminder of 

the evilness of white people.  He writes,  

                                                 
17

 Joseph Warren, “Attica Inquiry: Supports Call for People’s Commission,” Muhammad Speaks, 

December 3, 1971. 
18

 “The Muslim Program,” Muhammad Speaks, February 26, 1965. 
19

 Ibid. 
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Allah (God) in the Person of Master Fard Muhammad taught me that a 

Black scientist, bent upon destroying us blasted that part (MOON) away 

from our earth.  He was the God of the MOON and his intention was of 

evil.  WE used to say, and many of us still say that Yakub was the first 

God of murder which is true of his race (white race) that he made.  Now, 

the God who tried to destroy us along with himself, his effort to do so, 

caused the making of our MOON.  The God of the MOON had murder 

and the destruction of the human family in his mind.  He was not 

successful in doing so.  Allah (God) used this history of that God to teach 

us what is in the mind of this people (The white race).
20

 

 

This description again plays on the multiple meanings of God within the Nation of 

Islam, clearly differentiating between Allah and Yakub, who Muhammad describes as 

the God of murder and the God of the Moon.  Yakub, a black man, is God in the same 

sense that all black people are Gods, but also in the sense that he has enormous power 

(having blasted the Moon off the earth).  However, the more frequently repeated motif 

is the creation of white people by a Yakub, a black scientist.  Malcolm X, in Black 

Man’s History, offers another explanation of the creation of white people:  

Yacub…set up a birth control law.  Then he told the nurse… if it’s a black 

child, put a needle in its brain and feed it to a wild animal…but if it’s a 

brown child, take that child to the mother and tell her that this is going to 

be a great man when he grows up because he’s lighter than the others…  

So in the black man there’s a brown man, in the brown man there’s a 

yellow man…  So that after six hundred years of destruction on the island 

of Pelan, they had grafted away the yellow, so that all they had left was a 

pale-skinned, blue-eyed, blond-haired thing that you call a man.
21

   

 

Malcolm X’s retelling captures a sense of the scale of time in the Nation’s cosmology, 

indicating that the creation of white people took six hundred years and took place in a 

scientific fashion, through the application of eugenics.  After the creation of white 

                                                 
20

 Elijah Muhammad, “The Flag of Islam,” Muhammad Speaks, September 25, 1970, S-8. 
21

 Malcolm X, The End of White World Supremacy: Four Speeches (New York: Arcade Pub, 1989),  55-

56. 
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people, there is often a description of how white people got to Europe.  A repeated 

section of Muhammad Speaks entitled “The Filth that Produces the Filth,” contains an 

interpretation of what is cited as Sura 7, verse 27 of the Qur’an: “This happened to the 

Black People who followed Yakub from Arabia.  [Allah] pulled off, from their original 

Self, the clothes of the Righteousness and the clothes to cover their shame; and then 

made them to go nude in the hills and cave-sides of Europe, until the birth of Moses.”
22

  

A crucial part of this description of white people’s journey to Europe is that it 

highlights that white people have lost their divinity, a theme that writers frequently 

reference in Muhammad Speaks. 

Section 1.2 – Applying Counternarratives to the Nation of Islam 

Applying Nelson’s counternarrative theory to the NOI’s cosmology is useful 

because the Nation’s cosmology directly responds to white master narratives.  Gabriel 

Acevedo et al., in an article about the narrative structure of the Nation, expound on the 

theory of counternarratives in the case of the NOI.  They posit that the NOI’s 

counternarrative functions through narrative inversion.  They explain,  

For potential recruits, what is offered here is a cosmological and 

metaphysically inspired explanation for the dire conditions experienced by 

a marginalized racial minority.  The explanation counters the master 

narrative and provides a new avenue for making sense of a dismal reality.  

By alluding to African Americans as the “original black nation,” a claim 

for superiority is made that attacks the heart of historical claims of white 

superiority — a textual example of narrative inversion where historical 

claims of white racial superiority are turned on their head.
23

   

 

                                                 
22

 “The Filth That Produces the Filth,” Muhammad Speaks, November 12, 1971. 
23

 Gabriel A. Acevedo, James Ordner, and Miriam Thompson, “Narrative Inversion as a Tactical 

Framing Device: The Ideological Origins of the Nation of Islam,” Narrative Inquiry 20, no. 1 (January 

2010), 139. 
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Here, Nelson’s theories of how counternarratives function provide some insight.  

Nelson offers three options for how counternarratives can function, and two of those 

three are useful in thinking about the NOI: refusal and contestation.  Nelson explains 

refusal: “The point of counterstories that refuse master narratives is not to change the 

dominant perspective of the group – it’s to shift how individuals within the group 

themselves understand who they are.  These stories are not for general consumption.”
24

  

In many ways, refusal fits with the NOI’s counternarratives.  For instance, an editorial 

in the July 9, 1965 edition of Muhammad Speaks states, “MUHAMMAD SPEAKS was 

not designed for ‘white people’ in the first place – it is designed for the salvation of the 

black people the slavemasters and sons of slavemasters continue to enslave.”
25

  This 

declaration supports the idea that the NOI is engaged in a counternarrative based on 

refusal, since the intended audience of the counternarratives is other members of the 

oppressed group rather than those who benefit from the master narrative.  In light of 

Nelson’s work, this characterization is troubling, because she concludes, 

“counterstories that refuse an oppressive identity offer only minimal amounts of 

resistance to the master narratives they counter,” while in fact many members of the 

NOI found the Nation’s cosmological narratives to have significant resistive power.
26

  

Instead she suggests that counternarratives that engage in contestation are the most 

effective, explaining, “members of a subgroup who contest a master narrative use the 

self-understanding generated by their counterstory for the political purpose of 

challenging, in the public domain, the dominant perception of the subgroup.”
27

  For 
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Nelson, public engagement with the counternarrative is crucial to the effectiveness of 

that counternarrative in challenging master narratives.  Therefore, contestation involves 

members of the oppressed group attempting to communicate their counternarrative to 

members of the dominant group.   

Certainly, some aspects of Muhammad Speaks support reading the NOI’s 

counternarratives as contestation.  Each issue contains a section called “The Muslim 

Program,” which provides a list of “What the Muslims Want” and “What the Muslims 

Believe.”
28

  The lists are prefaced by a declaration that “this is the question asked most 

frequently by both the whites and the blacks.”  Furthermore, some aspects of the list 

are directly phrased as demands upon the U.S. government, such as, “We believe that 

the Federal government should intercede to see that black men and women tried in 

white courts receive justice in accordance with the laws of the land.”
29

  The first 

declaration suggests that the NOI is aware that white people are paying attention to the 

Nation of Islam, and may be reading Muhammad Speaks.  The second is clearly a 

political demand upon members of the dominant group, even if it is phrased as a belief, 

because it is making a normative claim about what the federal government ought to do.  

However, arguably the demands upon the federal government are material, instead of 

narrative, demands, and so do not constitute an attempt to “alter the oppressor’s 

perception of the group.”
30

  

Indeed, while the somewhat conflicting approaches to readership in Muhammad 

Speaks suggest that the NOI navigates between refusal and contestation (I will return to 

this concept of navigation later), this example brings up a more pressing question of 
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whether the aims of the NOI are in fact at all aligned with the aims of counternarratives 

as described by Nelson.  Certainly the NOI, through the counternarratives in 

Muhammad Speaks, is trying to alter “the oppressed person’s perception of herself,” 

which is one of the aims that Nelson outlines.
31

  For example, there is a repeated motif 

in Muhammad Speaks of admonitions to “do for self,” which is used in cartoons to 

highlight the ways in which black people have lost their self-respect and need to gain it 

back by working to benefit the black community instead of working for white people.
32

  

However, it is also not at all clear that the NOI is invested in obtaining the respect of 

white people as they reject integrationists by saying, “We believe that the offer of 

integration is hypocritical and is made by those who are trying to deceive the black 

peoples into believing that their 400-year-old open enemies of freedom, justice and 

equality are, all of a sudden, their ‘friends.’”
33

  The Nation bases their rejection of 

integration on the idea that it is impossible to demand justice from white people, and 

therefore trying to alter white people’s perception of black people is useless.  On the 

other hand, the statement on “What the Muslims Believe” also lists the belief that “Our 

women should be respected and protected as the women of other nationalities are 

respected and protected.”
34

  While it is not entirely clear that the appeal for respect is 

being placed upon white people, the placement of this mandate among a list of other 

demands on those in power in the US suggests that this request is in fact a claim upon 

the oppressors.  Moreover, this appeal is a demand for a change in the oppressor’s 
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perspective on whether black women are “respectworthy moral agents.”
35

  It is 

worthwhile here to ask what Nelson means when she refers to respectworthy moral 

agents.  I understand her to mean something like personhood, which is to say that she is 

concerned about perceived moral agency because when moral agency is denied through 

master narratives, the implication is that the person whose agency is being denied is 

sub-human.
36

  Again, the NOI’s approach to counternarratives complicates Nelson’s 

theory by both demanding respect from oppressors and yet simultaneously seeming to 

think that trying to change the perspective of the oppressors is useless.  I would posit 

that this points to a failure of Nelson’s theory to acknowledge the ways in which 

demands for recognition can be fruitful sources of identity construction in the face of 

oppression, even if there is no serious attempt or belief that it is possible or valuable to 

achieve that recognition.  Thus the Nation can be both engaged in a political project of 

changing society while also rejecting the aspects of contestation that Nelson posits 

require trying to change the narrative in the eyes of the oppressors.   

Despite this divergence of Nelson’s theory with the narrative of the Nation of 

Islam, using Nelson’s theory of counternarratives is still useful in two main ways.  

First, Nelson provides a way of understanding counternarratives as resistive through 

their creation of identity, and the rest of this thesis will rely on Nelson’s description of 

the narrative creation of identity through counternarratives.  Even if Nelson’s theory is 

insufficient to explain all of the ways that the Nation of Islam deploys 

counternarratives against master narratives, the thread of identity construction is still 

important in understanding the NOI as a religious group.  Indeed, it is the process of 
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identity construction through their cosmology that clearly marks the NOI as a religious 

group, because the identity that the NOI constructs is a full identity (in the sense of an 

identity independent of resistance).  Second, Nelson posits that counternarratives are 

shaped by the master narratives that they resist. This idea is particularly useful in 

considering Acevedo et al.’s application of narrative inversion.  This also poses an 

interesting problem for the Nation of Islam in a religious context, as they find 

themselves in the position of needing to defend their normative construction of identity 

as unique even as the master narrative demands that they participate in a broad 

understanding of their identity as non-white in order to be legible.  This process 

informs the way in which the NOI engages in a process of navigation of a 

Muslim/black
37

 identity.   

Thus far, I have only discussed the NOI’s counternarratives in the context of 

resistance against a white master narrative, which is the context in which authors like 

Acevedo et al. have applied counternarrative theory.  However, unlike Acevedo et al., I 

also argue that the NOI operates in response to a master narrative of orthodox Islam, 

albeit in a way that is less clearly resistive.  While orthodox Islam is not a dominant 

narrative within the United States, it is the master narrative from which the Nation 

draws to create its own myth.  The orthodox Muslim master narrative should be 

understood as a narrative, because it, like all narratives, is made up of a loosely held 

together collection of stock plots and characters.  Furthermore, it invokes mythic tropes 
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and holds together a combination of cosmic and banal lenses that makes it particularly 

good at translating between individual situations and truths declared to be universal.  

This understanding of the orthodox master narrative as a mythic narrative elucidates 

the relationship between the Nation and other Muslims.  Viewing the orthodox Muslim 

master narrative as a myth that is designed to translate universal truths into individual 

actions accords with Nelson’s explanation of the purpose of master narratives, noting, 

“We use them not only to make sense of our experience but also to justify what we 

do.”
38

  This is particularly important in understanding orthodox Islam as a master 

narrative in that even though orthodox Islam is not just one story or set of stories, its 

set of stock plots and characters serve to justify what a “good” Muslim ought to do, and 

thereby it enforces orthodoxy, even if what counts as orthodox shifts.  Thus, even 

though it is not a master narrative in the context of the U.S. at large, orthodox Islam is 

a relevant master narrative when thinking about the Nation of Islam, which is 

responding to claims about what Muslims ought to do that exclude the practices or 

beliefs of the NOI.   

 

Section 1.3 – Muslim/black – The Cosmological Definition of 

Blackness 

The Nation of Islam constructs an identity through their cosmology that 

combines blackness and Muslimness by positing that the original humans were both 

black and Muslim, and thus that there is a natural connection between the two.  This 

method of defining race serves two purposes, first by establishing that black people are 
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privileged via their connection to Islam, and second by inverting the white master 

narrative that also constructs race and religion together.   

The linkage between blackness and Muslimness is created through an origin 

myth that posits that this connection has existed throughout history.  Clarifying the 

nature of the connection between blackness and Islam, Brother Hendrik X writes in a 

1971 letter to Muhammad Speaks,  

The Messenger of Allah teaches us that Islam is the natural religion of the 

Black nation – the nature in which we are made and we are called to return 

to Islam in these words from the Holy Quran: Set your face upright for 

religion in the right state.  The nature made by Allah in which he has made 

men.
39

   

 

By describing the relationship between the black nation and Islam as natural, Brother 

Hendrik X makes an essentialist argument about the link between blackness and Islam 

that posits that black people are fundamentally Muslim, and simultaneously Muslims 

are fundamentally black.  By essentialism, I mean an approach to race that says that 

there are certain traits that are inherently part of that race, in this instance, Hendrik X is 

saying Muslimness is inherently part of blackness.  Algernon Austin notes that 

essentialism regarding religion is a frequent occurrence in many understanding of race, 

pointing out that as exemplified in the ascriptions of the racial categories Jew and 

Hindu, “religion and culture can be believed to be heritable essences.”
40

  However, 

while in both of the cases that Austin cites the essentialist link between race and 

religion was used by outsiders in an oppressive fashion, writings in Muhammad Speaks 

make it clear that the relationship between blackness and Islam was seen as positive.  
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In particular, Brother Hendrik X’s use of the word “return” to describe the desired 

relationship between the black nation and Islam works in a similar way to the 

construction of moral agency that is the crucial part of narrative repair for Nelson.  The 

language of returning indicates that Islam, which Brother Hendrik X labels “a perfect 

religion,” is something that all black people are capable of obtaining, and thus that 

perfection is an essential possibility in all black people.
41

  Furthermore, the 

cosmological narratives of the NOI support this identity of perfection, which is 

suggested by the use of the term natural but made clearer by the construction of black 

people as the original people.  Malcolm X, in his speech “Black Man’s History,” 

explains, “The Honorable Elijah Muhammad teaches us that, just as we pointed out a 

moment ago, the black man has been here a long time.  He never has had a 

beginning.”
42

  Elijah Muhammad, according to Malcolm X, teaches that black people’s 

status as the original people is a status of timelessness.  Through this extension, the 

NOI goes beyond the establishment of moral agency that Nelson cites as crucial to 

narrative repair and declares the divinity of black people.  Indeed, the Nation 

differentiates itself from other black groups through the question of divinity in an 

article by Elijah Muhammad in a 1971 edition of Muhammad Speaks, in which 

Muhammad warns, “The present move being made by organizations other than the 

move to divinely qualify the members of the divine, who are divine by nature, will fail.  

They lost their divinity by following and being reared by strangers who are not their 

own people.”
43

  Therefore, the creation of a divine identity through the NOI’s 
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cosmology serves not only to establish black people as worthy but also to differentiate 

the identity that the NOI is creating from competing narratives of black identities.   

In addition to establishing a divine, and thus respectworthy, identity, the NOI’s 

creation of an identity that intertwines blackness and Muslimness serves as a powerful 

counternarrative to white master narratives through narrative inversion.  Acevedo et al. 

argue that “the NOI inverted claims of white superiority and benevolence by offering a 

cosmology that in effect made blacks the originally created, superior race and whites 

the inferior, cruel, and inhumane group.”
 44

  However, this explanation of the Nation’s 

narrative inversion, while good at clarifying the impact of a cosmology that determined 

that white people are devils, is inadequate to explain the innate connection between 

blackness and Islam in that cosmology.  There is a distinction between Acevedo et al.’s 

focus on just the white master narrative and my focus on both the white master 

narrative and the orthodox Muslim master narrative.  This distinction is important, 

because it explains why Islam is so important to the NOI, as opposed to contemporaries 

of the NOI like black nationalists or Pan-Africans that also attempted to invert the 

hierarchy between white people and black people.  Furthermore, scholars interested in 

inversion within the NOI have passed over this distinction.  In addition to Acevedo et 

al., Jeffery Ogbar makes the claim that race was the cornerstone of the NOI’s black 

nationalism, arguing that “The NOI simultaneously embraced all people of color 

(Asians, Indians, etc.) as kindred ‘blacks.’  This reflected the prevailing thrust of white 

supremacy in America.  It simply inverted the doctrine of white supremacy.”
45

  A race-

only focus on the Nation replicates the treatment of the NOI by outsiders like the FBI, 
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who have used these claims to argue against religious freedom protections for the 

Nation.  Furthermore, the vast majority of members of the NOI clearly understand 

themselves to belong to a religious organization, and so we need an understanding of 

the NOI’s counternarrative that explains the religious aspect of the identity created by 

that narrative.
46

   

Here, it is important to consider what the NOI viewed as essential parts of the 

white master narrative.  Malcom X, in his “Black Man’s History” speech, explains, “I 

might stop right here to point out that some of you may say, ‘I came up here to listen to 

some religion, about Islam, but now all I hear you talk about is black.’  We don’t 

separate our color from our religion.  The white man doesn’t.  The white man never has 

separated Christianity from white, nor has he separated the white man from 

Christianity.  When you hear the white man bragging, ‘I’m a Christian,’ he’s bragging 

about being a white man.”
47

  This understanding of the white master narrative clarifies 

why attempts to separate the political and religious aspects of the NOI are 

unintelligible, because the Nation preaches that the white master narrative melds both 

aspects.  Since the Nation’s counternarrative utilizes the technique of narrative 

inversion, it maintains the same structural relationship between religion and race, 

inverting the hierarchy.  Because the Nation’s narrative inversion maintains the same 

structure, it offers a powerful counternarrative to a white master narrative, since it can 

reject white supremacy through both religious and racial narratives.  However, that 

structure also sets up the NOI’s counternarratives in opposition to both black and 

Muslim groups that do not accept a structural linkage between race and religion.   
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Section 1.4 – Against ‘Spookism’ – Implications for Navigation 

Between This-Worldly and Other-Worldly concepts 

 In addition to the inherent relationship between blackness and Islam, there is 

widespread emphasis on anti-supernaturalism within the Nation’s cosmology.  I argue 

that this emphasis makes sense in the context of reading the NOI’s cosmology as a 

counternarrative because the cosmology’s anti-supernaturalism functions to support its 

explanatory power.  Nelson explains the importance of explanatory power in 

counternarratives:  

But the mere fact that a narrative meets the standard criteria for evaluation 

doesn’t mean that it’s identity-constituting, as several stories that are 

mutually incompatible might meet all of these criteria.  Identity-

constituting stories are those that don’t just take the evidence into account 

– they’re the ones that fit the evidence best.
48

   

 

Because individuals have incomplete control over which narratives create their 

identity, it is especially important for counternarratives to have strong explanatory 

power to overcome the master narrative they are challenging.  However, while Nelson 

considers explanatory power in a this-worldly sense, the NOI, as a religious group that 

is creating a cosmological narrative, has to justify the explanatory power of that 

narrative in a realm in which simple accordance with facts is an inadequate measure, 

since they are claiming to offer a narrative that is not just true, but also universal.  In 

order to justify their explanatory framework, the NOI draws on emerging scientific 

knowledge.  For instance, Muhammad Speaks frequently features articles noting that 

new archeological discoveries have confirmed both the significant age of the earth 
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referenced in the Nation’s cosmology and that the original people were black.
49

  The 

emphasis on science comes up frequently in Muhammad Speaks.  For example, a 

funding request for an Islamic University includes the heading “SCIENCE.”  Under 

this heading it reads, “Of the beginning of education of the people of earth,”
50

  

emphasizing learning science focused on the beginnings of humanity for the sake of 

being able to support the NOI’s cosmology.  Therefore, it seems likely that the primary 

role of science for the Nation is to provide authority to their cosmology.   

 This emphasis on rationality is also deployed against Christianity. The NOI 

uses science to justify the superior explanatory power of their cosmology against the 

white/Christian master narrative.  Repeatedly, members of the Nation cast their 

cosmology as “rational and scientific,” over and against Christianity, which the NOI 

deems “spooky.”
51

  For instance, Dr. Leo P. X McCallum discusses the miracle of the 

spread of the NOI, but immediately cautions, “But we know them to be understandable 

miracles – miracles long ago foretold and prophesied of by the prophets of old.  You 

see, we have had the word ‘miracle’ all spooked up, but today, Muhammad is ‘un-

spooking’ everything.  He’s bringing it right down front so we can see it like it is.”
52

  

McCallum then contrasts these “un-spooked” miracles with personal miracles, noting, 

“The atheist, the non-believer and the black Christian won’t believe in or accept God 

(Whose proper name is ALLAH) unless he personally comes and does for them a 

personal miracle.”
53

  McCallum’s differentiation between spooked and un-spooked 
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provides some clues as to what the Nation values as proof.  He classifies prophecy as 

understandable as opposed to spooky, revealing the emphasis placed on history as a 

source of authority.  He also rejects ideas that science deems impossible, like 

producing gold out of nothing or destroying a mountain without touching it.  

McCallum’s rejection of the idea of needing God to personally come to someone might 

seem like he implicates incarnation as being “spooky,” however, the Nation’s discourse 

about Master Fard Muhammad more closely parallels McCallum’s idea of “bringing it 

right down front so we can see it like it is.”
54

   

The Nation’s emphasis on history as a form of proof is emphasized elsewhere 

by McCallum, who explains, “There is an old saying that history is best qualified to 

reward all research…But what we really want to know – is God on [Elijah 

Muhammad’s] side?  Will the history of Muhammad prove this for us?  Yes, it will and 

if you’ll stick with us as we develop this point, I think you’ll agree that he MUST have 

a God on his side or he never would have survived the constant threat of death beneath 

which he has always lived.”
55

  The Nation invokes the arc of history, understood 

through confirmation of prophecies, to provide authority to Elijah Muhammad, and 

therefore to the NOI’s counternarrative.  This authority supports the explanatory power 

of the Nation against the explanatory claims of Christianity.   

The Nation also deploys its emphasis on anti-supernaturalism against African 

diasporic traditions.  McCallum explains, “As you well know, the Negro can be a 

pretty superstitious and spooky person.  For many years we have been prime targets for 
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‘root healers,’ palm readers, faith healers and everything else.”
56

  By labeling Negroes 

targets, McCallum furthers the idea that black people have been duped by spooky 

religious claims.  While anti-spookism was originally set up against the white/Christian 

master narrative, once it becomes part of the Nation’s counternarrative they are able to 

deploy its authority against competing religious appeals to black Americans beyond 

those of Christianity, such as African diasporic traditions.   

In addition to deploying anti-spookism against competing explanatory claims, 

the NOI also uses it as a recruiting tool.  McCallum’s emphasis on proof supports an 

aspect of the Nation that other members cite as a key reason for their conversion to the 

Nation.  In Dorothy X’s “Testimony of an Ex-Christian,” she says,  

Even though I once considered myself a good Christian, I always doubted 

the Christian belief that God (whose proper name is Allah) is white.  Allah 

is definitely an original black man.  I also doubted the belief that you live 

again after death, and the heaven in the sky business.  As a child, I would 

look up into the sky and wonder: how in the world would I ever get to 

heaven.  After hearing the teachings of Islam, I knew it was time for me to 

forget this pie in the sky business and accept a true and living God, Allah 

and his religion, Islam.
57

   

Dorothy X deploys the understanding of authority given by the Nation (one that 

discounts spooky justification and demands proof through history or science) in her 

articulation of her conversion to the Nation, suggesting that the Nation’s form of 

authority was useful in recruiting new members.   

 While Dorothy X extolls the anti-supernatural characteristics of Islam in 

general, other writers draw distinctions between the Nation’s Islam and orthodox 

Islam.  The Nation’s emphasis on anti-supernaturalism places the NOI’s cosmology 
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into conflict with the orthodox Muslim master narrative insofar as the NOI rejects 

otherworldly conceptions of Allah and of resurrection.  Returning to the Nation’s 

various depictions of God in retellings of the NOI’s cosmology that I discussed in 

Section 1.1, the NOI’s presentation of the nature of God(s) appears to change 

depending on against which master narrative the NOI attempts to deploy its authority.  

The idea of a material God, like the one that Elijah Muhammad explains in Message to 

the Blackman, is an important part of the claim to a more explanatory narrative than 

that offered by Christianity.
 58

 The idea of a material God rejects Christian spookism by 

challenging the plausibility of a God ‘in the sky.’  However, when the context is 

Muslim, the focus changes, with more emphasis on spirituality.  Amos Bradford had 

originally joined the Nation in the U.S., but had since moved to Mali, living in a 

majority Muslim community.  He entreats,  

I’m begging you… to go and hear the teachings of Mr. 

Muhammad…other religions fail to recognize man’s higher yearnings: his 

yearning for communion with God and his yearning for truth, beauty and 

love, and his yearning for spiritual perfection.  We need to continue to 

grow…because when we stop growing spiritually we become mentally 

dead.
59

   

 

Bradford’s focus on spirituality stands in stark contrast to Elijah Muhammad’s 

admonition that we live in a material, rather than spiritual, universe.  The Nation 

balances these competing bases for authority by arguing that the Nation transformed 

Islam into something that does not rely on the supernatural.  Tyrone 4X declares, 

surprisingly, that before Elijah Muhammad,  

Truthfully speaking, the belief in an all-wise, powerful God – a God who 

created heaven and earth and all that inhabits the Earth – was just a belief.  
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The heaven and earth and all that Earth – was just a belief.  The heaven 

and earth, sun, moon and stars, etc., helped to substantiate that belief, but 

it only remained as such.  Since the appearance of Messenger Muhammad 

some 34 years ago, however, we can now rest assured that through him we 

have more than just mere belief.
60

   

 

Tyrone 4X offers as proof the fact that Elijah Muhammad was uneducated, and yet is 

able to explain scientifically valid principles about what to eat, the history of the earth, 

and astronomy.  Even though Tyrone 4X does not condemn Muslims before Elijah 

Muhammad the same way that other writers in Muhammad Speaks condemn 

Christianity, he applies the same appeal to scientific and historical authority over and 

against spookism to the orthodox Muslim master narrative.   

 The Nation’s anti-supernaturalism strengthens the explanatory power of the 

NOI’s cosmology against the claims to authority made by Christians, orthodox 

Muslims, and other religious traditions.  Members and potential members who already 

found science authoritative might be more likely to accept the NOI’s rejection of other 

religious traditions on the basis of the NOI’s claim to a more scientific cosmology.  

The NOI’s embrace of science and prophetic history also allows the Nation to discredit 

the kinds of evidence that are used to support both the (Christian) white master 

narrative and the orthodox Muslim narrative as spooky and explaining the wrong kinds 

of evidence.  By discrediting spooky forms of explanation, the Nation supports the 

explanatory power of its cosmology, allowing it to challenge other master narratives on 

the grounds of their ability to fit the evidence that the NOI deems relevant.  Combined 

with the Nation’s tactic of narrative inversion, the Nation is able to leverage anti-

supernaturalism to convince people who support the white master narrative to accept 
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the Nation’s cosmology.  The NOI challenges the narrative’s explanatory power on two 

levels.  First, narrative inversion challenges the white master narrative on its own terms 

by accepting the connections between race and religion.  Second, the NOI’s anti-

supernaturalism challenges the kinds of evidence the (Christian) white supremacist 

master narrative uses, by labeling that evidence as spooky.  Instead, the Nation offers 

prophetic and scientific evidence as better standards for determining explanatory 

power.  



32 

 

Chapter 2 – Narrative Inversion – Against a White Master 

Narrative 

 In the last chapter I established that, for the Nation, Muslimness and blackness 

are synonymous and race is firstly a question of divinity, and therefore that scholars 

have been wrong in understanding the NOI’s treatment of Muslimness and blackness 

separately.  However, because Muhammad Speaks was being written in the context of a 

multitude of other black groups that utilize different definitions of race, the writers use 

racial language with a variety of meanings, which tends to obfuscate the relationship 

between divinity and race for the NOI.  In this chapter, I focus on the ways that the 

meaning of the word “black” changes throughout Muhammad Speaks.  I propose a 

method of reading Muhammad Speaks that sees the fluctuating meanings of blackness 

as a navigation between the NOI’s core cosmological truth of the divinity of black 

people (understood in an Asiatic sense), blackness in a physical sense as a description 

of color, and blackness in the political sense of the Civil Rights Era in the United States 

– what the Nation terms the “so called Negro.”  This navigation resembles Wendy 

Doniger’s description of myth as moving between microscopic, naked eye, and 

telescopic views, with different meanings of black falling along the spectrum from the 

specific to the abstract.  Doniger uses telescopic to refer to cosmic approaches that 

focus on breadth over depth and are highly abstract, naked eye to refer to group 

approaches that combine depth and breadth and reach a broad level of specificity, and 

microscopic to refer to individual approaches that focus on depth over breadth and are 
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particularly specific.
61

  I argue that this navigation is not simply an after-the-fact 

adaptation to circumstances that require either abstract or specific language, but a vital 

part of the NOI’s cosmology because it serves as a way to translate abstract theological 

concepts into everyday terms, bolstering the NOI’s claim to be a religion concerned 

with the here and now, while also maintaining the resistive power of the cosmological 

counternarrative. 

 

Section 2.1 – What Does It Mean to Be Black – Microscopes and 

Telescopes 

 There are at least three different approaches to blackness within Muhammad 

Speaks: an Asiatic approach to blackness that stems from the cosmological connection 

between Islam and blackness, a (quasi)physical approach to blackness based on color, 

and a version of blackness that addresses the “so called Negro,” and connects the 

specific temporal and spatial location of the United States during the Civil Rights Era 

to the Nation’s cosmology.  Each of these three approaches to blackness appears 

throughout Muhammad Speaks, with the meaning of blackness changing even within 

articles.  In this section, I establish these three meanings as approximations of the three 

levels of perspective that Doniger sets up – the telescope, the microscope, and the 

naked eye.
62

 

 When Doniger writes about lenses, she is writing for the religious studies 

scholar, however, she also applies her structure to myth making itself.  Because her 
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goal in Implied Spider is to discuss how scholars should read myth, she focuses on the 

way scholars can examine myth through these different lenses.  However, she also 

utilizes these lenses in her discussion of the Book of Job and the Bhagavata Purana.
63

  

When she discusses these two texts, she discusses the myths themselves switching 

between lenses, suggesting that these lenses are not just for scholars.  Both the 

scholarly and internal functions of Doniger’s lenses can be applied to the approach of 

Muhammad Speaks, because Muhammad Speaks is acting as an interpreter of the 

Nation’s cosmological narrative, even as Muhammad Speaks also retells that narrative.  

That is to say that the writers in Muhammad Speaks function as scholars when they 

interpret and explain the Nation’s cosmology, while they also function as myth-makers 

when they retell parts of that cosmology.  However, in order to understand the role of 

Muhammad Speaks as an interpretive narrative, it is helpful to first look at the specific 

interpretive work concerning race.  Therefore, I will start by assuming that Doniger’s 

three levels of lenses are applicable to the different interpretations of race, and then, by 

discussing their application, I will justify my use of Doniger’s lenses.  Doniger’s lenses 

are useful because they clarify how seemingly contradictory statements about race may 

just be functioning at different levels of specificity.  At the least, Doniger’s description 

of myth lends support to my application of her lenses to discourse on race in 

Muhammad Speaks:  

On this continuum between the personal and the abstract, myth vibrates in 

the middle… Myths range from the most highly detailed (closest to the 

personal end of the continuum) to the most stripped down (closest to the 

artificial construct at the abstract end of the continuum).
64
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Thus, Doniger explains that myths can have views that range from telescopic to 

microscopic, providing a justification for applying these lenses to Muhammad Speaks’ 

multiple approaches to race.   

 The definition of blackness most closely tied to the Nation’s cosmology is the 

Asiatic interpretation of blackness.  This interpretation of blackness divides humans 

into black and white and so is an outgrowth of the narrative inversion of a white 

supremacist master narrative that divides the world into white and non-white.  Elijah 

Muhammad declares, in a 1971 issue of Muhammad Speaks,  

We, the Black People are all over the planet earth.  There are hundreds of 

millions, and billions, of us.  We are all together.  THE BLACK MAN in 

America is getting together, to go for himself.  The Black man of Africa 

and Asia is doing the same.  And all of the Black People in the Islands of 

the Oceans.  They will all come to us!  THE BLACK PEOPLE around the 

earth – WE ARE ALL TOGETHER.  DO NOT LET THE ARCH-

DECEIVER, DECEIVE YOU CONCERNING YOUR SALVATION!
65

 

 

This call for unification indicates the way that this interpretation of blackness serves as 

a rallying point against white devils, and furthermore shows that this narrative 

inversion also inverts the concept of minority, making black people the majority, and 

thus making unification (under Islam) the only barrier to an overthrow of white power.  

This unification is also distinctly Asiatic in nature; for example, one advertisement for 

Shabazz Restaurant and Bakery declares that it is “Cleveland’s Newest and Semi-

Ultra-Modern Asiatic Restaurant.  We serve Asiatic style and American Cooked 

Foods.”
66

  This Asiatic approach also comes through in a comic by E. Majied that 
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depicts a schoolteacher explaining where black people are from:  

 

Figure 2- Muhammad’s Message reproduced from E Majied, “Muhammad’s Message,” Muhammad Speaks, 

October 1, 1965, 27. 

This comic, by labeling Arabia as the root of civilization, challenges other groups at 

the time that pointed to Africa as the origin of civilization.  As Austin explains, “during 

the late 1960s when many black nationalists adopted African names, started studying 

Swahili, wore African clothing, and were ideologically Pan-African, members of the 

Nation of Islam were still given Arabic names, studied Arabic, viewed Mecca as their 

original home, and were forbidden to wear African clothing.”
67

  The centering on 

Mecca makes sense in light of the Nation’s Muslimness, but it also serves to highlight 

that the Nation’s definition of blackness is reliant on religious markers.  Scholars have 

often missed this Asiatic definition of race, as Austin points out,  

By emphasizing physical appearance, the current sociological conception 

of race prevents us from seeing the possibilities for common racial 

identities in spite of differences in physical appearances…The assumption 

that black Americans could only have black racial identities has led to a 

misunderstanding of the Nation of Islam.
68

 

 

Indeed, if we understand the Nation to be engaging in a process of identity creation 

through narrative, it is unsurprising that they would offer a definition of blackness 

based on what is most important to them, namely, Islam.  The Nation’s focus away 
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from physical descriptions of race is clear in Harriet Muhammad’s advice column, as 

she responds to a question inquiring whether white Arabs can be Muslims:  

When Mr. Muhammad refers to black people, he is not just referring to 

skin tones.  It is the nature of a person that is important.  He teaches us 

that all black people (including brown, red, yellow and cream peoples, 

those with blonde hair and light eyes) are born with righteous natures, 

whereas the white man has been grafted out of the black man, thus making 

his nature weak and prone to evilness.  It is not the whiteness of the skin 

that is evil.  This is only an identifying mark.  An evil nature is found in 

the European white man and his descendants.  We consider all ‘white’ 

Arabs as members of the black nation, the original nation of the earth.
69

   

 

Harriet Muhammad expresses a telescopic view of race, reliant on the abstract concept 

of righteous natures, echoing the Muslim/black identity I discussed in chapter one.  As 

a telescopic approach, it does not tell members of the Nation how to behave in their 

everyday life, but rather informs a larger world view.  Importantly, this telescopic view 

is the approach to race that is the most direct form of narrative inversion, and so it is 

through a telescopic lens that the Nation is able to craft a counternarrative that is 

powerful against the white master narrative.   

 However, when writers in Muhammad Speaks are addressing the everyday 

behavior of members, they switch into a different, microscopic, story of race, one 

based on physical characteristics.  While Harriet Muhammad says that brown, red 

yellow, and cream peoples are all black, when addressing specific situations writers in 

Muhammad Speaks often use black as a physical descriptor of race, rather than in that 

umbrella sense.  A good example of this is David Acuna’s article about joint efforts by 

black people and Mexicans in Los Angeles to fight racism.  He admonishes,  

Let one of us make a mistake and fall into the hands of these savages and 

you too will realize that the white man must surely be the real devil.  The 

call is out now to all Mexican men to unite with the other dark struggling 
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people as a mighty force to defeat white oppression and persecution.  The 

white rulers are united to destroy “La Raza” (Brown people), and all 

Black, Brown and yellow communities, so why should you not unite to 

defeat him?
70

   

 

This call for unity is the same call for unity that Elijah Muhammad made to the black 

people in America, Africa, Asia, and the islands of the ocean, but it relies on a 

dramatically different conception of race.  One might be tempted to argue that David 

Acuna is simply using black as a physical descriptor – a racial marker but not a race.  

However, as Austin explains, “the point of racial categorization is never simply about 

making physical distinctions, even when the categories are defined strongly by 

physical appearance.”
71

  Indeed, the premise of unity within this situation (one in 

which there is conflict between Chicano and black neighborhoods in Los Angeles) 

relies on the premise that these are different races that all share “dark” physical 

features.  This conception of race is better suited as a microscopic lens than the Asiatic 

description because of the way that it describes particular situations, situations that are 

reliant on dominant notions of race that accord to this color based description of race.   

 Both the microscopic and macroscopic definitions of race often coexist within 

the same article, even the same paragraph.  Doniger suggests we should not be 

surprised by that, as “the simultaneous engagement of the two ends of the continuum, 

the same and the different, the general and the particular, requires a peculiar kind of 

double vision, and myth, among all genres, is uniquely able to maintain that vision.”
72

  

However, while Doniger decided to focus on micro and macro forms, the third lens she 

discusses, that of the naked eye, is a useful one in thinking about the third conception 
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of race found in Muhammad Speaks.  Because the naked eye viewpoint represents a 

group level focus, it is an important tool for the NOI in defining what it means to 

properly enact blackness, as well as serving as a bridge between the microscopic and 

telescopic lenses.  This naked eye conception of race draws a contrast between black 

people and Negros, while at the same time suggesting that the boundary between those 

two categories is more fluid than the boundaries of the other racial categories found in 

Muhammad Speaks.  For instance, in an article recommending a new school principal, 

Charles 53X writes, “Sam Williams said the school needed not a middle class Negro 

with white values but a Black man who understood the reality of the Black Militants 

and Angela Davis.”
73

  This division between Negro and black in some ways mimics the 

explanation Harriet Muhammad gave, in that it reserves the label black for those 

deemed sufficiently righteous.  In this respect, the division incorporates aspects of the 

telescopic view, in that it is defining broad moral categories.  However, in other ways it 

echoes the specificity of the more physical definition of blackness, referencing 

particular historical locations.  Elijah Muhammad asks,  

What must be done about the 22 million or more so-called Negroes, the 

lost and now found people of our kind, the aboriginal race here in this time 

in North America?  What must be done with the world that we have 

known, and of the great separation of the nations now taking place which 

so much concerns us Black people?
74

   

 

He clearly situates Negroes within a particular context, “in this time in North 

America,” and yet his concern is cosmological, not mundane.  By calling Negroes “the 

lost and now found people of our kind,” Muhammad is referencing the immediate 

                                                 
73

 Charles 53X, “Blacks Insist San Fransisco School Have Black Principle,” Muhammad Speaks, 

September 25, 1970. 
74

 Elijah Muhammad, “The Time and What Must Be Done!,” Muhammad Speaks, December 24, 1971. 



40 

 

reality of conversion in America,
75

 the archetype of the prodigal son,
76

 as well as the 

historical story of the Tribe of Shabazz.
77

  The Tribe of Shabazz, according to Elijah 

Muhammad, was “the tribe that came with the earth (or this part) 66 trillion years ago 

when a great explosion on our planet divided it into two parts.  One we call earth and 

the other moon.”
78

  Muhammad’s description of Negroes as the “lost and found people 

of our time” does not clarify which lens he is using, because he uses “lost-found” in 

ways that incorporate all three lenses, from the concrete, microscopic concern of 

individual conversion to the telescopic narrative of the splitting off of the Moon from 

the earth by Yakub.  Furthermore, Muhammad’s questions introduce ambiguity into the 

term black.  The question sets up black people to be concerned about others, rather than 

lost themselves, but it is not entirely clear whether Elijah Muhammad considers 

himself to be among both groups, and indeed whether he means the terms black and 

Negro to be synonyms.  In other places in Muhammad Speaks, there is less ambiguity; 

black and Negro are plainly used to refer to the same group of people, even if they 

connote different levels of value.  For example, Adam X says,  

The so-called American Negro has never had a Divine Messenger sent to 

them before the Honorable Elijah Muhammad, due the fact – a sincere 

thought – among our lost-found nation, who feel proud of their worldly 

learning and higher position with the enemies of God…As Honorable 

Elijah Muhammad has already said many times, ‘Wake up Black man and 

accept your own.  You will be surprised at how fast you are recognized, 

accepted and respected by all nations of the earth.’
79
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Here both the American Negro and the black man need to be awakened to the truth of 

with whom they should be associating.  Still, in the admonishment towards the black 

man to accept his own, the black man takes on two simultaneous levels of meaning, 

first as synonymous with the so-called American Negro, and second with the broader 

community of Muslims that constitute his own.  This lens, mediating between abstract 

and specific, serves an important purpose in connecting the immediate political work of 

the Nation and the overarching cosmology by defining blackness at a group level.   

 

Section 2.2 – The Purpose of Ambiguity 

 Already in both Elijah Muhammad and Adam X’s writings there is ambiguity 

created by shifting meanings of black.  Indeed, ambiguity is present in most of the 

instances in Muhammad Speaks where blackness is discussed.  This ambiguity creates 

a constant translation between the specific and the universal that serves to both 

naturalize the cosmological counternarrative and make that counternarrative intelligible 

in the context of the everyday events surrounding members and potential members.  

This translation is present in Sister Iona X (Hubbard)’s explanation that Seminoles are 

related to black people in an article with the subtitle, “Ancient Muslim Nation Never 

Gave in to Slavery.”  She says, “Now the Black man has been taught by the white man 

that the Indian is not related to the Black.  But when a Black American baby is born he 

has the same Asiatic Blue Mark at the base of the spine as all other Asiatic babies.”
80

  

Within this quote, blackness has several meanings.  First, while Sister Iona X ties black 
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to Asiatic, in talking about the relationship between the Indian and the black man, she 

classifies black as a subcategory of Asiatic.  However, the phrase “a Black American 

baby” refers to a Seminole baby, which suggests that black is a term synonymous with 

Asiatic.  This ambiguity translates between telescopic, abstract lens of Asiatic and the 

historically located, microscopic lens of black people in the United States as compared 

to other non-white groups.  The smooth translation process of ambiguity here functions 

to obscure the distinction between the everyday, physical meaning of blackness and the 

cosmological, Asiatic meaning.  Indeed, one could imagine that, depending on the 

extent to which the Nation’s cosmology informed their view of race, someone might 

read this call for unity as either similar to David Acuna’s call for unity of different 

racial groups or similar to Elijah Muhammad’s call for unity within the overarching 

black race.  That is to say, Sister Iona X is doing the work of constructing myth; as 

Doniger explains, “a myth is a much-retold narrative that is transparent to a variety of 

constructions of meaning, a neutral structure that allows paradoxical meanings to be 

held in charged tension.”
81

  Unlike Doniger’s myth, the stories told in Muhammad 

Speaks are not fully neutral, as Sister Iona X makes a clear argument for unity that 

limits the meanings that can be held.  However, the ambiguity in her use of black 

makes that argument for unity, argued through a story of relation, open to a variety of 

constructions of the meaning of blackness.  In particular, her story of relation is open to 

constructions of blackness that are intelligible to those outside the Nation, as well as to 

those that form the core of the Nation’s identity-creating narrative.   

As I discussed in Section 1.4, Nelson argues that, in order for counternarratives 

to be successful, they must have strong explanatory power.  For the Nation that power 
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functions through their claim to an anti-supernatural cosmology, that is, a cosmology 

that is in accordance with the facts on the ground.  I argue the transparency to a variety 

of meanings created by the ambiguous connotations of black in Muhammad Speaks 

creates a story that is in accordance with the facts on the ground for a wide variety of 

interpretations of those facts.  The importance of this transparency is evident in Elijah 

Muhammad’s article “The Prophecy Now Is Being Fulfilled.”  Muhammad announces,  

Today we are beginning to witness those long drawn-out prophecies, of 

those ancient worthies.  In the beginning there was only one people, 

(black) and since the creation of Adam (the white race) there has arisen 

many different people and races out of the mixture of the black, brown, 

yellow and white people, which has produced many various types of 

people and races.  Disagreement has already produced any number out of 

the various colors, languages and dialects, until it has become impossible 

for these various races and people to agree peacefully among themselves.  

Therefore, something must be done…  Chasing, persecuting, beating and 

killing the righteous (the lost and found black people) without a cause, 

with the killers never being held responsible for their killings of the black 

people of America, and throughout the earth.  They even have been 

offered intermixture with other races (especially the white race) which can 

produce nothing but more confusion and bloodshed.  Allah has decided to 

end this confusion and bloodshed by getting after the cause.  The so-called 

Negro of America has a better chance to enter into the peace, love, mercy 

and protection of Allah (God) than any people on earth. These are the 

people (the so-called Negros) whom God has predicted through His 

prophets to come seeking, in a time of trouble, to take them as a seed to 

plant what is commonly known as “the kingdom of heaven on earth” … 

This coming of Allah (God), to the lost-found aboriginal people called 

Negroes, now has angered the old-world government and people.
82

 

 

In this quotation, Muhammad weaves together all three approaches to race, compiling 

them together into a single narrative.  He starts with a reference to the Asiatic 

interpretation of blackness in naming the original people black.  Then he alludes to the 

story of Yakub, drawing in the physical approach to race through the split into various 

colors that he then calls various races.  The slippage between various colors and 
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various races is also a subtle shift from past to present, leading to his concern about the 

lost and found black people.  The concept of the lost and found black people is part of 

the interpretation of black that associates and differentiates it from Negro, but here it is 

unclear whether Muhammad is also referring to the Asiatic interpretation of blackness, 

since he also calls the lost and found black people the righteous.  Certainly the sentence 

ends with an Asiatic approach, as Muhammad expresses concern for the black people 

across the earth.  Yet in the next sentence he alludes to a plurality of races, in 

opposition to the Asiatic/white binary.  As he moves from discussing the present 

conflict to the future hope of intervention by Allah, Muhammad moves to the specific, 

the so-called Negro of America.  However, in specifying ‘of America,’ Muhammad 

makes his next reference to Negroes, without that qualifier, more ambiguous.  Indeed, 

his last reference to so-called Negroes is to the lost-found aboriginal peoples, 

completing his return from a microscopic to a telescopic lens.   

 Elijah Muhammad’s constant shifting of lenses adds to the power of his claim 

that the prophecy is being fulfilled, even as it makes the meanings of blackness more 

ambiguous.  Doniger, quoting Carlo Ginzburg, explains, “a basic set of images attract 

‘other elements, whose presence is fluctuating, contingent: they are sometimes absent, 

sometimes present in attenuated form.  Their superimposition and intersection impart 

to the figures constitutive of the series… a family likeness.’”
83

  Even as the lenses shift, 

the basic set of images that Doniger identifies unifies the differing perspectives into a 

narrative.  Muhammad’s set of basic images, the story of Yakub and the figure of 

Allah, attract the different forms of blackness, which his story fashions together into a 

family likeness in the sense that they become part of the same world of race, rather 
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than three separate, incompatible approaches.  Therefore, Muhammad’s creation of a 

family likeness between the forms of blackness brings the cosmological and abstract 

into the same world as the specific and everyday, granting his claim authority by 

grounding it in the world of facts while maintaining the resistive power of the narrative 

inversion of white supremacy within the cosmological approach to race.   
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Chapter 3 – Narrative Inclusion – Being Muslim 

 At the same time that the Nation of Islam is fighting a white supremacist 

narrative, some Muslims outside of the Nation are challenging the Nation’s claim to 

Islam.  Herbert Berg explains in his book Elijah Muhammad and Islam,  

Many Muslims have objected to some of the more prominent features of 

Elijah Muhammad’s formulation of Islam.  They rightly ask, if the 

assertions that Fard Muhammad was ‘Allah in person,’ that Elijah 

Muhammad was Fard Muhammad’s Messenger, that heaven and hell are 

here on earth, that the white man is the devil, and so forth do not exclude 

one from the Islamic tradition, what does?
84

   

 

Indeed, the Nation is clearly aware of these and other concerns about whether or not 

others would accept them as Muslim, and several writers respond directly or indirectly 

to these challenges in Muhammad Speaks.  These writers are responding to a master 

narrative of orthodox Islam.  There are several ways that one could determine the 

outlines of this narrative, but for the purpose of my argument I am concerned with 

what the Nation itself sees as part of such a master narrative.  Because the Nation is 

concerned with both providing a counternarrative to the white master narrative, and 

establishing itself as legitimately Islamic, most responses to criticisms of the NOI’s 

claim to Islam attempt to balance these two goals.  In the first section of this chapter, I 

will examine how various writers within the Nation respond to (perceived) demands 

for orthopraxy.  I will then look at where writers move from arguing for the NOI’s 

inclusion within the orthodox Muslim narrative to challenging that narrative.  This shift 

happens in response to the question of the prophethood of Elijah Muhammad, and is 

intimately tied to the NOI’s millenarianism.   
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Section 3.1 – Balancing Master Narratives – Being Both Muslim and 

Anti-White 

Abdul Basit Naeem, a member of the Nation of Islam born and raised in 

Pakistan, often serves as the connection between the Nation of Islam and other 

Muslims.  He has a fairly regular column in Muhammad Speaks throughout 1965, and 

in one edition he relays a conversation he had with an ‘Eastern Muslim’ who was 

skeptical of the Nation: 

I…asked him if he would be good enough to first enlighten me with his 

own views on Islam and its teachings.  The Answer: ‘Why, Islam…was 

founded by our Illustrious Prophet Muhammad (may the peace and 

blessing of Allah be upon him!) who graces this planet nearly 1400 years 

ago…  And its teachings consist, in the main, of the well-known ‘Five 

Pillars’: Belief in the Oneness of God; five-times-a-day prayers; ‘zakaat’ 

or alms-giving; fasting during the month of Ramadan; and ‘hadji’ or once-

in-a-lifetime pilgrimage to Mecca.’
85

  

 

The Eastern Muslim’s response highlights orthopraxy and monotheism as his two 

primary concerns, and these concerns seem to be what the Nation frequently interprets 

as comprising the master narrative of orthodox Islam.  I will first address what kind of 

narrative the NOI constructs here, then examine how the NOI approaches the question 

of monotheism, and finally attend to the question of orthopraxy.   

 In earlier chapters, I have considered the Nation’s cosmology as a 

counternarrative, but where the NOI seeks inclusion in an orthodox Muslim master 

narrative, it is less clear that they are telling a counternarrative.  Instead, drawing on 

Nelson, we might say the NOI creates an alternative narrative.  Nelson defines 

alternative narratives, saying,  
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They are something other than a master narrative.  But they are clearly 

something other than a counterstory, too.  They don’t counter anything.  

They merely exploit the connective feature of stories [and] personalize the 

identity that the master narrative leaves generic.
86

   

 

When Muhammad Speaks responds to the concerns that Naeem reports, they use 

personalization to present a narrative of what good Muslim behavior and belief 

consists of that is different than the orthodox master narrative, but does not challenge 

that master narrative.  This personalization is made possible by the way that myths are 

able to move between lenses, as writers in Muhammad Speaks switch into a 

microscopic lens to defend why their particular situation is different without 

challenging the overarching demands for monotheism and orthopraxy found in the 

orthodox Muslim master narrative.   

 As I discussed in chapter one, the Nation has a somewhat complicated 

relationship to monotheism because the name God is sometimes applied to beings 

besides Allah (for instance, when discussing the divinity of black people or the power 

of Yakub).  However, despite these apparent deviations from monotheism, most 

writers in Muhammad Speaks are concerned with establishing that they do, in fact, 

believe in the oneness of Allah.  I have already explained how the statement of what 

Muslims believe found in every edition of Muhammad Speaks foregrounds belief in 

the oneness of Allah.  Furthermore, many writers begin or end their articles with 

phrases like the one that Sister Rosalind 2X Robinson uses, “Islam has given me 

knowledge and understanding that there is no God but Allah and that the Honorable 
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Elijah Muhammad is his true and last Messenger.”
87

  As I will explore in the next 

section, her statement about Elijah Muhammad is a break from the orthodox Muslim 

narrative, but it is notable that in direct statements of faith, members of the Nation 

profess that there is no God but Allah, despite the complications in some aspects of 

their cosmology.   

While the Nation’s approach to monotheism is an inclusionary approach that 

acknowledges the centrality of monotheism, many members of the Nation challenge 

the importance of orthopraxy, even while still adopting rhetoric designed to include 

themselves within the orthodox Islamic identity created by the master narrative.  

Naeem’s response to the Eastern Muslim’s explanation of Islam is to ask,  

Am I not correct in stating that selfless service to our fellowman – that is 

to say, tending the sick, providing food to the hungry, sheltering the 

homeless, and even aiding the cause of education and advancement of 

scientific knowledge – constitutes, in the eyes of Allah, an act of greater 

piety than regular performance of prayers and other rituals?
88

   

 

Naeem questions whether orthopraxy as defined by the Eastern Muslim is actually 

important, and his skepticism of orthopraxy is echoed elsewhere in Muhammad 

Speaks, although most writers, since they do not share Naeem’s background, express 

this skepticism more subtly.  For instance, Elijah Muhammad, in an article entitled 

“What Is Islam?” declares,  

I will not take up in detail how Islam is applied to every action of a 

believer – such as rules, regulations, laws and the protection of these rules, 

regulations and laws.  It is only the name which I would like for my 

people to know and understand.
89
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Elijah Muhammad does not make as bold of a claim as Naeem because he 

acknowledges that rules about behavior are part of Islam, but he does make a similar 

argument about priority that emphasizes belief over practice.   

Perhaps stemming from his focus on the importance of belief over practice, 

some writers in Muhammad Speaks create alternative narratives by offering alternative 

explanations for practices that otherwise appear to fit into the orthodox master 

narrative.  For instance, Sister Beverly 4X compares the way Muslims pray to the way 

Christians pray, arguing that Muslims have been taught correct prayer.  However, her 

explanation for why Muslims pray the way they do is different from the explanation 

given in the orthodox master narrative.  For instance, she says,  

To add to this unique way of worship we also pray facing the east in the 

direction of the sun.  This is the way in which Master Fard Muhammad 

came to us.  Facing in this direction we are turning our backs and minds 

on the wicked Western world.
90

   

 

While praying towards the east has the effect (in the United States) of praying towards 

Mecca, and so would resemble orthopraxy, Beverly 4X grounds her explanation in 

aspects particular to the Nation, such as referencing Fard Muhammad.  Her 

explanation is a form of alternative narrative because it does not challenge the master 

narrative’s conception of what orthopraxy should look like, but instead connects the 

specific stories of the Nation with the master narrative to create a new, alternative 

narrative.   

The emphasis on belief over practice is augmented by claims that Islamic 

practices need to be adjusted to fit the circumstances of their practitioners.  For 

instance, Elijah Muhammad responds to criticism of when the Nation fasts by 
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announcing, “I prescribe for you the month of December to fast in… instead of the 

regular month that travels through the year, called Ramadan by the Muslims” and 

explains, “It is because it was in this month that you used to worship a dead prophet by 

the name of Jesus.”
91

  Elijah Muhammad makes the argument that moving the time of 

fasting is necessary because of the circumstances of his followers, but does so in a way 

that both supports his decision and yet does not challenge the practice of Muslims who 

fast during Ramadan.  Naeem applies this argument that practices need to be tailored 

to the circumstances of the practitioners more generally in his response to an article 

that proposes that “qualified Muslim theologians from African countries be sent to 

preach Orthodox Islam to the followers of the Honorable Elijah Muhammad.”
92

  

Naeem explains, “anyone interested in offering his services as a teacher to the Nation 

of Islam in America must first…familiarize himself with the so-called Negroes’ 

problems – which are, I dare say, quite unlike the problems of any other of Allah’s 

peoples.”
93

 Naeem’s declaration is especially important in light of his own doubts, 

which he expresses, saying,  

I do not need to be a scientist, a doctor or a botanist to appreciate the 

marvelous mission of the U.S. Muslim leader, Honorable Elijah 

Muhammad.  True it has its baffling (unorthodox) aspects, but my own 

inability to grasp them cannot minimize the movement’s 

significance…besides, despite its slightly baffling aspect, I am convinced 

that somehow it works!
94

   

 

Taken together, Naeem articulates a view of the Nation that recognizes its potential 

unorthodoxy, but argues that it is good at converting black people in America to Islam, 
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which carries with it the assumption that it is a valid form of Islam, one justifiably 

tailored to the particular situation of black people in the United States.  Naeem’s 

argument that the particulars of the NOI’s situation justify the unorthodox aspects of 

the Nation uses a microscopic lens to create an alternative narrative that does not seek 

to overthrow the orthodox master narrative.   

 

Section 3.2 – History, Scripture, and Secrecy – Justifying a New 

Prophet 

While the Nation’s approach to practice is one that acknowledges the 

legitimacy of the master narrative of orthodox Islamic practice and simply seeks to 

carve out exemptions within that framework by appealing to particulars, the Nation 

takes a more oppositional stance on the question of the prophethood of Elijah 

Muhammad.  Therefore, while the NOI’s narrative in the last section was an alternative 

narrative, in establishing Elijah Muhammad’s claim to prophethood writers in 

Muhammad Speaks return to writing a counternarrative, this time in response to the 

orthodox Muslim master narrative.  In a three-part series, Tynnetta Deanar addresses 

“the criticisms entertained and often voiced by some members of various Islamic 

Schools of Thought in their present attitude towards the Divine Position of the 

Honorable Elijah Muhammad.”
95

  In her series, she deploys three tactics to support the 

claim that Elijah Muhammad is the last Prophet of Islam: appeals to history, to 
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scripture, and to secrecy.  Other writers in Muhammad Speaks also use these tactics to 

support the legitimacy of Elijah Muhammad.  

Deanar’s appeal to history is structured similarly to the appeals to history as a 

source of authority that I discuss in the section on anti-spookism.  She says,  

To assign to Muhammad of Arabia the title as the Seal of the Prophets is 

as erroneous an imputation of misguided facts as it is to say that the old 

world terminated in the time of Muhammad of Arabia.  If that end had 

occurred at that time, there would be no basis for discrediting him with 

that title, for we would by now be living in the world of the Hereafter.
96

   

 

Deanar’s argument is based on an understanding that the role of the Seal of the 

Prophets is to bring about the end of the old world and the beginning of the new, and so 

exposes the central role of millenarianism within the Nation’s thinking.  A comic from 

E. Majied offers a different approach to the historical argument: 

 

Figure 3- Muhammad’s Message reproduced from E Majied, “Muhammad’s Message,” Muhammad Speaks, 

December 3, 1965, 27. 

 The professor in the cartoon tells his students that Elijah Muhammad is doing 

greater work than that of Muhammad of 1,400 years ago because he is creating a new 

nation out of a people that have suffered so much oppression that they are 

unrecognizable.  Thus, the implication is that Elijah Muhammad is the greater prophet 
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not just because he is bringing about the end of the old world, but also because he is 

facing a more difficult challenge.   

 The comic also hints at the appeal to scripture as authority when Majied 

discusses how the history of the Muhammad of Arabia was a foreshadowing of Elijah 

Muhammad’s role now.  A section called ‘Muslim Prayer Service’ elaborates,  

Therefore, a correction must come to them in the way of true 

understanding of these scriptures in which their history is constantly 

referred to in the mentioning of the Jews and Christians through the 

Prophets that were sent to them.  The Orthodox Muslims think this refers 

to Arabia that that Muhammad…But if they look at it again… it is like 

their belief in thinking that Muhammad of nearly 1400 years ago was a 

prophet like Moses…. They forget that Moses was a man who was raised 

in the house of bondage under a king who held him and his people in 

bondage to him and to his false worship of God….  The Orthodox 

Muslims think this was fulfilled in the Meccans’ opposition against 

Muhammad.  Not so!  He does not compare with the prophecy of a man 

like Moses, for there… was no separation of the Arabs from any slave 

masters.
97

 

 

This passage argues that a close reading of scripture supports Elijah Muhammad’s 

claim to prophethood over and against Muhammad of Arabia’s claim.  It is worth 

noting that by scripture, writers in Muhammad Speaks just as often mean the Bible as 

they do the Qur’an.  For instance, Tynnetta Deanar, explaining why “orthodox 

Muslims” got the time and place of the coming of the Madhi wrong, says,  

And in designating the area where these events would unfold is again only 

hinted at under a barrage of scriptural complexities.  Such an example is 

found in the Bible’s history of ancient Babylon with its later description as 

it appears in Revelations.
98
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By referencing the Bible’s history as part of scripture, she indicates that for her Biblical 

references have authority.  While she also references Qur’anic scripture, she does not 

differentiate between the two in levels of authority, implying that, for her at least, the 

Bible and the Qur’an are both equally authoritative.  The authority of the Bible in the 

Nation is another example of how the Nation coopts Christian symbols and language 

while also rejecting their associations with Christianity.   

 In addition to indicating where scriptural authority lies, her quote also 

introduces the idea of hidden or secret sources of authority by referencing scriptural 

complexities.  She expands on this idea, asking,  

Is there a scientific and scholarly explanation as to why millions upon 

millions of Muslims believe Muhammad of Arabia was the Seal of the 

Prophets and are disturbed over the announcement that the Muhammad 

who fits this description is the Honorable Elijah Muhammad born not in 

Arabia but in America, not in the 6
th

 century A.D. but in the 20
th

 century 

A.D.?  The answer comes from the Messenger himself, who explains that 

the actual coming of the Mahdi (God in Person) and the raising of His Last 

Messenger had to remain as a concealed truth and as a well guarded secret 

as to the exact date and time of manifestation except in the reference that it 

would be in the time of the end of this world.
99

   

 

Here she makes it clear that the obscurity of the scriptural references was intentional, 

because it was necessary to keep the coming of Elijah Muhammad a secret until it 

happened.   

Stephen Finley explains the use of secrecy when he writes about the esoteric 

nature of the Nation.  He defines esotericism by saying “in the general sense, its 

concern is with synthesizing religion and science.”
100

  Finley argues that the Nation 

drew on the esoteric tradition as a response to “actual and symbolic violence directed 
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at black bodies in the United States” and posits that it “gave [the Nation] a sense of 

control and meaning in a world that was otherwise characterized by lynching and 

abject poverty and set against a history of enslavement and centuries of discourses of 

black inferiority.”
101

  He continues, “That knowledge and God in the Nation of Islam 

were secret and hidden functioned to give them hope that their value and agency 

would eventually be realized.”
102

  While I think Finley is correct in that the synthesis 

of religion and science, and particularly the secret aspects of this synthesis, functioned 

to give members of the Nation a sense of control and hope, I argue that the synthesis 

of science and religion and the deployment of secrecy also function to grant the Nation 

authority.  The authority-granting function of these factors, both the synthesis of 

history and scripture and the appeal to secrecy, is evident in the way that they are 

deployed to justify Elijah Muhammad’s position as the Seal of the Prophets.  Because 

these factors grant authority to Elijah Muhammad in a way that posits that he, and by 

extension his followers, have unique access to privileged knowledge, they support the 

explanatory power of the Nation’s cosmology.  As I discussed in the section on 

spookism, explanatory power is critical to the success of counternarratives in 

determining identity because it provides the necessary justification for people to 

switch from a master narrative to a counternarrative.  While the NOI’s esotericism 

could be interpreted as a contradiction to their anti-spookism, both function together 

because they prioritize knowledge that comes from a mix of science and religion.  The 

mixture of science and religion challenges the authority of knowledge that they 

perceive as either just religious (like the idea of a heaven in the sky) or just scientific 
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(such as historical analysis of the Qur’an that argues it is specific to sixth century 

Arabia).  Therefore, the deployment of history, scripture, and secrecy within an 

esoteric framework grants legitimacy to the Muslim identity of members of the Nation 

of Islam.   
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Conclusion 

The Nation of Islam, through Muhammad Speaks, relates a cosmology that 

constitutes an identity-creating narrative.  The cosmological narrative creates a 

Muslim/black identity that resists the oppressive master narrative of white supremacy, 

primarily as a counternarrative but also sometimes as an alternative narrative.  I apply a 

synthesis of Doniger’s and Nelson’s theories to my reading of Muhammad Speaks in 

order to expand upon each, revealing how the Nation navigates different types of 

narratives, a unique way myths of non-dominant groups like the NOI are shaped by 

identity repair in response to oppression, and how the NOI establishes authority over 

the identity created by members.  This combination of Doniger’s and Nelson’s theories 

illuminates how politics and religion are interwoven in the Nation’s cosmology, 

challenging scholarship on the NOI that treats politics and religion separately as well as 

offering implications for understanding the interplay between politics and religion in 

the study of religion more broadly.   

First, applying Doniger’s theory of lenses to the ways in which the NOI 

navigates different meanings of blackness and Muslimness expands on Nelson’s theory 

by showing that the Nation is able to move between kinds of narratives.  I address this 

movement between types of narratives in Section 2.1 as writers in Muhammad Speaks 

alternate between a microscopic view of race that is focused on effecting concrete 

change and being intelligible to those outside the Nation and a telescopic view of race 

that is focused on changing how members of the Nation think about themselves.  In 

this case, the microscopic view creates a counternarrative that uses contestation, while 

the telescopic view creates a refusal counternarrative.  Similarly, the response to an 
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orthodox Muslim master narrative in Muhammad Speaks shifts between a microscopic 

focus on the specifics of the Nation’s situation and a telescopic focus on how 

knowledge should be interpreted.  The microscopic focus leads to the alternative 

narrative found in Section 3.1, while the telescopic focus creates the counternarrative 

found in Section 3.2.  The intermingling of these microscopic and telescopic lenses, 

combined with a naked eye view, which reveals the fluidity between these views 

within the realm of political action, suggests that one way in which religious groups 

gain authority within the political sphere is by being able to shift between lenses.   

On the other hand, my application of Nelson expands on Doniger’s theory of 

myth by explaining how the dominant oppressive forces in the lives of the NOI’s 

members shape the Nation’s cosmology.  For instance, in Section 1.3 I discuss how the 

Nation uses narrative inversion, creating a Muslim/black identity to counter the 

Christian white supremacist master narrative and to claim a privileged place within the 

master narrative of orthodox Islam.  Because this Muslim/black identity serves both 

purposes, it results in a fusion of race and religion that breaks down the barrier between 

religion and politics often imagined by scholars.  While Doniger discusses political 

applications of myth, my application of Nelson suggests that the NOI’s narratives are 

fundamentally tied to their political goals.  The resulting synthesis of religion and 

politics expands Nelson’s idea of narrative repair as a demand for respect in terms of 

the dominant narrative by revealing that, for the Nation, gaining respect in terms of the 

orthodox Muslim master narrative repairs the identities of its members that had been 

damaged by the white supremacist master narrative.  In that way, the Nation can both 
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assert that respect from white people is impossible and yet still engage in a process of 

narrative repair. 

Finally, the retelling of the NOI’s cosmology in Muhammad Speaks offers 

insights into how religious counternarratives gain authority.  Both the Nation’s anti-

spookism and esotericism allow writers in Muhammad Speaks to define certain kinds 

of knowledge as authoritative.  As I discussed in Section 1.4, the Nation’s anti-

spookism allows members to undermine the dominant types of religious knowledge in 

the United States.  The NOI instead offers an esoteric approach to knowledge that 

grants authority not just through particular figures but also through a claim to 

privileged knowledge.  The Nation’s ability to garner both political and religious 

authority reveals one way in which religious authority can function politically, by 

incorporating cosmic viewpoints with claims to authority that directly challenge master 

narratives.  The NOI’s synthesis of the language of both the white master narrative and 

the orthodox Muslim master narrative into their cosmology also highlights how the 

strategy of narrative inversion can be particularly effective in allowing groups to 

challenge master narratives in terms that are understandable by those who uphold those 

master narratives.  Combined with cosmic claims to authority, the synthesis of 

language from master narratives offers a response strategy that is both specific in 

confronting claims to authority in the master narrative while also broad enough to not 

be defined by the master narratives to which the NOI is responding.   

In addition, members of the Nation writing in Muhammad Speaks retell parts of 

the cosmology in a variety of different contexts.  In so doing, they embed ambiguity 

and multiplicity within the Nation’s counternarrative.  This ambiguity and multiplicity 
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allows the Nation to maintain its identity-creating power in the face of challenges from 

both master narratives that require different, often contradictory responses from 

members of the Nation.  The Nation’s deployment of this ambiguity towards uniting 

political aims with religious authority highlights one way that ambiguity functions 

within religious organizations.   
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