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Disclaimer 1 (November 2015): I have never met Muhammad Ali and he probably does not know who I am. The contents of this book are, as the title says, purely imaginary - which is not to say fictitious, for Ali and I are real people, and there is no "story" here, only social, political, literary, and cultural criticism and commentary, presented as if it were a conversation between us two. The annotations are all editorial additions.

Disclaimer 2 (August 2016): Muhammad Ali died in June 2016 when this book was in the final stages of preparation. I would have liked to send him a copy. Even though I never met him, I miss him, and I hope his life was really as wonderful as I think it was. In his honor, nothing in our imaginary conversation has been changed from before he died. Let us not mourn his death, but celebrate his life, as if he would live forever, at least in the spirit of all that is truly decent and human.
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On a bright spring day in 2011, I was lounging outdoors on the Indigo Terrace of the Hilton Bayfront in San Diego when I happened to notice that the guy in the next chair was Muhammad Ali. For the next two hours, we enjoyed the following conversation:

~~~~~
[image: ]


Hello, Champ!

Hello, Eric!

You know me?

Of course I know you. I know almost everything.

I don't doubt it. You were always a sharp guy.

The sharpest.

But how do you know me? Have we ever met?

I've read your Ruminations and recognized you from your pic at the end of it.

Interesting. Have you read my Die at the Right Time! A Subjective Cultural History of the American Sixties?

Not yet, but I've seen it. It's the one with LBJ throwing a Nazi salute on the cover, right?

Yep.

I heard that you said some nice things about me in there.

Well, I just tried to tell the truth. I said, for instance, that even people who didn't like boxing still liked you.

[smiling] That's because I was so pretty.

It was also because you told the truth, had a sense of humor, and worked for justice. Besides, there were lots of dudes in those days who were as pretty as you, or maybe prettier: Sidney Poitier, Bob Gibson, Paul McCartney, ...

[pretending anger] Hey, watch that stuff!

[pretending fear] Don't mess with me, man. I can run like an antelope and hide like a mole. [both laughing] Anyway, you were a force. You made things clear and precise. You were at least as important to the civil rights movement, the anti-draft movement, and the anti-Vietnam-War movement as Martin, Malcolm, Abbie, ... - and probably better known than all of them put together. I might even go so far to say that even people who hated boxing loved you.

Now how could anyone hate boxing? It can be brutal, granted, but in its essence it's just the powerful expression of a fair contest between two strong wills, like chess.

I don't know if I'll buy that. It's a lot more physical than chess.

But it's psychological too - just as much - and in that respect, it's a lot like chess. You gotta get inside your opponent's head.

Well, yes, now I think I see your point, but it applies only to you, not to boxers in general. They're mostly not subtle enough or smart enough to do what you did. You always spent a lot of premeditated time and creative energy before and during every fight, psyching your opponents out - and in very effective ways, I might add.

And that's how I won. Psychological advantage is at least as important as dancing and bobbing and weaving and dodging and feinting and picking your spots and being able to throw a good punch. But very few fighters realize this. I did, and that's why I won. I couldn't have beaten brawlers like Sonny Liston or Corky Baker on a purely physical matchup. They were too brawny and scary. I had to psyche them out, make them overconfident, make them so mad that they couldn't think straight, make them hate me so much that their hatred would blind them, make them think too much, get them thinking about the wrong things for a fight, sow the seeds of doubt in them - and stay out of their reach until the right time. I always did that - and whenever I did it well, I won. And all that leads up to saying that the only way I ever beat either Joe Frazier or George Foreman was to psyche them out.[1] 

You still gotta punch 'em.

It's not that simple. First you gotta set 'em up to get punched, and that's not easy - obviously - because they don't wanna get punched. And they're both physically more powerful than me.

But you're also a powerful man. Even now, you're still powerful. Your fists are weapons of war. You've said many times that you never wanted to damage anyone in the ring, but you just wanted to win. So, did you ever hold back, restrain yourself, not enough to lose, but just enough to keep from hurting anyone?

Not really. But I never piled it on after the fight was won either, like some fighters do. Guys like that are savage, just barely human. It's hard to respect them, even if they're skillful, when they hit more than necessary, just to try to hurt people. Or when they do something unsportsmanlike when the outcome of the fight is still undecided, like when Tyson bit off part of Holyfield's ear in 1997. And it's not just boxers who do that. The NFL has always been full of ferocious brutes like Dick Butkus or Conrad Dobler, for example, who aren't shy about bragging that they wanna hurt people. Even in a violent sport like boxing or football, that level of unnecessary violence is like cheating.

I agree. Butkus was a great defender, but he shouldn't have chewed on people at the bottom of the pile.

That's only alleged. We know that Tyson bites. The whole world saw him do it. Butkus? We're not sure.

Yes, but in view of the many times that Butkus - as you said - declared positively and in public that he was out to maim people - and backed up those declarations on the field - I believe that he bit them too.

The point is to fight fair. Try to gain any advantage you want - psychological, physical, emotional, spiritual - but do it fairly. Boxing isn't a cockfight.[2] The purpose of boxing isn't to inflict punishment, but to demonstrate mastery, not mastery of my opponent as another human being, but mastery in the sense of proving to the whole world that my skills are better than his. It's not real mastery if you don't fight fair.

Is it fair to taunt them, to make them so mad that they get irrational?

If they don't have the strength of will to stand up to taunts, then that's their own weakness, and I'm only exposing it and exploiting it, as any fair fighter would do.

Total fairness - for everyone - is a real point of honor with you. And it's an indispensable aspect of justice and humanity. I admire you for that even more than I admire your boxing skills. I believe that you would make a wonderful president of the United States.

You don't say?

I do. What do you think of that?

I'm flattered. As you know, I'm a very modest man.

[both laughing] Indeed. Supremely modest. In fact, you and I are two of the most modest men we know.

I have a reputation for being arrogant and full of pride - and maybe I am when I proclaim "I am the Greatest!" - but in fact, I hafta be modest. Islam requires it. My arrogance and pride are all showmanship - but I back up my boasts, so that the showmanship doesn't fall out as mere trickery, which Islam forbids.[3] There's a term in the Holy Quran, khushu in Arabic, which means something like modesty, humility, purity, devout service, serene well-being, but not exactly. It really means a prayerful attitude, a general reverence for Allah and for everything that Allah has created. The first few verses of Sura 23, "The Believers," describe this attitude. It's definitely an ideal to which all Muslims should aspire.

But isn't there any room for humor, laughter, or joy in the ideal Muslim attitude?

Of course!

But the laughter that is typically referred to in the Quran is the laughter of derision, not the laughter of humor.

That's true. Allah strongly condemns the laughter of derision, and the Holy Quran is a very serious book, mysteriously silent about the laughter of humor - and yet I can't believe that Allah has no sense of humor. Allah wants us to be happy - and happiness requires humor, laughter, joy, and sharing all this, not laughing at people in mockery or derision.

What else does Allah require, besides absolute devotion, submission, purity, truthfulness, and obedience?

Well, besides all those things, courage, hard work, and self-reliance. Allah hates cowardice, laziness, and leeching.

That's good. Those ideals speak well for Islam. It's difficult to argue against any of them. But regarding hard work, that's not enough in itself; it must be hard work directed toward a good cause. Calvinistic hard work, for instance, you know, the so-called "Protestant work ethic," led to a lot of injustice. Many evil people are very hard workers toward the goals of their particular evils. And many good, well-intentioned people are lazy - and even cowardly.

I think it goes without saying that the religious ideal of hard work implies hard work for good causes. The other religious ideals guarantee this, since they must all be consistent with each other. Never underestimate the importance of well-directed hard work. It's essential. Hard work and moderate talent will take you farther than light work and brilliant talent.[4] 

Yes, hard work, but also talent, opportunity, determination, optimism, and lack of government interference.

Even from 1967 to 1971 when the government was interfering with me, I never lost those other five, plus, I had creativity too.

You were a humorous human humbly hawking humanizing humor at Harvard.[5] 

And I broke the world record for the shortest poem in English: two words, two syllables, seven letters, one line, internal rhyme AA: "Me, Wheee!"

[in mock triumph] You, Woo!

[laughing] Uh oh! Now you've got the record. Six letters. But at least it's still about me, so I won't complain.

[laughing] Look, I don't wanna upset you. I'll spell "woo" with three "o"s if you want. Then we'll be tied at seven letters.

[still laughing] Nah, that's OK. The record's yours. I know when I'm licked.

Back to fairness again. I appreciate that. Anyway, as a champion boxer with a heart of gold, you're more qualified for elective office than a bad Hollywood actor with a heart of ice.

You mean Reagan? I never agreed with that whole Reagan-Bush-Bush agenda. Those guys don't respect people. They just wanna make war, control people, let the rich get richer, and cover it all up with sweet lies. You know what trickles down from the top.

Yeah, I know.

But I had my little victory over them. My team went and got fifteen hostages out of Iraq in November and December of 1990. We - that is, Brian Becker and the Peace Delegation, all inspired by Ramsey Clark - were not only acting on our own as private citizens not representing the U.S. government, but we were also being actively opposed and harassed by the first Bush administration. And we won - sort of. We got our hostages away from Saddam Hussein after he invaded Kuwait, but America still launched its intended war.

Good for you! Ultimately private citizens acting on their own consciences are more powerful than politicians.

That's right. The inner strength of personal conviction in accord with the universal moral law is more powerful than any unjust law, government oppression, or barbaric minions.

But the problem is that not enough of us act for the common good in this way. We did in the sixties - and look what happened then.

Yes, we made some progress in the sixties - but not nearly enough.

In the sixties it was definitely the people against the government. But nowadays most people seem to suck up to whatever the government wants - or they're too tired and disheartened to care.

The people - when they're not duped
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