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        Foreword

      
      Clayborne Carson

      It has been more than a half century since Martin Luther King, Jr., published his final book, Where Do We Go from Here: Chaos or Community? Although King’s subtitle expressed the urgent need to avoid chaos, he offered only tentative suggestions during his remaining months of life about how to build a just and peaceful world community. Based on the insightful essays in this book, I suspect that Bayard Rustin might well have thought that he was the person best prepared through long experience as an activist and advisor to respond to King’s question.

      The fact that King’s “I Have a Dream” speech at the 1963 March on Washington is remembered far more than the person who organized the march helps us understand why this collection of essays about Bayard Rustin is necessary and overdue. Although Rustin’s controversial past led him to avoid drawing attention to his advisory role, he made possible King’s swift assent from leadership of a bus boycott movement in Montgomery, Alabama, to become the prime symbol of a civil rights movement that transformed the nation and inspired the world.

      These essays are by no means hagiography. They reveal Rustin’s flaws as well as his virtues, the limitations as well as the breadth of his vision. He was controversial because of his early involvement during the 1930s with the Young Communist League and because of his sometimes furtive homosexuality. Prominent Black leaders such as A. Philip Randolph, Ella Baker, Martin Luther King, and many others were willing to look beyond Rustin’s baggage because they appreciated his unique assets.

      Although still a teenager when I attended the March on Washington and became aware of Rustin’s significance as a behind-the-scenes organizer, he soon attracted my curiosity once I became a part-time journalist for the Los Angeles Free Press and ultimately a full-time graduate student at UCLA. When I began the research that ultimately resulted in my dissertation about the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), I realized that I needed to know more about the man who seemed always on the periphery of my main topic.

      I would discover that Rustin had been invited to address SNCC’s first conference in October 1960, but the invitation was withdrawn when a union sponsoring the conference objected to Rustin’s radical reputation. SNCC members would soon regret giving in to anticommunist hysteria, but some would later deride Rustin as an ally of the liberal establishment that opposed seating the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party (MFDP) delegation to the 1964 Democratic Party convention in place of the all-white “regular” delegation from Mississippi.

      Stokely Carmichael, with whom I became acquainted shortly before the March on Washington, would later tell me about his effort as a Howard University student to arrange a debate between Rustin and Malcolm X. He recalled being impressed by both men, although Rustin strongly criticized Stokely’s adoption of the Black Power slogan, dismissing it as “positively harmful” because it would remove Black Americans from “the main area of political struggle.”1 At the time, I shared Stokely’s distrust of Democratic Party liberalism, but agreed with their shared belief that protests were not sufficient to achieve economic and political power.

      Perhaps because I ultimately came to know so many of Rustin’s acquaintances, one of my greatest disappointments was that I was never able to meet and interview Rustin. Once I began the research for my first book, In Struggle: SNCC and the Black Awakening of the 1960s, I tried in vain to write and call him to arrange an interview. By then, he had become head of the A. Philip Randolph Institute and perhaps too preoccupied to pay much attention to a fledgling scholar. I decided to stop by his office and accepted his assistant’s offer to wait outside just in case he found time to meet with me.

      Thus, for me, this anthology substitutes for the extended, probing interview for which I patiently waited.

    
  
    
      
        Introduction

        More Than Mr. March on Washington

      
      Michael G. Long

      No one had stronger qualifications for organizing the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom than Bayard Rustin. By 1963, he had already planned three major protests in the nation’s capital—the Prayer Pilgrimage for Freedom in 1957 and the Youth Marches for Integrated Schools in 1958 and 1959—and played a leading role in national and international movements against war and nuclear weapons. It seemed as if Rustin’s entire professional career had been preparing him to become the lead organizer of the March on Washington. Rustin was also ambitious and assertive enough to crave the job.

      But there was a significant obstacle—Roy Wilkins. The powerful executive director of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) did not want Rustin to head the march.

      “Look Bayard,” Wilkins said in a phone call. “I want you to know that I’m not in favor of your organizing the March on Washington.”

      Rustin wondered why.

      “There are several reasons,” Wilkins replied. “First of all, I know that you were a sincere conscientious objector during the war, but you have been called a draft dodger over and over again on the floor of the Senate and House. Second, you are a socialist, and many people think that socialism and communism are basically the same thing. Thirdly, you admit that you belonged to the Young Communist League. And then there’s the whole business of you having been arrested in California on a sex charge. Now, do you think we ought to bring all that into the March on Washington? Because it’s gonna come out, you know?”

      Opponents of the march, according to Wilkins, could and would use Rustin’s complicated and problematic past as fodder for undermining the entire protest. So rather than sacrificing the success of the march, the prudent move would be to sacrifice Rustin.

      “I know, I know,” Rustin replied. “But what happens depends on you people who are the main leaders. If you stand up and have some courage, it [my past] will do no damage.”1

      At a July 2 meeting about the march, three of the Big Six civil rights leaders—Martin Luther King, Jr., James Farmer, and John Lewis—showed some courage and stood up to the NAACP head. In the end, A. Philip Randolph became the official director, and he named Rustin as his deputy director, a position that effectively made Rustin the march’s main organizer.

      It’s still shocking that a pacifist, socialist, ex-convict, former communist, openly gay, Black man was largely responsible for planning and executing the most significant event in US protest history. But just as jolting is Rustin’s refusal to roll over and surrender after acknowledging that he would be the direct target of the march’s opponents as well as the subject of intense media scrutiny.

      If there is anything that the March on Washington reveals about Rustin other than his organizing genius, it’s his ambitious refusal to confine himself to the shadows of history. Indeed, near the conclusion of the march, Rustin strode to the microphone and, with his clenched right fist thrust high, led the massive crowd in supporting each of the march’s ten demands. In that moment, at a protest broadcast around the world, Rustin took center stage and made history. He was no shrinking violet. He was a Black radical, at least in that moment.

      Indeed, one of the most overlooked parts of the march is its radicalism. Not everything about the march was radical, of course. Rustin originally conceived of the day as including mass lobbying at the US Capitol, an act that would shut down regular business for the day; a defiant march past, and an encircling of, the White House; and a rally that would include speeches from unemployed people. But by the time Rustin completed his plans, he had left these ideas behind, earning the wrath of militants in the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) who had been looking forward to shutting down Congress and calling President Kennedy to task. For them, the watered-down march was little more than a friendly picnic.

      But that criticism was not entirely fair. Despite de-radicalizing his plans, Rustin ensured that at least some of the march’s content remained radical.

      Both Rustin and A. Philip Randolph were fervent democratic socialists, and one of their goals was to use the march as a platform for sharing their socialist vision and calling for its enactment. The two socialists achieved at least part of their goal by ensconcing it within the march’s list of ten demands. Thanks to Rustin and Randolph, the march officially demanded “a massive federal program to train and place all unemployed workers—Negro and white—on meaningful and dignified jobs at decent wages,” as well as “a national minimum wage act that will give all Americans a decent standard of living.”2

      Randolph also used his opening speech to declare war against US capitalism. “The sanctity of private property takes second place to the sanctity of the human personality,” he said.

      “It falls to the Negro to reassert this priority of values because our ancestors were transformed from human personalities into private property. It falls to us to demand new forms of social planning, to create full employment and to put automation at the service of human needs, not at the service of profits—for we are the worst victims of unemployment.”3

      Randolph’s speech, coupled with Rustin’s militant presentation of the march’s demands, represented the first time that millions of white Americans heard prominent Black leaders deliver not only a sharp critique of capitalism but also a demand for a socialist approach to the nation’s economic challenges. Together, Randolph and Rustin left a remarkably radical and threatening legacy, one that is usually ignored in annual feel-good celebrations of the march and its leaders.

      Beyond that, the march inspired countless people to fight for racial justice and helped to create the conditions that led to the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act. Just as important, the historic protest stirred other oppressed people to rise up, and even provided a template for subsequent protest marches. In the years to come, millions of protesters, many of whom had marched in 1963, would similarly march on Washington for women’s rights, labor rights, LGBTQIA rights, and so much more. No protest in US history has been more influential and consequential than the 1963 march.

      However significant the march was, and however radical part of it was, the legacy of the march—and thus Rustin’s legacy—is tainted.

      On August 16, the march’s administrative committee held its last meeting before everyone headed to Washington. Anna Arnold Hedgeman, the only woman on the committee, asked for the floor. “In light of the role of Negro women in the struggle for freedom,” she said, “it is incredible that no woman should appear as a speaker at the historic March on Washington Meeting at the Lincoln Memorial.”4

      Hedgeman, joined by Dorothy Height and others, had pleaded with Rustin and Randolph to include a Black woman as a speaker, but the two men adamantly refused, saying that the program was already full and that choosing one woman would create jealousies among other women leaders.

      Hedgeman’s final plea changed that. At the last minute, the Big Ten—the Big Six had added four white men to the inner circle—decided that the program would now include a woman-led “Tribute to Negro Women, Fighters for Freedom.” Still, though, no woman would be allowed to deliver one of the major speeches at the march. The exclusion stung. Black women were not only the backbone of the civil rights movement; they were also its head, neck, body, and legs.

      It might be difficult for some of us to believe this, but Rustin and Randolph, like all of us, were not saints. Nor is their legacy at the march the hallmark of saintly politics and protest. Just ask the women.

      Given the significance of the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, the common tendency to see Rustin’s legacy only in relation to the march is understandable. Plus, our culture likes to freeze its heroes in certain times and places, particularly those that seem safe and unthreatening. We prefer heroes who are uncomplicated, one-dimensional, shallow. But Rustin was much more than “Mr. March on Washington,” and to reduce him to the march would be to ignore the depth and breadth and complexity of his longtime fight for economic, racial, social, and political justice.5

      Our book avoids this reductionist tendency and shows that Rustin’s legacy is deep and wide—that it has roots in numerous social movements and institutions in the United States and across the globe. Rustin traveled through his times like a fast-moving octopus with very long tentacles, and the sheer size and extent of his legacy is breathtaking.

      By exploring his large legacy in its complexity, we depict Rustin not as the one-dimensional figure often spotlighted and celebrated in annual articles about the march, but as a complicated activist who left multiple legacies, many of them praiseworthy and some of them troubling, that defy simple characterization.

      Legacies are never easy to describe with accuracy and certainty. They are like moral character—best viewed from many different angles, in historical context, and over a long period.

      Rustin’s legacy, when viewed this way, is especially difficult to describe. Though a pacifist, Rustin refused to join the peace movement during the Vietnam War, and years later he called for the US government to send jets to Israel. Though an openly gay tactician, he did not join the LGBTQIA movement of the late 1960s and 1970s; it would take almost two decades after the Stonewall Uprising before he would become a visible activist in the movement. Though strongly committed to alleviating poverty, he did not support the Poor People’s Campaign until after King’s assassination. And, as we have seen, though an enthusiastic proponent of equality, Rustin treated women leaders at the 1963 march as second-class citizens. The difficulty of describing Rustin’s legacy is, at the very least, a testament to the complexity of his personality and life.

      Like studies of moral character, explorations of legacies also lead to a culminating question: Is there anything that ties the different parts together? Is there a unifying element in the various legacies that Rustin left us? Although answers to this question emerge throughout this book, Rustin’s own words hint at possible answers. “My activism did not spring from my being gay, or for that matter, from my being black,” Rustin wrote. “Rather, it is rooted, fundamentally, in my Quaker upbringing and the values that were instilled in me by my grandparents who reared me. Those values are based on the concept of a single human family and the belief that all members of that family are equal.”6 Should we take Rustin’s words here at face value? Is Quaker morality the tie that binds together Rustin’s legacies? Or is there something else? Or could it be that there is no accurate way for us to synthesize the many legacies Rustin left us? Perhaps a quest to tie together Rustin’s various legacies is fundamentally wrongheaded.

      One thing remains clear: much of Rustin’s legacy remains unfulfilled. Consider, for example, the two march demands already mentioned. Despite Rustin’s efforts, there is no massive federal program that trains and places all unemployed workers, and there is no national minimum wage that gives all Americans a decent standard of living. Both demands are unmet, even though they are at least as important today, when sky-high inflation forces poor people to skip meals, as they did in 1963.

      Then there is the demand that appeared on a placard that Rustin approved as an official sign of the march: “We Demand an End to Police Brutality Now!”7 If there is any doubt that Rustin’s legacy is relevant for today, call to mind the recent murders of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and numerous other innocent Black people. Their unjustifiable deaths cry out for us to take Rustin’s legacy seriously.

      The pages ahead will describe other ways that Rustin’s legacy is relevant for today. If we take Rustin’s legacy seriously enough to move beyond the march, as this book does, we will see his ongoing relevance for electoral politics, criminal justice reform, democratic socialism, anticolonialism, and militarism, among other things. As he was during his lifetime, Rustin is a rich resource for achieving justice.

      Of course, when we realize that so many of Rustin’s demands for justice remain unfulfilled, we might become overwhelmed and grow too tired to march on. Perhaps in that moment, Rustin’s written words—yes, the remarkable legacy of his words—can help. In a 1969 letter to a woman who had complained about how tired she was from having to deal with anti-Semitism, Rustin wrote:

      
        I am not sympathetic to your cry of being tired, Mrs. Greenstone. . . . I am black and I have lived and fought with racism my entire life. I have been in prison 23 times—serving 28 months in a federal penitentiary and 30 days on a North Carolina chain gang among other punishments.

        I have seen periods of progress followed by reaction. I have seen the hopes and aspirations of Negroes rise during World War II, only to be smashed during the Eisenhower years. I am seeing the victories of the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations destroyed by Richard Nixon.

        I have seen black young people become more and more bitter. I have seen dope addiction rise in the Negro communities across the country.

        I have been in a bombed church. My best friends, closest associates and colleagues-in-arms have been beaten and assassinated. Yet, to remain human and to fulfill my commitment to a just society, I must continue to fight for the liberation of all men. There will be times when each of us will have doubts. But I trust that neither of us will desert our great cause.8

      

      In the final analysis, Rustin’s legacy is not about hope for a pie in the sky. It’s not a legacy that promises that one day we will indeed get to the Promised Land. Instead, Rustin left us a legacy marked by grit and determination—a relentless commitment to building the beloved community one block at a time, even after it’s been torn down or blown apart far too many times, even if there is no promise of it coming to fruition. At last, Rustin’s legacy invites us to fight unceasingly for the freedom of all, no matter what the result might be. It’s as simple, and as complicated, as that.
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        1

        Rustin’s Legacy of Civil Resistance in the US

      
      Erica Chenoweth

      Civil resistance is a form of struggle in which unarmed civilians mobilize using a series of coordinated methods like protest, noncooperation, and the building of alternative institutions to confront their opponents. People have used methods of civil resistance—like protests, strikes, or acts of civil disobedience—in North America for hundreds of years. However, there was little comprehension of the potential strategic and moral potential of civil resistance as a systematic approach to building and wielding power against oppression until Mohandas Gandhi popularized the concept within the Indian context.1

      Bayard Rustin was one of the first people—if not the first person—to systematically apply the theory and practice of nonviolent civil resistance to race relations in the United States.2 At the time of its introduction to the US context, civil resistance was still an emerging technology of resistance, with anticolonial movements following Gandhi’s example by experimenting with the tactics, strategy, and philosophy of nonviolent action. Although Rustin is often considered a “giant of post–World War II pacifist and civil rights activism,”3 he left a profound legacy in solidifying a popular understanding and use of civil resistance in the United States.

      
        Rustin’s Early Experiments with Nonviolent Action

        Rustin first encountered ideas about the power of nonviolence during his childhood. He was raised by Quakers who were active members of the NAACP in West Chester, Pennsylvania. As a high school student, he experimented with techniques of nonviolent resistance through noncooperation with segregation. For instance, he was arrested in his hometown for sitting in a whites-only area of the local movie theater—a sign of the moral clarity he possessed from an early stage of his life.

        As Rustin was coming of age, a stirring series of events was unfolding across the world. In 1930, when Rustin was in his late teens, Mohandas Gandhi launched a pivotal campaign in popularizing the concept of civil resistance: the Salt March. The satyagraha’s deliberate lawbreaking of an oppressive colonial salt monopoly hit the world wires, whose attention was inspired in part by the brutality of the colonial administration’s heavy-handed response. The events were covered extensively in American newspapers, including among the Black press.4 Gandhi correctly expected that his arrest during the Salt Satyagraha would outrage audiences both inside and outside of India. And the brutality visited upon those who protested Gandhi’s imprisonment brought new levels of global sympathy for the claim of Indian independence.

        More broadly, the Salt Satyagraha inspired a new wave of interest in Gandhi’s strategic mastery of resistance to colonial rule. Because Gandhi was both a prolific writer and correspondent, he had developed a significant body of writings outlining his theory of how Indians could liberate themselves from colonialism through nonviolence. In the 1930s, several of Gandhi’s interlocuters—such as prominent followers Richard B. Gregg and Krishnalal Shridharani—published books that introduced the ideas of nonviolent action to American audiences.5 Prominent pacifist, religious, socialist, and civil rights leaders took notice of these works but had little experience implementing sustained, strategic campaigns of nonviolent resistance in the US context themselves.

        Bayard Rustin entered Wilberforce University two years after the Salt March began, but he was expelled from the university in 1936 for organizing a strike. He later left Cheyney State Teachers College without a degree, moving instead to Harlem, where he was inspired by the Harlem Renaissance and was able to live more openly with his sexuality. He completed an activist training course organized by the American Friends Service Committee and enrolled in the City College of New York. Later, he was involved in a campaign to free nine Black teenagers who were accused of raping two white women in Alabama.

        As he began his more formal career as a youth organizer, Rustin was deeply influenced by Black labor organizer A. Philip Randolph, who himself had a deep instinct that Black people could effect change only through mass politics. The Roosevelt administration’s commitment to major economic reforms, the onset of World War II, and the demands for labor that it produced provided new opportunities for Black political mobilization to confront racism, discrimination, and sexism. Prior to Pearl Harbor, Randolph had pressed President Roosevelt for an order to end segregation in the defense industry. When Roosevelt demurred, Randolph threatened to organize the first ever March on Washington as a way to end racial discrimination in recruitment to the defense industry and armed forces. In a statement to the press, Randolph wrote, in part: “Power and pressure do not reside in the few, an intelligentsia. They lie in and flow from the masses. Power does not even rest with the masses as such. Power is the active principle of only the organized masses, the masses united for a definite purpose.”6

        Randolph briefly enlisted Bayard Rustin as a youth organizer for the march. But Randolph ultimately called off the march, as the mere threat of the action had had the desired effect: Roosevelt issued an executive order guaranteeing fair employment practices in both defense industries and government and established a commission to enforce this antidiscrimination decree. As a result, within the next few years, the employment rates of Black people in such jobs grew from less than 1 percent to 8 percent, helping to solidify the economic foothold of Black Americans in the North.7 Reflecting on the impact of this victory, Rustin later wrote: “This campaign was the symbolic inauguration of the modern civil rights movement . . . [and] the first mass protest ever seriously threatened by Negro Americans.”8

        Inspired by the struggles of conscientious objectors, Rustin joined the Fellowship of Reconciliation (FOR), a national pacifist organization that provided support for people who had refused to serve in the armed forces. As an organizer with FOR, he began to hold workshops all over the country training people in nonviolent direct action and experimenting with the technique himself, challenging segregation in department stores and restaurants.9

        In 1942, Rustin helped fellow FOR member James Farmer create the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) as a way to build momentum from the success of the threatened March on Washington in 1941. Founded by pacifists, CORE was dedicated to “democracy, integration, and nonviolence [as] its hallmark principles.”10 Rustin later wrote that “CORE’s principles were Mohandas Gandhi’s principles. Next to A. Philip Randolph, Gandhi has more direct influence on the development of a civil rights strategy during the 1940s than any other individual, here or abroad.”11 Rustin drew on Gandhi’s theory and practice of satyagraha to refine his own understanding of Black history, Black resistance, and the roots of the moral authority of Black opposition to segregation and discrimination. Indeed, Rustin himself possessed an analysis of racial and economic discrimination in the United States as a manifestation of a “caste” system—a way of understanding race and class that has recently been revived in American discourse.12

        In 1943, Rustin received a draft summons. When he refused to report to the draft board, he was arrested and imprisoned as a conscientious objector. While serving his sentence in federal prison between 1944 and 1946, Rustin continued experimenting with nonviolent action, organizing protests against racial segregation in the prison cafeteria. He endured beatings on account of his pacifism and was put in isolation on account of his homosexuality. The isolation facility in this case was the prison library, where Rustin indulged in reading and learning while incarcerated for twenty-eight months. While in prison, he also organized FOR’s Free India Committee and, upon his release, began protesting against British colonialism in India and Africa.13

        In the postwar period, new political opportunities emerged that accelerated and catalyzed Black political activism. For instance, in 1946, the Supreme Court issued a landmark decision, known as the Irene Morgan decision, that banned segregated seating in interstate travel. Yet the ruling was not enforced. Newly free from prison and settling into an activist community in New York City, Rustin began talking with George Houser about how nonviolent action could be applied to the issue of segregation on interstate transportation. Together, they initiated the 1947 Freedom Ride, which they dubbed the Journey of Reconciliation, as a way to directly challenge segregation on interstate buses in some of the northernmost Jim Crow states. The theory was that, by refusing to cooperate with the injustice of segregation, their acts of defiance would force the federal government to begin to enforce its own rulings. Rustin was among those arrested in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, for violating segregation laws. He and three others were convicted and soon appealed to overturn the ruling.

        While awaiting the results of the appeal, Rustin traveled to India for several weeks to meet with Gandhi’s followers, give talks, and learn more about Gandhian methods of resistance. This visit continued the yearslong interchange that had taken place between African American organizers, clergy, and intellectuals and Indian independence dissidents, who were eager to see how Gandhi’s ideas might apply to desegregation of the US (as well as to other anticolonial contexts).14 Other stalwarts of the civil rights movement—such as James Lawson and Martin Luther King, Jr.—also eventually traveled to India, drawing on Gandhi’s example to inspire and inform their own campaigns.

        Upon his return from India, Rustin served twenty-two days of hard labor on a chain gang in North Carolina in relation to his arrest during the 1947 Freedom Ride. In 1949, he published about the experience in the New York Post. The scandal generated by his reports ultimately led the state to reform the convict labor system there. However, the 1947 Freedom Ride itself mostly gained attention in the Black press, serving as a blueprint for the Freedom Ride in the Deep South that took place in 1961.

        Eager to build on the legal victories of the emerging civil rights movement, and the growing discontent among Black veterans returning from the war, A. Philip Randolph launched a new pressure campaign to end Jim Crow within the military. He tapped Rustin to head the League for Nonviolent Civil Disobedience against Military Segregation, which ultimately led President Truman to desegregate the armed forces in 1948. Again, when Truman promised to issue an executive order desegregating the military, Randolph called off the civil disobedience campaign and called for the League to disband. This led to a rift between Rustin and Randolph, with Rustin publicly criticizing Randolph for being “out of touch” and launching a futile effort to maintain the League. (The two reconciled several years later.)15

      
      
        Rustin as the Leading Practitioner of Nonviolent Direct Action in the US

        By 1952, Rustin was widely regarded as the US’s “leading theorist and practitioner of nonviolent direct action in the country.”16 It seemed as if Rustin’s global reputation would launch him into the forefront of the emerging civil rights movement. Indeed, Rustin traveled to Ghana, Nigeria, and South Africa, “advising leaders on their planned nonviolent civil disobedience campaigns for liberation and later help[ing] organize the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament’s first annual protest march in England.”17

        Yet in 1953, Rustin was charged with a morality crime for engaging in consensual sex with another man in Pasadena, California. Due to homophobia within FOR and the broader Christian pacifist community, Rustin resigned his FOR position. He ultimately found a place to land in the pacifist War Resisters League, which later became a political home to influential gay and lesbian pacifists like David McReynolds and Barbara Deming,18 both of whom also made extraordinary contributions to the theory and practice of civil resistance. Yet for the remainder of his time in the civil rights movement, Rustin often avoided stepping into the limelight, lest questions about his sexuality undermine the public image of the movement.

        It is widely understood that Bayard Rustin himself fully introduced the theory of nonviolent action to Martin Luther King, Jr., and persuaded King that a successful civil rights movement would follow a Gandhian path. The two had their first direct encounter during the 1955 Montgomery bus boycott, when Rustin traveled to Montgomery to impress upon King the power of the Gandhian method of resistance. Reflecting later upon the boycott campaign in Montgomery, Rustin wrote, “The 1955 Montgomery bus boycott was the first successful mass-protest campaign in the South” and “the first time an entire Black community acted together.”19 While the boycott was underway, Rustin wrote a series of working papers. In one of these, he provided a strategic analysis of the movement’s success, suggesting some patterns that might apply to other actions: “The protest must be related to the objective; the participants must be those actually aggrieved; the participants must constantly talk about methods and rededicate themselves to the theory and practice of NVDA. If these principles were ignored, as they frequently were, particularly in the North, the protest action often failed.”20

        The Montgomery campaign provided occasion for increased North-South solidarity, expressed in part through the creation of the New York–based group In Friendship, which Rustin established alongside Ella Baker—a long-time NAACP organizer—as well as Stanley Levison, and representatives from religious, political, and labor groups. The group channeled funds to the Montgomery Improvement Association, the organizational vehicle through which King and other grassroots organizers sustained the Montgomery bus boycott month after month. In Friendship also held rallies and fundraisers to provide relief for impoverished tenant farmers in South Carolina, to support initial convenings of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), and to sponsor Martin Luther King’s 1957 trip to Ghana and 1959 trip to India, which exposed him further to the ways in which nonviolent direct action was being used in anticolonial contexts.21

        In the aftermath of the Montgomery campaign, King, Rustin, Baker, and others recognized that the emerging movement “needed a sustained mechanism that could translate what we had learned during the bus boycott into a broad strategy for protest in the South.”22 Thus, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, which Rustin helped to establish in 1957, became “the dynamic center of the civil rights movement.”23 Because it was rooted in the Black church, the SCLC was able to draw on the fact that “the church was one of the few institutions which communicated with the broad mass of working people.”24 Importantly, by helping to set up the SCLC, Rustin helped to solidify King’s perceived leadership of the movement. Ella Baker served as SCLC’s first executive director.

      
      
        Rustin and SCLC

        SCLC’s first mass action was the 1957 Prayer Pilgrimage for Freedom, which took place at the Lincoln Memorial. A. Philip Randolph, Roy Wilkins, and Martin Luther King co-chaired the pilgrimage, and Rustin and Baker organized it. The event drew nearly twenty-five thousand demonstrators, who urged the government to enforce the Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education, which was by then three years old, and featured King’s stirring speech “Give Us the Ballot,” placing him in the national spotlight.

        Rustin followed up this success with the 1958 Youth March for Integrated Schools on October 15, 1958, which drew about ten thousand participants to Washington, DC. Sixth months later, he organized a second Youth March, this time with around twenty-five thousand demonstrators. Yet these two events were disappointing for Rustin, since they did not provoke the desired response from the Eisenhower administration: an immediate meeting with the president to demand school integration.

        By 1960, the broader civil rights movement was developing the organizational architecture that many now associate with it. For instance, the Student National Coordinating Committee (SNCC) formed in 1960, inspired by Ella Baker. SNCC was an important vehicle through which strategy and training in nonviolent direct action was channeled and coordinated, including the wave of lunch counter sit-ins that swept across the country in 1960.

        Meanwhile, Baker and Rustin had diverged on the strategic wisdom of elevating a single charismatic figure like King to represent the movement.25 Rustin had been perhaps influenced by Gandhi’s larger-than-life influence on the Indian independence movement, and he had faith in King’s ability to inspire, discipline, and mobilize the masses in a similar way in the US, since he himself had personally tutored King in the theory and practice of nonviolence. Baker’s approach centered more on empowering people at the grassroots to organize collectively for their needs, sensing a need for cultivating leadership at all levels.26

        Moreover, Rustin’s orientation led him to prioritize mobilizing support for national-level legislation, whereas Baker was focused more on building local grassroots capacity for participatory democracy. SNCC therefore stayed independent of existing civil rights groups and focused on cultivating leadership in some of the most authoritarian parts of the Deep South, such as rural Mississippi.27

        In another blow, Rustin resigned from SCLC in 1960 as a result of pressure from Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., and other Black leaders who disapproved of his homosexuality. This effectively ended his visible public roles in organizing for civil rights in the US, although he remained an important informal advisor to many civil rights leaders in the ensuing years.

        Indeed, his signature campaign was yet to come—the 1963 March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom.

      
      
        The March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom

        In 1963, building on the pressure generated from numerous successful campaigns, A. Philip Randolph chaired the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, to be held on the centennial of the Emancipation Proclamation. Once again, Randolph turned to his friend Bayard Rustin to organize the march, defending him from the internal pressure of homophobic clergy and external pressure from Democratic senators, like Strom Thurmond, who publicly exposed Rustin’s homosexuality in an ultimately futile effort to discredit the march.

        For Rustin, the march was to build on his experience organizing large demonstrations in Washington, DC, and to capitalize on the fact that there was now a friendlier president, John F. Kennedy, in the White House. He personally organized transportation, rented the public address system, scheduled musical performances and speakers, arranged for sufficient portable toilets, raised funds, and tightly controlled a set of approved slogans to be placed on placards, like “We March for Jobs and Freedom” and “End Segregation Now.” He also arranged for the Washington, DC, police department to station white police officers on the periphery of the downtown area so that they could intercept any white provocateurs who might attack the movement.28 The event drew over two hundred thousand people—one of the largest demonstrations in DC up to that time—and featured King’s most famous address, “I Have a Dream.” This time, Rustin and Randolph had to politely decline a request by President Kennedy to speak at the march himself. But they had developed a solid foundation for influencing both presidential and congressional action. The momentum produced by the march provided the basis for meetings between Martin Luther King and Kennedy’s successor, Lyndon B. Johnson, setting the stage for the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the 1965 Voting Rights Act.

        These two pieces of legislation were keynote accomplishments of the civil rights movement and a sign of Rustin’s enduring impact on the movement’s national strategy. It was time, he thought, to embrace the newly realized political power of Black enfranchisement to address the problem of poverty. In 1965, he wrote an influential yet controversial essay, “From Protest to Politics.”29 In it, he urged people to wield the power gained through the Civil Rights Act and the Voting Rights Act, which had solidified the civil rights movement’s capture of the Democratic Party. His view was that by engaging more fully through democratic institutions and allying with the labor movement, necessary advocacy around poverty and labor rights could come more powerfully to the fore. That year, Rustin launched the A. Philip Randolph Institute through the AFL-CIO, with the purpose of integrating formerly all-white unions and promoting the unionization of Black workers.

        Yet the ascendant attitudes in the civil rights movement in the aftermath of the Voting Rights Act were moving in a different direction. While Rustin shifted to a strategy that embraced newly reformed yet established institutions and called for further integration, ascendant attitudes expressed the rage of unfulfilled promises, that celebrated the right of Black people to riot in Harlem and Watts, that amplified Black separatist and Black nationalist claims, and that animated the militant antiwar sentiments of the New Left.

        As these forces overtook Black political groups in the late 1960s, Rustin announced a “Freedom Budget” that “proposed to eliminate poverty in 10 years, conducted a nationwide voter registration campaign and ran a successful program to prepare people of color for apprenticeships in the building trades.”30 The proposal did not gain traction. Rustin increasingly sensed that the cause of economic liberation would remain out of reach as long as racial divisions interfered with the emergence of a strong, united working class. He later became more active in the Socialist Party, serving first as honorary chairman and later as national chairman.

        Yet by this time, Rustin had diverged so far from the emerging currents of the Black Power movement that he began to turn his focus to international politics. He joined the International Rescue Committee and other transnational advocacy organizations, traveling abroad on humanitarian and election observation missions for the next several decades. Toward the end of his life, as the AIDS crisis swept through the gay community, Rustin began to openly and actively pursue basic rights for LGBTQ people. In a 1986 testimony on behalf of New York State’s Gay Rights Bill, Rustin stated that “gay people are the new barometer for social change.”31

      
      
        Rustin’s Legacy of Civil Resistance in the United States

        In the United States, Martin Luther King Day is now a national holiday in which people around the country reflect on the enduring moral crises of racism and poverty, the legacy of the civil rights movement in addressing these twin crises, and King’s inspiring commitment to nonviolence. As I signaled at the outset, by introducing Martin Luther King more thoroughly to the technique of civil resistance, Bayard Rustin had a profound impact on the theory of change ultimately adopted by the civil rights movement and the way in which significant figures within the movement sought to align the means and ends of struggle throughout it. As Rustin later reflected, “The movement which enabled blacks to surmount the twin handicaps of racial and class discrimination was rooted in three basic principles: a belief that racial progress could only be achieved in an integrated framework, a commitment to the tactics of nonviolence, and a realization that broad, permanent change cannot be achieved by a movement confined to blacks—a belief, in other words, in coalition politics.”32

        Today, it is clear that Rustin won the argument when it came to the necessity of coalition politics. In 1976, Rustin published a book that summarized, in his mind, the main contributions of political protest to the advancement of Black people, as well as a critique of the Black separatism and armed militancy that had become dominant by the late 1960s. In it, he writes:

        
          It has become commonplace to dismiss the concept of political coalition as outmoded, unworkable, and incapable of meeting the unique needs of newly liberated groups. Blacks, ethnic groups, women—those whose personal and political aspirations have in the past been systematically suppressed by the dominant white society must, we are told, assert their rights as interest groups, or as causes, rather than as members of a broader alliance of political forces; otherwise their special needs will be subordinated to the program of the majority, a program which, some say, will eventually reveal itself to be antagonistic to that of the minority. . . . But if the forging of a political alliance is a formidable proposition, it is still a necessary one. Black people in particular cannot afford go-it-alone strategies. Blacks must have allies who share common problems and common goals. The challenge is to choose the right allies, not simplistically, or in a superficial, consensus way, but on the basis of their specific programs and proven willingness to cooperation as a political partner.33

        

        When one looks across the spectrum of progressive social movements in the US today, few if any of these movements expect to influence policy or politics without building coalitional power. There are, of course, those who lament the difficulties inherent in coalitions. But it is nevertheless widely accepted that few movements can go it alone.

        Next, Rustin’s insistence not only on maintaining nonviolent tactics but on the power of nonviolence as an approach to struggle has left a lasting legacy. Following the example of the civil rights movement, activists within the antiwar, women’s liberation, environmental, LGBTQ, farmworkers, immigrant rights, and other movements have tried to apply some (if not all) of the core ideas of civil resistance to their struggles.

        Over the course of the twentieth century, Gandhi’s popularization of the technique in India—and its use all over the world, including in the US—inspired numerous intellectuals and scholars to further refine and communicate about the theory and practice of nonviolent resistance. These include figures such as George Lakey, Gene Sharp, Barbara Deming, Peter Ackerman, and many others whose works have galvanized a rich intellectual landscape on the topic. These contributions provided a strong counterpoint to critiques among New Left movements that nonviolent resistance was a weapon of the privileged, an ineffectual approach to confronting hegemonic power, or a weak or passive form of engagement with injustice. Ultimately, with some exceptions, civil resistance came to be the primary mode of political struggle among most movements in the US, despite the critiques that many in the New Left lodged against nonviolent approaches and practitioners. Today, most movements on the progressive left in America implicitly or explicitly follow the basic tenets of civil resistance, though of course the technique is still contested and often misunderstood now as it was in the 1950s.

        One of the ways that people can sometimes misconstrue the full potential of nonviolent resistance is by associating it exclusively with the idea of mass demonstrations or marches. This is, in part, due to Rustin’s own tendency to see mass marches in Washington, DC, as one of the most potent tactics for raising public awareness and making demands on the federal government. The reliance on large-scale marches to achieve national-level political change was a function of the strategy that Rustin and other civil rights leaders envisioned at the time—to influence the president and members of his party to adopt legislation that would end Jim Crow and empower Black voters throughout the United States—rather than a function of the innate benefits of marches, per se.

        Today it is easy for people to overestimate the promise of large-scale marches in the nation’s capital, which have become ubiquitous and, therefore, largely symbolic. The Women’s March on Washington, which took place one day after Trump’s inauguration in 2017, was the contemporary inheritance of Rustin’s legacy. The organizing team of the Women’s March—Bob Bland, Tamika Mallory, Carmen Perez, and Linda Sarsour—sought support and guidance from veterans of the 1963 March on Washington, including Harry Belafonte, among others. The 2017 Women’s March drew millions of Americans in over six hundred cities, who together participated in the largest single-day demonstration in US history. During the Trump presidency, the country would achieve many such superlatives. The 2018 Enough Walkouts and March for Our Lives were the broadest protests in US history, with over forty-four hundred locations. The 2020 uprising for Black lives in the aftermath of George Floyd’s murder was probably the largest and broadest mass mobilization in American history, with between ten and twenty-five million Americans participating in tens of thousands of demonstrations over the course of three months.34 Yet the inability of these actions to yield concrete, meaningful, or durable policy change has left many people wondering whether the approach of nonviolent action still has the potential to shape US politics.

        Ultimately, this is in part because people associate nonviolent action with mass demonstrations—and not with building sustained organizations, training, educating, and preparing communities for action, building strategies to affect key decisionmakers, planning campaigns, and then implementing these plans. Perhaps we could usefully recover what Bayard Rustin knew—that organizing communities, engaging in popular education, building mutual aid, establishing and maintaining coalitions, training and preparing people for shared sacrifice, and exercising the full range of mass power in key moments—is the real essence of nonviolent resistance. Demonstrations are just that: demonstrations of the movement’s potential. They are not, themselves, the source of its power. People are.
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        Moving from the Streets to the Corridors of Power

        Rustin’s Evolving Perspective

      
      Randall Kennedy

      The Second Reconstruction was a remarkable phase of the struggle for black freedom that lasted between approximately 1950 and 1970. During that period, racial dissidents attacked white supremacist practices and ideas with notable successes in terms of access to the ballot, jury service, education, medical care, employment, housing, and an overall elevation of the status of African Americans. The challenge to white supremacy mounted by numerous organizations—including the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), and the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC)—was itself an achievement. Proponents of white domination had invested a tremendous amount of energy into trying to convince America, indeed the world, including black America, that it was sensible for whites to monopolize government, that separation of the races (in spheres determined by white politicians) was for the good of all, that blacks were inferior to whites, and that opposition to pigmentocracy was futile and therefore unreasonable. For racial dissidents to overcome this concerted effort to instill defeatism was a major accomplishment. But they not only engaged in protest; they did so effectively, changing American society for the good in important ways. In terms of race relations law, for example, racial dissidents spearheaded campaigns that delegitimated segregation (consider Brown v. Board of Education and Loving v. Virginia), that prohibited various sorts of “private” discrimination (consider the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Open Housing Act of 1968), and that remedied notorious forms of racial disfranchisement (consider the Voting Rights Act of 1965).

      The ranks of the racial dissidents were filled with a remarkable assortment of talented, courageous, persistent activists: A. Philip Randolph, Roy Wilkins, Ella Baker, James Farmer, James Lawson, Robert Moses, Medgar Evers, Thurgood Marshall, Jack Greenberg, Martin Luther King, Jr., Fred Shuttlesworth, Daisy Bates, John Lewis, Julian Bond, Fannie Lou Hamer, and many others.

      One person in this cadre of crusaders who warrants more attention than he typically receives is Bayard Rustin, who distinguished himself in a variety of roles. In 1941, anticipating Rosa Parks, he declined to move to the back of a bus in Tennessee when instructed to do so by a white driver. Although police threatened him with arrest and worse, he refused to budge, saying that if he moved he would be depriving children witnessing the altercation of the knowledge that an injustice was being perpetrated. Rustin was ultimately released without being charged, an outcome based in part, perhaps, on the perception of officials that Rustin must have been demented because no sane Negro would talk to white police with the defiance he had shown.

      In 1947, anticipating the Freedom Rides of the early 1960s, Rustin rode on busses in the South to test whether local authorities were respecting federal law prohibiting racial segregation in interstate travel. As a result of one of those trips in North Carolina, Rustin was sentenced to twenty-two days on a chain gang.

      Rustin distinguished himself in other ways as well. He offered valuable counsel to Martin Luther King, Jr., during the epochal Montgomery bus boycott, deepening the minister’s interest in Gandhian means and ends. He was instrumental in the founding of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference. He also organized the most consequential rally of the era, the iconic March on Washington in August 1963.

      An activist and organizer, Rustin was also an intellectual who produced a steady stream of reportage, book reviews, and essays for a wide array of publications, including Fellowship, the Baltimore Afro-American, Liberation, the New York Amsterdam News, the New York Times Magazine, the New Leader, the Crisis, and Harper’s. Rustin’s most cited and anthologized piece was published in February 1965 in Commentary under the title “From Protest to Politics: The Future of the Civil Rights Movement.” Although the form and substance of the essay reflects Rustin’s distinctive sensibility, it was also influenced by Tom Kahn, a white friend and protégé of Rustin’s who thought and wrote incisively about problems that resided at the vexed intersection of left politics, organized labor, and antiracist protest.

      In “From Protest to Politics,” Rustin argues that the fight for blacks’ civil rights had largely been won: “The decade spanned by the 1954 Supreme Court decision on school desegregation and the Civil Rights Act of 1964 will undoubtedly be recorded as the period in which the legal foundations of racism in America were destroyed.”1 He stressed, however, that albeit welcome, that victory was soberingly limited. Concentrating on the facet of the struggle that had been both most controversial and most successful, Rustin declared that “[w]e must recognize that in desegregating public accommodations we affected institutions which are relatively peripheral both to the American socioeconomic order and to the fundamental conditions of life of the Negro people. . . . What is the value of winning access to public accommodations for those who lack the money to use them?”2 Rustin contended that improving the fundamental conditions of life for the black masses would require dramatically enlarging the demands made by racial dissidents. They would have to convert the legalistic civil rights movement into a movement with grander ambitions—nothing less than remaking the American socioeconomic order. A radical conversion was essential, Rustin maintained, because “the Negro today finds himself stymied by obstacles of far greater magnitude than the legal barriers he was attacking before: automation, urban decay, de facto school segregation. These are problems which, while conditioned by Jim Crow, do not vanish upon its demise. They are more deeply rooted in our socioeconomic order; they are the result of the total society’s failure to meet not only the Negro’s needs but human needs generally.”3

      Differentiating himself from other civil rights dissidents who had cut their teeth as activists engaged in protest against the Jim Crow regime, Rustin in the mid-1960s called for change that went far beyond permitting Negroes to participate in arrangements whose rules were otherwise unquestioned. Radical transformation, he argued, was imperative to attain even minimal progressive goals. He warned that

      
        While most Negroes—in their hearts—unquestionably seek only to enjoy the fruits of American society as it now exists, their quest cannot objectively be satisfied within the framework of existing political and economic relations. The young Negro who would demonstrate his way into the labor market may be motivated by a thoroughly bourgeois ambition and thoroughly “capitalist” considerations, but he will end up having to favor a great expansion of the public sector of the economy.4

      

      The Negro’s struggle for equality, Rustin asserted, “is essentially revolutionary.”5 Specific items he envisioned included “full employment, the abolition of slums, the reconstruction of our educational system, [and] new definitions of work and leisure.”6 The civil rights movement, he wrote, “will be advanced only to the degree that social and economic welfare gets to be inextricably entangled with civil rights.”7

      According to Rustin, protest alone is incapable of achieving radical goals. Their attainment requires governmental power propelled by the mobilization of a broad coalition stretching far beyond the limited confines of black America: “The future of the Negro struggle depends on whether the contradictions of this society can be resolved by a coalition of progressive forces which becomes the effective political majority.” He sought to consolidate and reinforce “the coalition which staged the March on Washington, passed the Civil Rights Act, and laid the basis for the Johnson landslide—Negroes, trade unionists, liberals, and religious groups.”8

      In terms of partisanship, Rustin urged blacks to vote for and participate in the Democratic Party and cause it to divorce itself decisively from white supremacists. “We must see to it,” he wrote, “that the reorganization of the ‘consensus party’ [the Democratic Party] proceeds along lines which make it an effective vehicle for social reconstruction, a role it cannot play so long as it furnishes Southern racism with its national political power.”9

      “From Protest to Politics” displays Rustin’s steadfast commitment to a humane, cosmopolitan, and self-disciplined radicalism. A quarter century after being arrested for refusing to move to the back of the bus, he continued to urge resistance to racial injustice and, further, to demand a broader transformation that would attend to the needs of the truly disadvantaged regardless of race. There is in his writing no hint of racial animus or chauvinism despite the humiliations and deprivations that white racists, many whom he loved, imposed on him. Nor is there any hint of arrogance. He ventured demands: “We need to propose alternatives to technological unemployment, urban decay, and the rest. We need to be calling for public works and training for national economic planning. For federal aid to education, for attractive public housing—all this on a sufficiently massive scale to make a difference.” But he also acknowledged the limited expertise that confined what he could confidently prescribe. “We cannot claim to have answers to all the complex problems of modern society. That is too much to ask of a movement still battling barbarism in Mississippi.”10

      A realist, Rustin appreciated the extent to which blacks’ relatively small numbers and inherited socioeconomic disabilities make their challenge to pigmentocracy in America especially difficult. With that difficulty in mind, Rustin challenged certain tendencies that Stokely Carmichael crystallized a year and a half after the publication of “From Protest to Politics.” In June 1966, activists rallied to continue James Meredith’s March Against Fear after he was wounded by a gun-toting bigot. During the march, Carmichael electrified the freedom movement by demanding “Black Power!”

      When Rustin published “From Protest to Politics,” key tendencies associated with the Black Power initiative had already begun to circulate. Rustin challenged some of the most popular and influential of these tendencies. In particular he challenged black separatism and its derogation of interracial coalition politics. Rustin viewed 1960s black separatism as the recrudescence of a cyclical, defeatist, inward-looking propensity that emerges periodically in black America when raised expectations are thwarted by white supremacist resistance.

      What Rustin objected to most were two notions voiced by many in the Black Power camp. One was that white liberals were typically even more of an impediment to blacks than openly bigoted whites. With the latter, the argument went, blacks at least knew where they stood. Rustin rejected demonizations of white liberals, noting that they and whites even more conservative than them—the so-called white “moderates”—would have to be enlisted in the supermajorities necessary to enact sweeping, progressive policies. Rustin decried as nonsense the idea that white liberals were “the main enemy” of the black freedom movement.11 Much more obstructive, he insisted, were racist and ultraconservative politicians such as Senators James O. Eastland and Barry Goldwater and their millions of followers. Reading between Rustin’s lines, one senses that in his mordant view, even backsliding liberals at least had the decency to be hypocritical. Hypocritical white liberals might well fail disgracefully to do all that they ought. But they were unlikely to go all out to try to keep African Americans in their “place,” in contrast to blatant, unequivocal racists.

      Rustin similarly rejected the idea that blacks could go it alone. It would be folly, he argued, to pursue any strategy that would consign African Americans to “majestic isolation.”12 An elemental reality was important to keep in mind, Rustin insisted: black people cannot win political power by themselves—“we need allies.” Of course, care needed to be taken in courting allies; Rustin was no naïf. Hence, he wrote that, in forming coalitions, black progressives needed to make sure “to choose our allies on the basis of common political objectives”—not the shaky reed of altruism but a recognition of sturdy reciprocal benefits.13 The need for interracial coalition politics was, in Rustin’s view, foundational.

      A source of useful lessons, “From Protest to Politics” also reveals instructive miscues. Rustin gives too little credit to the movement to which he contributed so much. Consider the oft-cited statement by Rustin alluded to previously: “without making light of the human sacrifices involved in the direct-action tactics (sit-ins, Freedom Rides, and the rest) that were so instrumental to this achievement [in destroying Jim Crowism in public accommodations and kindred facilities and activities], we must recognize that [we affected] institutions which are relatively peripheral both to the American socioeconomic order and to the fundamental conditions of life of the Negro people. . . . What is the value of winning access to public accommodations for those who lack the money to use them?”14

      Rustin’s suggestion that rights are trivial absent the means to exercise them has been voiced by a number of impressive observers, including John F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King, Jr. They are mistaken. Rights matter even when one is without means of exercising them. Rights are a valuable potentiality. Circumstances change; bereft of money today, one might find oneself with money tomorrow. More fundamentally, rights—whether or not they are actually exercised—say something important about those whom they cover. Rights endow those entitled to them with a valuable legal status.

      Some commentators minimize the achievements of the Second Reconstruction by contending that some of the legal rights attained were “merely” symbolic. That is what Rustin seems to insinuate as well. But symbolism can be deeply substantive. One might say, after all, that where one sits on a bus is “merely” symbolic, that getting to the destination is all that substantively matters. But why was Rustin himself willing to risk arrest or worse in 1941 when he declined to move to the back of the bus? Why did the seating of people on busses matter so much to white supremacists? Why did hundreds of students brave arrests and expulsions to sit in at racially discriminatory lunch counters? Why did protestors invite jail sentences for contempt of court when they refused to respond to prosecutors who called blacks by their first names but whites by their surnames? All of these controversies revolved around conflicts over symbolism. But symbolism is no trivial matter. To the contrary, symbols that connote social status are part of what Rustin referred to as “the fundamental conditions of life” of the Negro people and all people.

      Another problem is that significant forecasts which Rustin set forth in his essay proved to be tragically misplaced in important respects. “The 1964 elections marked a turning point in American politics,” he declared, suggesting that the turn was durable and in a progressive direction. “The democratic landslide,” he wrote, “was not merely the result of a negative reaction to Goldwaterism; it was also the expression of a majority liberal consensus.”15 For a while, political developments substantiated Rustin’s optimism. Prompted by President Johnson, and fortified by a Democratic Party supermajority, the 89th Congress enacted a remarkable lineup of reformist legislation—the Voting Rights Act, the Housing and Urban Development Act, the Immigration and Nationality Act, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, and the establishment of Medicaid and Medicare.

      Then, however, rather suddenly, the liberal consensus unraveled. The causes of the liberal crack-up were many: the war in Vietnam, the assassinations of Martin Luther King, Jr., and Robert F. Kennedy, revulsion against rioting, fear of rising crime rates, and the success of right-wing politicians who succeeded in exploiting a reservoir of racist anxiety, animus, and resentment that was far more expansive than many observers realized.

      Conservatism in Congress made a strong comeback in 1966 that announced itself by thwarting new civil rights legislation. Ronald Reagan ousted a liberal from the governor’s office in California and began preparing the groundwork for his presidential campaigns. In 1968, Richard Nixon captured the White House with the aid of a former Dixiecrat, Senator Strom Thurmond of South Carolina, who changed his party affiliation, presaging a massive demographic shift under which the Republican Party became overwhelmingly the preferred political vehicle of the white man.

      After 1965 many racial dissidents comported themselves in ways at odds with Rustin’s counsel. They rallied around the Black Power slogan, distanced themselves from white liberals, and called into question coalition politics. Some engaged in talk of revolutionary violence and embraced rioters as righteous rebels. A few even indulged in guerilla warfare. The largest and most influential sectors of the black freedom movement, however, did substantially what Rustin advised: they practiced coalition politics and channeled their energies into campaigns aimed at attaining or at least strongly influencing governmental power. They embraced the Democratic Party and used it to secure the election of a slew of black federal and state officials, including activists such as John Lewis (US House of Representatives), Bobby Rush (US House of Representatives), Andrew Young (US House of Representatives and mayor of Atlanta), Aaron Henry (Mississippi House of Representatives), and Unita Blackwell (mayor of Mayersville, Mississippi). One of Reverend King’s most notable apostles, Reverend Jesse Jackson, twice sought to be the Democratic Party’s nominee for the presidency.

      The crowning achievement of the move from protest to politics was the election to the presidency in 2008 of Barack Obama in a campaign steeped in the mythos of the Second Reconstruction. We cannot know for certain what Rustin would have made of President Obama, though there is good reason to think that he would have backed him enthusiastically. Obama’s pragmatic racial politics, after all, neatly mirrors the ethos of “From Protest to Politics.” We can be certain that President Obama admired Rustin. He said as much upon posthumously awarding to Rustin the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 2013.

      Three years later, the American electoral system elevated to the presidency Donald Trump, an egregious character who openly trafficked in anti-black prejudice and helped to unleash authoritarian and delusional inclinations that threaten American democracy. Against that backdrop, “From Protest to Politics” is a poignant landmark. It reminds us of a moment in which hopes were high that the country was definitely, albeit belatedly, on the road to a better racial future.
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        The Legacy of Grandmother Julia Rustin

      
      Walter Naegle

      Most of us have had our values and ways of thinking influenced by important figures during our younger years. Sometimes called mentors or role models, these people helped to shape our worldview as well as our interpersonal behavior. Often they are from our early childhood, a parent or other relative, even an elementary school teacher. Later, perhaps a high school instructor, athletic coach, or college professor. The lessons we garner from these relationships help us as we mature and choose our friends, partners, and careers.

      Bayard Rustin was fortunate to have had several such figures in his life. A. Philip Randolph, the African American civil rights and labor leader, and Reverend A. J. Muste, a prominent figure in the Christian pacifist movement, were among the most influential. Born near the end of the nineteenth century, both men were at their most powerful during the first half of the twentieth century. In their own unique ways, they were examples of that rare combination of intellectual and activist.

      As a young adult, Rustin was deeply influenced by both leaders and was later viewed as carrying Randolph’s mantle. But it was earlier figures in Rustin’s life who set him on the path that would lead him to choose Randolph and Muste as political mentors. The most important of these was his grandmother, Julia Davis Rustin. Bayard always credited Julia with having the most profound impact on his early development, and it is reasonable to speculate that Julia saw in Bayard someone who would carry forward her own spirit of activism.

      Julia Edith Davis was born on March 14, 1873, in West Chester, Pennsylvania, the daughter of Samuel N. Davis and Elizabeth Mayhew. Elizabeth was employed as a domestic servant for Thomas S. Butler, a lawyer and congressman, and his wife, Maud Darlington, a member of West Chester Preparative Quaker Meeting. Samuel worked as both a domestic servant and a “post and railer,” a fence builder. The 1880 census lists Samuel and Julia as Black, while Elizabeth is listed as Mulatto, her ancestral line including members of the Delaware Indian nation. As a young child, Julia attended West Chester Friends School and embraced the values of the Quaker faith: the oneness of the human family, equality, integrity, community, and peace through nonviolence.

      On June 15, 1892, Julia married Janifer Alexander Rustin, a native of LaPlata, Maryland, who settled in West Chester sometime after 1880. Samuel Davis had to grant his consent for his nineteen-year-old daughter to marry Janifer, nine years her senior. The couple was married by Reverend John C. Brock, the minister of the Bethel African Methodist Episcopal Church, where Janifer attended Sunday services. In December of that year, Julia gave birth to their first child, Florence Elizabeth. Seven more children, five girls and two boys, followed during the next sixteen years.

      On March 17, 1912, nineteen-year-old Florence gave birth to a son at the family residence at 143 East Miner Street in West Chester. Drawing from her nurse’s training, Julia attended the birth of her first grandchild.

      Florence was unmarried and had not completed high school, and the child’s father, Archibald Washington Hopkins, refused to acknowledge paternity. Thus, her prospects for successfully raising a child were grim. Julia and Janifer decided to raise the boy as their own, giving him the Rustin family name and christening him Bayard Taylor, after a local Quaker writer, poet, and diplomat.

      Young Bayard was steeped in segregation. Situated north of the Mason-Dixon Line—the symbolic demarcation separating slave from free states—West Chester had been an important stop on the Underground Railroad. But like many northern communities, the small city was still largely segregated by race. Local custom barred African Americans from eating in some restaurants, sitting with white people at the local movie theater, staying in hotels, or using some public facilities. Local chapters of the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) also operated with impunity, holding rallies and parades. The West Chester directory of 1932—the year of Bayard’s graduation from high school—listed the KKK under “Societies—Miscellaneous,” giving it an air of respectability.

      Janifer and Julia did their best to help Bayard, and many others, survive and flourish. Despite the pressures of their large family, the couple were welcoming figures in West Chester’s African American community and were affectionately referred to as “Ma and Pa Rustin.” Julia, in particular, was known for her compassion, understanding, and willingness to help those in need. The Rustin home welcomed travelers who took part in the Great Migration of Blacks seeking to escape the Jim Crow South. Julia and Janifer offered them advice and counsel on adjusting to a new way of life in urban towns and cities. In turn, Bayard heard stories of their troubled lives in the Deep South.

      Bayard described Julia as “a dealer in relieving misery.” She organized a summer Bible school for Black children and was a founder of the community center that was later named for one of Bayard’s childhood friends, Charles “Alec” Melton. Years later, when she was being honored, Julia was asked how she had managed to remain such a kind and caring figure given the discrimination and obstacles she and her family had faced. According to Bayard, she replied: “I decided a long time ago that it was just too tiresome to be hateful. Furthermore I would not let people mistreat me and, in addition, give me indigestion!”1

      Julia was also an early member of the local branch of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, and when notable Black leaders visited the city, they sometimes stayed in the Rustin home. Bayard recalled that as a youngster he met writer and civil rights activist James Weldon Johnson, who penned the lyrics to “Lift Every Voice and Sing,” now known as the Black national anthem, and activist and educator Mary McLeod Bethune.

      Underlying Julia’s generosity was her Quaker upbringing. Upon her marriage to Janifer, she had joined the Bethel AME Church, but the Quaker values from her childhood informed her words and deeds throughout her life. While neither she nor Bayard was permitted to attend West Chester Friends Meeting, she also instilled Quaker values in young Bayard and saw the inevitable transgressions of the young child as opportunities for education rather than merely punishment.

      Julia was short in stature, not in temper or patience, but she did not suffer fools or foolishness gladly. On one occasion, young Bayard joined a group of his peers in taunting the Chinese manager of a nearby laundry. When Julia got word of this behavior, she calmly walked Bayard back to the laundry, having already negotiated an agreement whereby he would make reparations for his bad behavior by working at the laundry for two weeks after school. In addition to helping heal any rift between the families, this lesson presented Bayard with an opportunity to learn something about the customs of another ethnic group. He recalled that it also taught him something about peer pressure and its ability to influence individuals to do wrong, despite their better judgment.

      One Christmas Eve, Bayard noticed a disreputable man, known for heavy drinking, arriving for the church service. Somewhat surprised, he whispered to Julia: “Did you see who just came in?” Julia shushed Bayard and told him they would discuss it later. When they returned home, Julia said: “Don’t judge him. If he is the town drunk it must have taken much more energy for him to come than it did for us.”2 It was a lesson in tolerance and compassion that would stay with Bayard for the remainder of his life.

      Julia also displayed her understanding of human nature, particularly of children, in her letter to the editor of West Chester’s Daily Local News, published on June 19, 1923. Addressing an incident that had occurred at Gay Street School, the elementary school for children of color that Bayard attended, she wrote: “And suppose there are a few fistic battles among the children, where, when there are a group of children together, do they not have battles? Why do not those who go over there often enough to see all these battles put a stop to them, which is easy enough done . . . as the children usually cease fighting if spoken to in the proper manner. And I wonder if we grown people who so freely criticize children do not forget our own childhood?” The letter, which appeared in a newspaper read by both Black and white residents, recognizes the importance of the larger community in the upbringing of children.

      While never hesitating to set Bayard on the right path, Julia recognized early on his exceptional intellect and artistic gifts. She was also a fierce defender of his right to be an individual. When some teachers attempted to force Bayard to abandon his left-handedness, Julia insisted that he be allowed to follow his natural inclination. One teacher who saw great potential in Bayard was Maria Brock, the daughter of the minister who had married Janifer and Julia. Miss Brock schooled Bayard in elocution, essay writing, and public speaking, all skills that he mastered before finishing high school.

      Julia’s willingness to accept Bayard as an individual was tested when, as an early teenager, he confided to her his attraction to his male classmates. According to Bayard, her response was, “Well, I suppose that’s what you need to do.”3 At the same time, she cautioned him about choosing his male companions, suggesting that he not associate with anyone with less to lose than he. It was a lesson he did not always heed.

      Relocating to New York City’s Harlem neighborhood in 1937, Bayard lived for a time with his Aunt Bessie and her husband, Pierre LeBon. Bessie and Bayard stayed in close touch with Julia, keeping her apprised of their respective work, Bessie’s as a schoolteacher, and Bayard’s as an activist, writer, and lecturer in the struggle for peace and racial justice.

      In World War II, Bayard’s commitment to nonviolence compelled him to violate the Selective Service Act. He was sentenced to three years in federal prison for refusing induction into the army. During Bayard’s incarceration, his grandfather Janifer fell critically ill. Julia notified the prison officials of her husband’s condition and his wish to see Bayard, probably for the last time. In March 1945, Bayard was granted a pass to visit “Pappa” Janifer. Although accompanied by a prison official, Bayard was also able to meet with his lover, Davis Page Platt, who was on friendly terms with the Rustin family. Janifer died on April 20, 1945.

      Later that year, Bayard’s mother Florence and Julia visited him at Lewisburg Penitentiary. In a letter thanking the warden for the courteous treatment afforded them by the prison officials, Julia nevertheless inquired: “Why will they not free those men whose only crime is the wish to be treated as their white brother? . . . Please don’t keep Bayard until he either loses his life or his reason. You cannot and have no just right to break his will. You can destroy his life or reason. But you know we have a just God to ‘Plead our cause’—and you will be answerable to Him. May I visit Bayard again next month?”4

      Late in her life, Bayard purchased a small house for Julia in West Chester. She lived there until she died on April 28, 1957, a few weeks before the Prayer Pilgrimage for Freedom, a massive demonstration at the Lincoln Memorial. Organized by her grandson, the Prayer Pilgrimage was the platform for Reverend Martin Luther King’s first address to a national audience, his poetic “Give Us the Ballot” speech.

      Julia’s impact on Bayard was profound, and their legacies are intertwined. The broad scope of Bayard’s activism in civil rights, peace, labor organizing, and human rights can be directly traced to the Quaker roots that were tended and nurtured by Julia. Indeed, had she grown up at a later time, when opportunities for women and African Americans were greater, she might very well have followed a path similar to her grandson’s.
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        Rustin and A. Philip Randolph

        “We Are the Advance Guard of a Moral Revolution”

      
      David Lucander

      Standing on the National Mall early in the morning of August 28, 1963, Bayard Rustin was ready to watch history be made. The March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom was not just something he spent two months painstakingly organizing. This now iconic event directly led to the most important legislative gains of the civil rights movement. Almost as importantly, it also changed the way Americans protest.

      None of this came quickly or with ease. The afternoon’s proceedings represented the culmination of over twenty years of hard-fought experience that he and A. Philip Randolph earned together as collaborators in the Black freedom struggle. They met in the 1940s, when the glaring hypocrisy of going to war against Hitler while much of America remained segregated inspired a Double V campaign for victory over Nazism abroad and against racism on the home front.1 Rustin and Randolph were lifelong activists who lived their own unique lives, but just about every time their paths intersected, a march on Washington (or plans for one) seemed to happen. It began with the World War II–era March on Washington Movement and carried into the 1950s with marches supporting school integration.

      The summer of 1963 was something different. The year marked a century since the Emancipation Proclamation, a century in which, as King would soon observe, “the Negro still is not free.” Recent sit-ins, Freedom Rides, and other nonviolent protests had provoked vicious backlashes that drew the nation’s attention to the ugliness of racism. That ugliness took the form of firehoses aimed at children in Birmingham, a race riot at the University of Mississippi in reaction to James Meredith’s enrollment, and the ruthless murder of Medgar Evers in Mississippi. Evers served in France during World War II, but his antiracist activism triggered a deadly counterresponse that got him killed in his own country. Randolph saw this unrest and knew the time was ready for a national day of action. He enlisted Rustin as deputy director to make it happen. Exactly eight years to the day that Emmett Till was kidnapped and murdered, the pair stood in front of what Martin Luther King, Jr., memorably called “the greatest demonstration for freedom in the history of our nation.”2

      A. Philip Randolph first announced plans to assemble in the capital for a day of protest in early 1941, in Savannah, Georgia, while organizing for the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters (BSCP). The idea caught on quickly, and within months it was plausible that anywhere from ten thousand to one hundred thousand people would respond. No one knew how many would show up but, in the words of eminent historian Lerone Bennett, “the threat was there, and the threat was real.”3 Randolph called on President Franklin Roosevelt to integrate the military, initiate federal action against lynching, make sweeping desegregation efforts, and put an end to widespread discrimination that kept African American workers out of the rapidly expanding defense industry.4

      Alarmed at the prospect of civil unrest such a protest might engender in a segregated city like the capital, Roosevelt, working through conduits like Fiorello LaGuardia and Eleanor Roosevelt, bargained with Randolph. In exchange for the event’s cancellation, Roosevelt signed Executive Order 8802. This presidential action prohibited racial discrimination by companies fulfilling government contracts. At least on paper, the arsenal of democracy was now integrated. Although limited in enforcement power and criticized by some at the time as “a meaningless gesture,” this was the first significant legal action against racism by an American president in generations.5 Roosevelt was effusively praised by most of the Black press, with prominent organs like the Amsterdam News cheering his order as “epochal.”6

      Historians disagree on the impact this executive order and the Fair Employment Practices Committee had, but one analysis suggests that nonwhite employment in war industries could have been 40 percent lower without the FEPC.7 More than one million African Americans found work during the war, and some of their experiences shaped history in unforeseeably meaningful ways.8 Jackie Robinson built airplanes for Lockheed Martin before he served in the army as a second lieutenant.9 J. D. and Ethel Lee Shelley left rural Mississippi to relocate in the wartime boomtown of St. Louis, where J. D. found work at a bullet factory and the family bought a home—a purchase that resulted in the Supreme Court striking down restrictive covenants.10 Irene Morgan, returning to her defense job after a family visit, refused to give up her seat on a bus, which resulted in another Supreme Court decision, this one paving the way for the 1947 Journey of Reconciliation that Bayard Rustin helped plan.11 Considering the March on Washington Movement’s (MOWM) ripple effects and the fact that it served as a leadership incubator for so many significant African American activists, the cancelled 1941 march can rightly be seen as an unusually important nonevent.

      Randolph’s time as a leader of the largest union of African American workers in the country surely influenced his thought process in calling off the protest. Enthusiasm was high, but no one could guarantee against an embarrassingly thin crowd. Moreover, even a substantial turnout did not necessarily promise any tangible gains. Randolph’s work with labor unions taught him valuable negotiating skills. Much could go wrong if he forged ahead, so he opted for the certainty of getting a singular demand met and strategically retreating. Randolph understood that “many of [his] followers were disappointed at the postponement” of the march, and that people would feel let down by not being able to participate in something that they had worked so hard to help make happen.12 One of those was a young Bayard Rustin.

      Radical politics brought Rustin into Randolph’s orbit, and he briefly served as MOWM’s youth director. A three-year sentence (twenty-eight months served) for refusing military induction on grounds of pacifism abruptly took Rustin out of that campaign, but the brevity of his involvement did not stop him from later reflecting that being part of MOWM was “one of the most important things I ever did.”13 In large part, this is because it marked the beginning of an enormously fruitful collaboration between Rustin and Randolph. Rustin developed into a tactical mastermind of the civil rights movement, and he credited Randolph for helping him recognize his own talents and refine his organizational skills. Forged by their association through MOWM, this friendship set Randolph and Rustin on a course that impacted Black freedom struggles for years to come.14

      Randolph was unquestionably charismatic but also reserved. He carried himself with the deliberate dignity of a “race man” who fled the Jim Crow South and reinvented himself in Harlem at a time when it was the cultural capital of Black America.15 His Messenger magazine combined hard-hitting advocacy journalism with literature and the arts.16 Any given issue featured socialist critiques of what scholars now recognize as “racial capitalism,” alongside early writings by such luminaries as Zora Neale Hurston, Langston Hughes, and Claude McKay.17 This independent publishing platform gave Randolph credibility, and he became the voice of working-class African Americans as the leader of the BSCP.

      Rustin had a different background and style of charismatic magnetism. His worldview was shaped by a sense of heritage as a Black person and upbringing in the Quaker peace testimony.18 Never the quiet pious type, Rustin was tall, athletic, a great singer, and outgoing. He often spoke extemporaneously, the tone and tenor of his voice rising and falling as he made arguments. And of course, Rustin was openly and unabashedly gay. In that era, simply being himself criminalized Rustin as a “sex pervert.”19

      Unlike some of Rustin’s other close collaborators, Randolph never challenged him about his sexuality or ostracized him, however politically expedient it might have been to do. This proved especially important when FBI director J. Edgar Hoover tried derailing the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom by digging up information about Rustin’s “criminal” past and forwarding the information to Strom Thurmond.20 Hoping to manufacture a crisis and put Rustin’s private life in the Congressional Record, the staunchly segregationist South Carolinian stood on the Senate floor and gleefully read newspaper clippings describing Rustin’s “deplorable and disturbing” background.21 In Rustin’s retelling, Randolph was unfazed and “stood firm in his choice” while “the others wanted no part of me.”22 Justifying Rustin’s rightful place as the march’s deputy director, Randolph pointed to his twenty-two arrests associated with activism for various causes as proof of a commitment to the “ongoing struggle for human rights.”23

      The respect was mutual. “The greatness of A. Philip Randolph,” wrote Rustin, is that “he maintained a total vision of the goal of freedom for his people.”24 In a 1979 interview just months after Randolph’s passing, Rustin described him as “a giant” who “was the greatest leader of the twentieth century in terms of the basic analysis and program for blacks.”25 High praise indeed coming from a man who worked closely with Martin Luther King, Gandhi, and Lech Walesa.

      Despite differences in age and temperament, Randolph and Rustin were in synch on internal debates that mattered most to the Black freedom struggle. As democratic socialists, both viewed economic exploitation and racism as inextricably intertwined. Changing white attitudes was important, but ultimately beyond their control. Rustin and Randolph saw economic inequality as one of racism’s most sinister manifestations, and they believed this problem could be remediated.26 Their solution was open access to jobs and better wages for all workers. Desegregation was a watchword in 1963, but they knew that the fight against racism had to be about more than the overthrow of anachronistically segregated public facilities.27

      Randolph and Rustin put economic issues unmistakably and intentionally up front in the very name of that year’s key event—the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom.28 King’s inspiring vision of a “beloved community” dominates popular memory of what was then the largest protest in American history, but people at the time were highly attuned to the necessity of economic justice. One such example is Louis Lomonaco’s beautifully illustrated “We Shall Overcome” souvenir pamphlet. The text accompanying his graphic collages plainly linked the “twin evils of racism and economic deprivation” while passionately calling for “meaningful and dignified jobs at decent wages.”29 King also acknowledged the importance of economic change. Shortly before his untimely death he wondered, “What does it profit a man to be able to eat at an integrated lunch counter if he doesn’t earn enough money to buy a hamburger and a cup of coffee?”30

      To this day, poverty remains racialized and economic inequality is pervasive. In a recent study, the Federal Reserve concluded that African American families “have considerably less wealth” than white families. This pattern manifests in a myriad of disparities, including the ability to pay for college, receiving or expecting an inheritance, homeownership rates, retirement portfolios, and emergency savings.31 “Our foremost challenge,” wrote Rustin more than forty years ago in Strategies for Freedom, “is to keep the issue of economic change before the American people . . . the issue of economic democracy confronts us still.”32

      Rustin called the aborted 1941 march “the symbolic inauguration of the modern civil rights movement” because it laid the groundwork for several smaller marches of the 1950s, ultimately paving the way for the iconic 1963 March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom.33 The collective imprint of the Randolph-Rustin collaboration profoundly influenced the struggle for Black equality. Randolph’s deep roots in the labor movement and focus on racialized economic inequality, when combined with Rustin’s staunchly pacifist convictions, would shape the goals, ideological contours, and protest strategies of the era. Building coalitions, not just in the halls of Congress, but also in the multiracial nonviolent movement that became a hallmark of the freedom struggle, is what secured legislation like the Civil Rights Act. Nowadays it is almost cliché for any group—whether supporting global nuclear disarmament, reproductive rights, or a so-called “rally to restore sanity”—to assemble in the capital. Any internet keyword search of “protests in dc this weekend” is bound to bring up hits for everything from an empty stroller march raising awareness of stillbirths to standing in solidarity with Ukraine against Russian invasion.34

      “Nonviolent civil disobedience” was a shorthand way to describe the intentionally provocative but explicitly nonviolent method of challenging racism. In 1945, Randolph wrote of nonviolent goodwill direct action, “It is applied Christianity. It is applied democracy. It is Christianity and democracy brought out of gilded churches and solemn legislative halls and made to work as a dynamic force in our day to day life.”35 Under Randolph and Rustin’s influence, the World War II–era MOWM drew inspiration from Gandhi for a “broad national program based on non-violent civil disobedience and non-cooperation.”36 Unlike the historic peace churches, which withdrew from society through “noncooperation,” MOWM’s strategy was to actively create conflict in order to “recondition the mind and weaken the will of the oppressor.”37

      Although only a small cadre of antiracist activists remained committed to explicitly nonviolent direct action in the interregnum between the postwar years and the Montgomery bus boycott, this was an important development in African American intellectual history.38 MOWM was one of the earliest formulations that combined Gandhian tactics with a Thoreauvian position that citizens are morally obligated to disobey unjust laws.39 King powerfully articulated this philosophy in his “Letter from a Birmingham Jail,” arguing that such laws must be nonviolently broken “openly, lovingly, and with a willingness to accept the penalty.” Doing so, King reasoned, created tension that dramatized issues and made problems impossible to ignore.40 Thusly, Randolph and Rustin should rightly be understood as key intermediaries in the evolution of what one writer called “the American tradition of protest.”41

      Coalition building was another essential chapter in the Rustin and Randolph playbook. This came easily to men with their backgrounds. Randolph learned it through his labor leadership. Although the BSCP was the largest union of African American workers, it was a comparatively small unit within the broader labor movement. Randolph therefore had to cooperate with people who might not want to collaborate with him. Building bridges was necessary for his success, and the ability to work with a variety of dissimilar groups became the foundation of his leadership style. For more than half a century, Randolph advanced his agenda by bringing in a variety of people who represented the complicated ideological crosscurrents of the American Left. An example of this is his involvement with the Committee against Jim Crow in Military Service and Training. Integrating an army is hardly an ideologically pure position for any pacifist, but conscientious objectors like Rustin and other radicals from the Fellowship of Reconciliation were on board. Randolph’s uncanny ability to build consensus came from his experiences as an organizer and a deep reservoir of unimpeachable credibility that he earned through decades of involvement.

      Rustin’s collaborative leadership style came more intuitively. If intersectionality had been a concept in Rustin’s heyday, we would say that it was his way of looking at the world. Rustin spent his entire adult life raising awareness of, and organizing against, racism, homophobia, exploitation, and war. His life experiences and keen intellect taught him that oppression comes in interlocking forms. “The future of the Negro struggle,” Rustin argued in 1965, “depends on whether the contradictions of this society can be resolved by a coalition of progressive forces.”42

      These tendencies explain why, despite differences in temperament and age, Randolph and Rustin worked so well as a tandem. Both of the major campaigns that bookended their most effective years together, the cancelled 1941 march and the realized one in 1963, relied on drawing in people from a variety of backgrounds and politics. At their most effective, Rustin and Randolph brought “the big six” African American leaders of civil rights organizations and their respective networks together for the March on Washington. Although personalities conflicted, ideologies were dissimilar, and overall strategies weren’t always aligned, Rustin and Randolph united this disparate group of men and presented them as the unified face of the movement.43

      To some extent, the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom achieved success because its organizers had so much practice. Intricate plans were made for the cancelled 1941 march and three other marches in the capital during the Eisenhower years. The first of these was a 1957 Prayer Pilgrimage to commemorate the third anniversary of the Brown v. Board of Education decision. Many of the organizers and speakers would participate in the larger event six years later. Harry Belafonte and Mahalia Jackson lent their voices, and prominent activists like Ella Baker and Roy Wilkins were involved in the planning.44 The similarities between these earlier marches and the March on Washington didn’t end there. Martin Luther King’s “Give Us the Ballot” speech was an unquestioned highlight and put the reverend from a midsize southern city on a national stage.45 Brimming with hopeful allusions to the beloved community and filled with biblical references, his remarks on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial that afternoon read like an early draft of the iconic “I Have a Dream.”46

      Within months, the school integration crisis in Little Rock, Arkansas, revealed the unmistakable power of Massive Resistance.47 Rustin and Randolph responded with a Youth March for Integrated Schools, pioneering the tactic of strategically utilizing young people in a national protest. On October 25, 1958, an estimated ten thousand young people marched down Constitution Avenue and rallied at the Lincoln Memorial. The same thing happened again nearly six months later on April 18, 1959, this time with twenty-six thousand strong. Jackie Robinson, Daisy Bates, and Ralph Bunche added to what was becoming a usual list of civil rights notables in Rustin and Randolph’s circle. Grassroots supporters came from universities and colleges, church groups, labor unions, civic organizations, and area public schools. Each year saw a racially mixed delegation go to the White House with hopes of meeting President Eisenhower and discussing school integration. Rebuffed, they left carefully crafted statements for the president that received no reply.48

      A common saying in athletics is that if you train like you perform, you’ll perform like you train. For the duo of Rustin and Randolph, envisioning and implementing these smaller marches prepared them for the enormous task of putting together an event on the scale of the 1963 March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom. The respect that Randolph commanded made him a unifying force uniquely positioned as a titular chairperson of the event. The real work was done by his deputy director, Bayard Rustin. For him, this was a moment when opportunity would meet preparation.

      Operating out of a temporary office at 170 West 130th Street in Harlem rented for $350 a month, Rustin and a small team of activists handled the recruitment of marchers and solved the complicated logistics associated with an event of this magnitude. They raised $146,917 to pay for leaflets, sound equipment, volunteer stipends, and the innumerable incidental expenses associated with such an event. An elaborate network of deeply committed activists made their contributions, but Rustin bore the ultimate responsibility of making things happen without a hitch. He accounted for everything, but he wasn’t an overbearing micromanager. Decades of activism and organizing taught Rustin how to break complicated problems into more achievable granular challenges, and then delegate tasks to trustworthy collaborators.49

      One of those was Rachelle Horowitz, the detail-oriented twenty-two-year-old transportation director of the march. Despite not having a driver’s license, she helped groups book charters and kept track of more than two thousand busses that traveled hundreds or even thousands of miles. She knew when planes of celebrities were arriving, where private automobiles would park, and the timetable for every train into and out of the city. To call this a huge responsibility is an understatement. Horowitz rose to the challenge because Rustin entrusted her with the job, and she knew that he believed in her.50

      The Guardian Association, a fraternal group of African American police officers and firefighters led by William H. Johnson, turned out two thousand strong to provide security services and shepherd marchers to and from the Mall. Rustin personally trained many of them in methods of nonviolent crowd control.51 Anna Arnold Hedgeman got the National Council of Churches to host their annual convention in DC that week. She also organized volunteers to prepare eighty thousand boxed lunches. Similar responsibilities were borne by those who set up first aid stations, stapled signs to pickets, and figured out where to put 120 chemical latrines.52 One DC police officer likened these logistics to “planning the Normandy invasion.”53 Ironically, he was observing an elaborate show orchestrated by a committed pacifist.

      As activists, Rustin and Randolph achieved excellence by being consistently good for a very long time. Randolph spent much of his ninety years in the public eye, and the same can be said of Rustin and his seventy. One of Randolph’s biographers poignantly noted, “it is difficult to comprehend the full measure of America’s social and political development in the years between World War I and King’s assassination in 1968 without fully grasping Randolph’s social, political, and economic ideas.”54 Much of Randolph’s relevance came through things he accomplished with Rustin. Both were “distance runners” conditioned for the long haul of making change happen.55 From the 1940s through the 1970s, Rustin found ways to make a difference in the black freedom struggle, the gay rights movement, and nuclear disarmament. “The man who most closely touched my life,” Rustin commented in one of his last published writings, “whose ideas, character, and work helped shape my destiny, was Asa Philip Randolph.”56

      Rustin and Randolph are noteworthy for their individual contributions to a variety of progressive causes, but the things that this improbable tandem accomplished together make them central to the civil rights movement. Their successes are even more impressive considering the unlikelihood of their friendship. Randolph spoke with the measured baritone of a trained Shakespearean actor that gave no hint of his being raised deep in the Jim Crow South. This grandchild of enslaved people who moved to Harlem during the Great Migration remade himself into a man who, against all odds, met with four American presidents. There is probably only one openly gay, draft-dodging, ex-communist with a criminal record who could do what Bayard Rustin did—and that man is Bayard Rustin. He and Randolph both possessed people skills, sharp intelligence, an organized efficiency, and, most importantly, hope. They each skillfully navigated reactionary political tides by being critical patriots who insisted on nudging America closer to its most inspiring egalitarian ideals. This could only happen with a political imagination that can envision a better world, and that is something both men possessed in abundance.

      The legacy of Bayard Rustin and A. Philip Randolph’s many years of friendship and collaboration can be seen in every march on Washington. Although they didn’t invent the strategy—that distinction goes to the underemployed veterans of Coxey’s Bonus Army in 1894—they innovated it. Through the cancelled march of 1941, the three marches supporting school integration of the 1950s, and the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, Rustin and Randolph taught America what effective protest can look like.

      Their impact can be seen every time a visitor makes a pilgrimage to the Lincoln Memorial to stand on the granite stair where the words “I Have a Dream” are carved into the very place where King stood in 1963.57 Their legacy is confirmed whenever this legendary speech gets recirculated in a classroom, streamed online, excerpted for various King commemorations, and quoted by politicians. King deservedly holds an oversized image in our collective memory of that day, but it is impossible to conceive of the event that propelled him to international prominence having its lasting impact without the two men standing behind him who made that history happen.

      Imagine a world where King’s voice went unheard. This is an alternative reality without Rustin, Randolph, and their collaborative friendship. There would be no “advance guard of a massive moral revolution for jobs and freedom” on hand to hear King that muggy late summer afternoon.58 Moreover, the “decades long rebellion we have come to call the civil rights movement” just might be unrecognizable.59
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        Rustin and Ella Baker

        Revolutionary Trailblazers

      
      Danielle L. McGuire

      When the arrest of Rosa Parks on December 1, 1955, sparked a grassroots boycott of segregated city buses in Montgomery, Alabama, two seasoned civil rights and peace activists living in New York City took notice. Bayard Rustin and a master organizer named Ella Baker immediately recognized the power and potential of the Montgomery campaign. Here was a fresh and exciting mass movement, led by local Black activists and ministers, with nearly unanimous community support. African Americans in Montgomery had quickly established a leadership team, set up a carpool system, and held weekly mass meetings that gave the boycott an “aura of a religious crusade.”1 For Baker, who spent the 1940s and early 1950s growing NAACP branches in the South and working to develop local leadership wherever she went, the bus boycott was exactly the kind of movement she had been waiting for. Rustin, a co-founder of the Congress of Racial Equality and a longtime pacifist, was one of a tiny handful of Americans dedicated to the discipline of Gandhian nonviolence. He saw the boycott and its young spokesperson, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., as having the power to create a “revolution in the Negro Church” and a large-scale insurgency against segregation. “No force on earth can stop this movement,” he said after visiting Montgomery in February 1956. Drawing on their history as organizers, mobilizers, educators, and outsiders, Ella Baker and Bayard Rustin hoped to harness the energy of the Montgomery bus boycott and channel it into a mass movement. Their guidance, experience, and strategic support not only helped the boycott become a powerful example of nonviolent direct action that would echo throughout history, but their political partnership, forged in the intellectual and creative buzz of Harlem in the late 1930s and 1940s, would also help nurture and sustain the modern civil rights movement, one of the largest and most important protest campaigns of the twentieth century.

      Bayard Rustin and Ella Baker likely met in the late 1930s in Harlem. Baker arrived in 1927, after graduating as valedictorian from Shaw University, a Black Baptist boarding school and college in North Carolina. The intellectual curiosity and critique of authority and institutions she developed at Shaw sharpened in Harlem, a “hotbed of radical thinking” during the Great Depression, where she immersed herself in intellectual conversations, political debates, and protest activity. “I was filling my cup,” Baker said of those years. “I drank of the nectar divine.”2 At the 135th Street Library (later named the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture) and the Harlem branch of the YWCA, Baker joined other young Black activists, thinkers, and artists—some communist, some socialist, but all radical in their ideas about social change—in learning about and debating issues from separatism to segregation to colonialism and everything in between. She found at the library and the YWCA a group of like-minded Black women activists, like Pauli Murray, who joined rallies, organized protest campaigns, and attended meetings together in a “loose, informal network.”3

      Her closest political ally in the early 1930s, however, was George Schuyler, an activist, writer, and socialist who had worked alongside A. Philip Randolph, the head of the all-Black Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters union (BSCP) since the 1920s. Weekly gatherings at Schuyler’s apartment in Harlem’s famed Sugar Hill district featured a roving cast of the city’s most creative intellects, labor leaders, and crusaders of the burgeoning Black freedom struggle. It was through those institutions and networks that Baker built a community of like-minded, radical thinkers and doers and an organizational philosophy that centered Black women and young people, prized grassroots democratic leadership, and prioritized educational development.

      Her work reflected these ideals. In 1931, she was executive director of the Young Negro Cooperative League, a short-lived movement for Black economic self-sufficiency; in 1933, she was hired to be part of the 135th Street Library’s adult education committee; and by 1935, she was the publicity director of the Sponsoring Committee of the National Negro Congress, an umbrella organization that tied together Black political leaders like Reverend Adam Clayton Powell, Jr. and communist Ben Davis, and organizations like the NAACP and the Urban League. Its first president was A. Philip Randolph. In 1936, Baker began working for the Works Progress Administration (WPA) as a consumer education teacher and assistant project administrator for the Worker’s Education Project (WEP). Baker’s goal was to provide workers with a “more intelligent understanding of the social and political economy of which [they are] a part.” The aim, she said, “is not education for its own sake, but education that leads to self-directed action.”4 Her fellow WEP workers Pauli Murray and Conrad Lynn, a lawyer for the Young Communist League, were convinced, as Lynn put it, that they had encountered the “best political minds collected under one roof” while working there.

      It is possible that one of those bright political minds was Bayard Rustin, a passionate and magnetic Black Quaker who moved to New York after nearly finishing college in Pennsylvania in the fall of 1937. Rustin stayed with his aunt on St. Nicholas Avenue in Harlem, the same street Ella Baker lived on. He quickly landed a job with the WPA, teaching English to nonnative speakers at a high school in East Harlem, became youth director of a neighborhood recreational organization, and eagerly absorbed the political and cultural energies of the city. He sang in church choirs, attended Quaker meetings, and was part of a musical group that regularly performed in a bohemian club in Greenwich Village. He was a member of the chorus in John Henry, a Broadway play starring Paul Robeson; briefly joined the Young Communist League, where he may have met Baker’s good friend Conrad Lynn; sought out a relationship with militant labor leader A. Philip Randolph; and began developing ties to A. J. Muste, a well-known pacifist and founder of Brookwood Labor College, a worker education project in upstate New York, where Ella Baker spent a semester in 1931. Like Baker, Rustin was an avid explorer, as his biographer put it, of the “American left, broadly defined, in the decade when the left was at its strongest.”5 There was no better place to sample its many varieties than in Harlem in the late 1930s, where he would have been involved in many of the same political and activist organizations as Ella Baker.

      By the early 1940s, Bayard Rustin and Ella Baker were doing very similar work, though they would not formally join forces until 1946. Baker began working for the NAACP in December 1940 as an assistant field secretary. She quickly set out across the South to increase membership, to strengthen connections between local branches and the national office, and to identify and support local leadership. Her aim was to place the NAACP “and its program on the lips of all the people . . . the uncouth MASSES included” by visiting the “pool rooms, boot-black parlors, bars and grilles.”6 The work was slow, grueling, and dangerous; but, she said, it was part of the “spade work” necessary for grassroots organizing.7 By 1943, she was promoted to director of branches, where she worked to transform the NAACP’s top-down hierarchy into a more inclusive, democratic, and action-oriented organization. She immediately set up regional leadership conferences to cultivate local leaders and train them how to organize and sustain campaigns on issues that mattered most to ordinary people—from police brutality to voting rights to discrimination in public facilities. The title for these conferences reflected Baker’s organizing philosophy: “Give People Light and They Will Find the Way.” She believed ordinary people did not “really need to be led; they needed to be given the skills, information and opportunity to lead themselves.”8 Not surprisingly, two young activists from Montgomery, Alabama, who attended the 1945 Atlanta regional conference—Rosa Parks and E. D. Nixon—would go on to become grassroots leaders of their own and spark a movement ten years later that would help change the world.

      By the time Ella Baker left her position as director of branches, in 1946, she had fundamentally transformed the NAACP. Through little more than her tireless efforts and a pocketbook full of nickels, she helped increase membership 600 percent from 50,000 in 1940 to 450,000 in 1946, making the NAACP one of the most formidable freedom-fighting organizations in the United States. The relationships she built and the philosophy she promoted—that ordinary people had the power to transform their communities—would provide fertile ground for future civil rights campaigns, even if the national NAACP was not yet ready for the kind of action programs Baker advocated.

      While Baker traversed the South building NAACP branches and cultivating local leaders, Bayard Rustin was promoting the philosophy of nonviolence and pacifism throughout the country, giving speeches and organizing conferences as a youth secretary for the Fellowship of Reconciliation (FOR). While logging thousands of miles across twenty states in his first two years on the job, he encountered the harsh landscape of racism and discrimination—in the North as well as the South. In each fraught encounter, including a brutal assault on a bus trip from Louisville to Nashville in 1942, he used nonviolent, Gandhian tactics to expose the injustice and immorality of discrimination and white supremacy. He refused to fight back, often explaining his moral rationale for disobeying Jim Crow rules while being manhandled or beaten. His seemingly strange response drew praise and interest from like-minded people and confusion and anger from segregationists. As he traveled coast to coast, Rustin and his colleagues in FOR found that there was hardly any popular interest in pacifism, especially in the wake of the attack on Pearl Harbor; but there was a growing interest in eliminating racial injustice. Just as Baker saw grassroots activism as the key to undermining racial discrimination, Rustin increasingly saw Gandhian nonviolence as an action-oriented tool to attack and ultimately abolish Jim Crow and began working to spread it far and wide.9

      In April 1942, Rustin and his fellow FOR members decided to launch the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) to create a movement devoted specifically to confronting racial injustice with the discipline and strategies of nonviolence. Rustin moved audiences across the country with his powerful oratory, beautiful singing voice, and motivational call to attack racism. Like Baker, in each town he visited, he organized communities by focusing on local issues—restrictive housing covenants, segregated bowling alleys and restaurants—and taught college students and others how to conduct nonviolent direct-action campaigns, like sit-ins and boycotts. Word of Rustin’s organizing prowess and the techniques he espoused got around quickly. Ella Baker’s close friend Pauli Murray was in law school at Howard University in Washington, DC, when she first heard of Rustin’s work with CORE in the early 1940s. “He inspired me,” she recalled “and so I began to experiment with nonviolence.” Murray was part of a group of Howard students who began successfully using the “stool-sitting technique” at local segregated restaurants.10

      By the end of 1942, Rustin had gained such a great reputation as an organizer and promoter of nonviolence that A. Philip Randolph asked him to lead his next big campaign. As head of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters union, Randolph was probably the most powerful and esteemed Black leader in the United States at the time. He wanted to parlay his March on Washington Movement, which forced President Franklin Roosevelt into issuing an executive order to end discrimination in defense industries in 1941, into a national conference to explore nonviolent civil disobedience as a way to attack white supremacy. “If the national conference adopts this method,” Randolph’s deputy said, “the Negro people will be called upon to boycott trains, streetcars, buses, restaurants, waiting rooms, hotels, schools and institutions that have Jim Crow laws.” When A. J. Muste of FOR offered to help, Randolph jumped at the opportunity to put Bayard Rustin to work as a speaker and organizer, not only to harness the politics of the global war for democracy (and against fascism, racism, and totalitarianism) to end racism at home, but also to “win over” Negro ministers to the “philosophy of nonviolent solutions” and develop an action plan to end discrimination in the armed forces.11 Working with the MOWM to organize communities around the ideas and tactics of nonviolence, Rustin said later, “was one of the most important things I ever did . . . and prepared me for many of the other activities that I was to engage in over the years.”12

      Rustin was working at the center of the Black freedom struggle when he received notice to report to the draft board. As a Quaker and committed pacifist, Rustin had laid the groundwork to be a conscientious objector when he registered with the Selective Service. But, through his work with FOR, CORE, and the MOWM, he came to see noncooperation with the war effort as part of a larger campaign to undermine state-sponsored violence and racism. He refused to comply, was arrested on January 12, 1943, and served twenty-eight months in federal prison. He was quickly identified by the Bureau of Prisons as a “troublemaker” determined to use the same organizing principles and nonviolent tactics to undermine the segregation, inequality, and power hierarchies inside prison as he did on the outside.

      When Rustin was finally released in the summer of 1946, he entered a world dramatically changed by war. In the United States, a mass migration of African Americans from the South to the North fundamentally shifted the political terrain; Black soldiers returning from the field of battle demanded freedom at home; the NAACP had increased membership tenfold—thanks to Ella Baker’s work; and CORE had been successfully testing nonviolent direct-action campaigns throughout the west and east coasts—desegregating roller-skating rinks, hotels, retail stores, and restaurants. There was a sense of possibility, and all the major civil rights organizations were searching for an action program that would catalyze a mass movement for freedom rights.

      The 1946 Supreme Court decision Morgan v. Virginia, which declared segregation on public means of interstate travel unconstitutional, presented such an opportunity. African Americans from all walks of life faced racial discrimination and brutality on public transportation. Buses, trains, and taxis were sites of frequent racial conflict and violence. Bayard Rustin proposed an interracial bus tour—a freedom ride—from New York to New Orleans, led by CORE, that would test adherence to the new law using nonviolent direct-action techniques. He brought together a handful of veteran activists, including Ella Baker and Pauli Murray, and throughout the fall and winter of 1946, they planned the “Journey of Reconciliation.” He knew that even if they did not succeed in integrating public transportation, a freedom ride would rally ordinary African Americans and garner media attention. Before the ride was set to begin on April 9, they laid out the course, limited it to the upper South to minimize the danger, and excluded Baker and other women from participating for the same reason. Still, Baker’s role as organizer was key. In each town they planned to pass through, they met with “the other NAACP”—the restless branch leaders and local activists who craved action instead of litigation. It was in these small towns and hamlets, where Ella Baker did her “spade work” in the early 1940s, that the Journey of Reconciliation organizers held rallies, raised funds, taught nonviolent techniques, and drummed up enthusiasm for the tour.13 The combination of Baker’s established networks and Rustin’s new focus on nonviolent direct action was a potent combination—one that they would put to work again and again.

      Although the Journey of Reconciliation did not spark a mass movement as Rustin, Baker, and others initially hoped, it was successful. The official balance sheet at the end of the ride listed “26 tests of compliance, 12 arrests, and only one act of violent resistance.”14 Better yet, the campaign knit together an infrastructure of activists and organizations, and offered ordinary people concrete examples of how to challenge segregation without serious risk. It showed how nonviolent direct action could be deployed to dismantle Jim Crow while disarming whites and empowering Blacks. More importantly, it was the beginning of a working relationship between Bayard Rustin and Ella Baker that would fundamentally shape the next two decades. They traveled slightly different paths and embraced different tactics, but they arrived at the same location with similar goals, intersecting networks, and a shared desire to organize ordinary people to change the world they lived in.

      When the Montgomery bus boycott began a few years later, Rustin and Baker both knew immediately that it had the potential to spark a much larger movement and they were in a great position to assist. In late 1955, Rustin, Baker, and their friend Stanley Levison, a lawyer and businessman deeply invested in civil and labor rights, launched a new organization called In Friendship to send aid to African Americans on the front lines of school desegregation campaigns in the South. Efforts by African Americans to integrate public schools and enforce the Supreme Court’s 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision made those families targets of white supremacist violence and terror. In Friendship raised and sent funds to help them survive the onslaught. When the size and scope of the bus boycott became clear, Baker, Rustin, and Levison decided to turn their full attention, and In Friendship’s fundraising capacity, toward Montgomery.

      Ella Baker knew Montgomery’s most militant activists, Rosa Parks and E. D. Nixon, for many years. In fact, she had just spent time with Rosa Parks in the summer of 1955 at a leadership training workshop titled “Racial Desegregation: Implementing the Supreme Court Decision” at the Highlander Folk School in Tennessee.15 Parks went to the workshop as the advisor to the Montgomery NAACP Youth Council searching for ways to make change and was inspired by Baker and South Carolina civil rights organizer Septima Clark. Four months later, Parks’s arrest on a Montgomery city bus sparked one of the largest community-based, bottom-up protests in history. Ella Baker knew immediately that the bus boycott had the potential to become a mass movement because it began with grassroots leadership and was sustained primarily by working-class Black women.

      Rustin was equally awed, but saw something else—a charismatic Black minister who had merged the power and passion of the Black church with a new call to nonviolent social action. He too saw enormous potential in the Montgomery bus boycott and was eager to travel to Alabama to get involved and help shape the course of the campaign. He was especially eager to meet Dr. King, who seemed starkly different from most Black preachers in that he was urging his congregants to take action, not just get saved.

      Within the first month, the Montgomery bus boycott had become the kind of movement Rustin and Baker had worked for decades to foment. In order to sustain the boycott, they thought activists in Montgomery would need money, publicity, and on-the-ground support. While Baker began organizing a massive civil rights rally to be held in May 1956 at Madison Square Garden to raise funds for the boycott, Rustin decided to go to Alabama to help steer the struggle. Rustin felt strongly that he needed to help guide the new minister in charge of the boycott, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., in the art and science of Gandhian nonviolent resistance, especially after he heard that Montgomery “was an arsenal” of arms smuggled into the movement by ministers and porters.16 He arrived on February 21, 1956, the day that nearly one hundred activists were indicted by a local grand jury for violating an ancient antiboycott law. Rustin met with E. D. Nixon, head of the local NAACP, and Ralph Abernathy, a leading minister in town. Instead of being fearful of the indictments, Rustin urged them to adopt the Gandhian strategy of submitting peacefully to arrests. The next morning, Nixon, Abernathy, and scores of others dressed in their Sunday best walked down to the courthouse and presented themselves for arrest. Rustin recalled that it had “a startling effect. . . . White community leaders, politicians and police were flabbergasted. Negroes were thrilled to see their leaders surrender without being hunted down.”17 That singular tactic transformed the boycott, which had been grinding on and losing steam, and injected a new life into the campaign.

      The next day, Rustin met Dr. King for the first time. “We hit it off immediately,” Rustin recalled, “particularly in terms of the whole concept of nonviolence.”18 Still, Rustin had work to do. When he arrived, he found that King’s house was lit up like an airport, with guards stationed outside. Inside there were guns everywhere. “The fact of the matter is,” Rustin said, “when I got to Montgomery, Dr. King had very limited notions about how a nonviolent protest should be carried out.” Over the next few days, Rustin mentored Dr. King on the importance of nonviolence as a disciplined, moral value, but also as a strategic tactic, teaching him that, like many southern Blacks, Gandhi’s followers were not “philosophically wedded to nonviolence,” but it was the best strategy for ending oppression.19 As a leader, Rustin told King, it was crucial that he model a total commitment to nonviolence to set an example for his followers. In just a matter of days, King dedicated himself to the discipline of nonviolence and came to rely upon Bayard Rustin as a strategist and trusted advisor. That relationship, though it remained fairly hidden, lasted until King was assassinated in 1968.

      Just before returning to New York about a week after he arrived in Montgomery, Bayard Rustin met with Dr. King to talk about how northern organizations like In Friendship could support the boycott. King said they needed money, leadership training, and ways to spread the Montgomery story across the nation to win sympathy and garner attention.20 Rustin returned to New York, where Baker was organizing a massive fundraiser, and began building up connections and networks to help Dr. King. On King’s first visit to New York in April 1956, Bayard Rustin arranged for him to meet A. Philip Randolph, A. J. Muste of FOR, and James Farmer, head of CORE. Together, they looped King into a network of powerful change agents and civil rights activists who would prove important over time. Rustin also assumed the role of King’s ghostwriter, penning his first article for Liberation magazine, which was published that month as well. In the essay, Rustin highlighted the key moral aspects of Montgomery—how the boycott signaled the birth of something entirely new, a “revolutionary change in the Negro’s evaluation of himself,” or what Dr. King would later call a sense of “somebodyness.”21 He argued that the Black church was becoming more militant and felt that the Montgomery bus boycott had uncovered a new, potent weapon that could aid in the destruction of Jim Crow: nonviolent resistance. The Liberation essay was the first of many writing projects Bayard Rustin completed on behalf of Dr. King.

      Throughout that spring, Bayard Rustin, Ella Baker, and Stanley Levison of In Friendship threw themselves into organizing on behalf of the boycott. The Madison Square Garden rally in May was an incredible success. Ten thousand attendees listened to speeches by E. D. Nixon, Rosa Parks, and Autherine Lucy; were entertained by performers like Tallulah Bankhead; and raised thousands of dollars for the boycott and the southern struggle. Another rally in December 1956 raised about $1,800 and featured the singing of Coretta Scott King, Harry Belafonte, Duke Ellington, and others to commemorate the beginning of the bus boycott.22 Baker also helped organize a national speaking tour for Rosa Parks, to help bring in money for the Montgomery Improvement Association (MIA) and the NAACP, and even accompanied her to some venues.23 Rustin visited college campuses around the country to spread the gospel of nonviolence and, with Levison, helped secure donations for Dr. King and the MIA. In his informal role as advisor to Dr. King, Rustin also began encouraging him to think about how to turn the Montgomery movement into a national organization.

      Over many late-night discussions in New York, Bayard Rustin, Ella Baker, and Stanley Levison strategized about how to channel the grassroots energy, activism, and leadership of the Montgomery movement into a nationwide struggle for freedom and justice. They wanted to develop, as Baker put it, “in the South a mass force that would somewhat become a counterbalance, let’s call it, to the NAACP.”24 Baker knew from years working with the NAACP that it was committed to a top-down hierarchy with a focus on litigation; it was not interested in democratic, bottom-up organizing or direct-action campaigns, even though there were militant chapters scattered throughout the South that hungered for action. Baker and Rustin laid out a plan for a national organization that could encourage the development of “nonviolent shock troops” and, as Rustin argued, “create the machinery for stimulating new protests and coordinating . . . [those] protests into a single movement.”25 They also knew that whatever organization they formed would need a way to move from protest to political mobilization and voter registration.

      Baker and Rustin drafted a series of working papers laying out their plans for the future and presented them in Atlanta on January 10, 1957, to a group of sixty activist ministers from ten southern states. They proposed creating a loosely structured coalition of Black churches that would support and encourage nonviolent resistance to white supremacy and segregation; center the black freedom struggle in a larger, more global context; and ground the movement in the ethos of Christian love and the bonds of the United States Constitution.26 They decided to call it the Southern Leadership Conference. It would be led by Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.

      Their first big event was the Prayer Pilgrimage for Freedom held at the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, DC, on May 17, 1957, the third anniversary of the Brown decision. Co-chaired by A. Philip Randolph, Martin Luther King, Jr., and Roy Wilkins of the NAACP, it was designed to put pressure on Congress, where civil rights legislation was pending. Baker and Rustin organized the event, a kind of precursor for the 1963 March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, carefully navigating the sensitivities of the rival civil rights organizations. After songs and speeches by leading Black activists, ministers, and politicians, Dr. King spoke. His first national oration, “Give Us the Ballot,” brought King national and international attention. Afterward, Rustin was more convinced than ever that Dr. King offered the greatest hope of sparking a mass movement for racial justice and began to focus his attention on supporting, mentoring, and promoting Dr. King as a national leader.27 Rustin quickly became one of King’s most important advisors, drafting speeches and articles, editing Stride toward Freedom—King’s book on the Montgomery bus boycott—and introducing him to important allies who could help support his coalition, as of August 1957 known as the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC).

      In addition to the everyday assistance Bayard Rustin offered Dr. King, he was still working with Ella Baker to create an action program for the SCLC. Rustin and Baker saw an opportunity in the passage of the 1957 Civil Rights Act, which authorized the Justice Department to investigate voting rights violations. Rustin proposed a major voting rights campaign in the South that would double the number of Black voters, draw federal attention to segregationist disfranchisement, and organize ordinary people to fight Jim Crow. “If people use legislation,” Rustin explained, “often they achieve . . . more than the law ever intended.”28 The Crusade for Citizenship was supposed to begin on February 12, 1958, Frederick Douglass’s birthday, but the SCLC had no staff, no offices, and no real organizational leadership. Bayard Rustin and Stanley Levison convinced Dr. King to hire Ella Baker. She arrived in Atlanta with just a few weeks to organize the SCLC’s first major voting rights drive. Drawing upon her extensive network in the South from her days as an NAACP field secretary, she managed to pull together a massive campaign that saw church rallies, prayer vigils, and press conferences in more than twenty cities. It was an auspicious beginning for the SCLC, but it did not spark the mass mobilization that both Baker and Rustin hoped for. Baker feared that the structure of the SCLC—with male ministers in charge and no real organizing strategy in place—would limit the potential for a mass movement, especially one with women like her in charge. Already bristling against the patriarchal paradigm within the SCLC, Baker worked with little success to push the new organization toward her philosophy of finding, developing, and supporting local leaders. Still, she traveled throughout the South in 1958 and 1959, working to nourish local movements where ordinary people were battling segregation on their own.

      Rustin, working out of offices in New York City, organized a series of northern, youth-led marches to support school integration. The first, on October 25, 1958, saw ten thousand students march on Washington. Rustin said it was one of the largest youth demonstrations and that students were “awakened and mobilized to active participation in the movement for racial equality.”29 A second march, held on April 18, 1959, brought twenty-five thousand students to Washington, each with a handful of petitions signed by those unable to make it, signaling significantly more support for youth activism around desegregation and equality. In fact, some of the young people involved in those efforts, including Stokely Carmichael, Bob Moses, Eleanor Holmes, and Tom Kahn, would become important leaders in freedom movements over the next decade.

      By the summer of 1959, Ella Baker and Bayard Rustin had moved the struggle forward quite a bit, but had yet to kindle the kind of mass movement they both longed for and had spent their lives developing. Baker was increasingly disillusioned with the SCLC and Dr. King. For one thing, the SCLC would not give Baker the title and pay she deserved, largely because she was a woman, and dismissed her ideas and strategies for the same reason. The male ministers, she felt, were only comfortable talking to women about “how well they cooked, and how beautiful they looked.” Since Baker, as she put it, was no fashion plate and “did not hesitate in voicing my opinion,” she did not present a “comforting sort of presence” within the SCLC.30 She also felt that the SCLC was overly dependent on Dr. King’s celebrity and was not doing the kind of “spade work” necessary to foment a grassroots revolution. She felt that King’s acceptance of that celebrity or “savior” status was bad for the movement and had helped stymie it. “Strong people don’t need strong leaders,” she said.31

      Bayard Rustin, on the other hand, embraced King’s status as a new messiah and worked to enlarge it. He felt that King could actually be a kind of modern-day Moses leading the masses out of bondage through his brilliant oration and disciplined dedication to Gandhian nonviolence, combined with an action plan that encouraged grassroots resistance to segregation and pressured political leaders to change legislation. When state officials in Alabama indicted Dr. King on trumped-up perjury charges in the spring of 1960, for example, Rustin used it as a way to center King and the SCLC in the emerging sit-in movement and took out a full-page ad in the New York Times that called King the “spiritual leader” of the student-led campaign.32 That is where he and Ella Baker diverged.

      The sit-in movement began on February 1, 1960, when four Black college students in Greensboro, North Carolina, sat down at a “whites only” lunch counter and refused to move. Their seemingly spontaneous action sparked similar campaigns, and within a couple weeks there were sit-ins in more than one hundred cities throughout the South, resulting in thousands of arrests and violent counterdemonstrations. Baker was thrilled and saw in the student movement an answer to her long-held prayer for a mass movement that would fundamentally transform the nation. “This may only be a dream of mine,” she confided to activist Anne Braden, “but I think it can be made real.” Baker organized a conference—sponsored by the SCLC and held at her alma mater, Shaw University—that drew two hundred participants over Easter weekend. Unlike Rustin, Baker did not think the student leaders of the sit-in movement should join the SCLC, the NAACP, or any other established organization. Instead, she hoped that by calling them together she could help guide them into a new, independent, and more radical organization that valued organic, “group-centered leadership” and would not be held back by bureaucracy, patriarchy, or a “prophetic leader who turns out to have feet of clay.”33

      By the end of the weekend, the student activists had formed their own organization: the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). Dedicated to nonviolent direct action and committed to grassroots democratic leadership, SNCC was the physical and philosophical embodiment of both Bayard Rustin and Ella Baker’s influence on the Black freedom struggle. It is hard to imagine SNCC’s existence without the organizing, training, and testing that both Rustin and Baker did throughout the 1940s and early 1950s, which laid a foundation for and provided examples of how to effectively attack Jim Crow and transform communities from the bottom up. SNCC injected life and energy into the nascent struggle, turning it into the kind of mass movement that Rustin and Baker had both fought for during more than a decade. They were also both responsible for helping to nurture some of the most important young leaders to come out of SNCC, like Bob Moses and Diane Nash. For example, Rustin sent Bob Moses, an inspired and intellectual young math teacher and budding activist in New York, to Ella Baker, who was finishing up her work with the SCLC in Atlanta. Moses became Baker’s political apprentice and would go on to help pilot the 1964 Mississippi Freedom Summer. Diane Nash, who was trained in the art and science of nonviolence by James Lawson in Nashville, would play an instrumental role in the 1961 Freedom Rides—a sequel to Rustin’s 1947 Journey of Reconciliation.

      For the next few years, SNCC served as the vanguard of the surging freedom struggle, particularly in the Deep South. The young warriors, deploying Rustin and Baker’s strategies and techniques, staged sit-ins, stand-ins, wade-ins, boycotts, voter registration campaigns, and other demonstrations to desegregate public accommodations and private businesses. Their nonviolent direct-action campaigns garnered worldwide attention and many local victories, but they also led to hundreds of arrests, jail time, and a violent white backlash. Without meaningful federal legislation, real change was limited.

      In late December 1962, Bayard Rustin met with A. Philip Randolph in Harlem. Musing about the forthcoming centennial of the Emancipation Proclamation, they began plotting a new March on Washington. It was not until the world watched in horror as Bull Connor turned police dogs and fire hoses on nonviolent black demonstrators, including children, in Birmingham, Alabama, in 1963, that the Kennedy administration snapped out of its seeming indifference and called for historic civil rights legislation. “For the Black people of this nation,” Rustin said, “Birmingham became the moment of truth . . . tokenism is finished . . . [instead] the package deal is the new demand.” African Americans, he suggested, would no longer wait patiently: “They are going to move. Nothing can stop them.” “What is needed” now, Rustin said, “is an ongoing massive assault on racist political power and institutions.”34 In July, Rustin pulled together the leaders of the “Big Six” civil rights organizations (John Lewis of SNCC, Martin Luther King, Jr. of SCLC, Roy Wilkins of the NAACP, Whitney Young of the Urban League, James Farmer of CORE, and A. Philip Randolph) to agree to co-sponsor the march, and spent the next eight weeks organizing every last detail. “We planned out precisely the number of toilets . . . how many blankets we would need for the people who were coming in early . . . how many doctors, how many first-aid stations, what people should bring with them to eat in their lunches.”35 The March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom on August 28, 1963, brought a quarter million people to the Lincoln Memorial and showcased the unity and power of an emergent civil rights coalition. It was a historic success that made Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. a household name, and not only brought the federal government into the movement on the side of Black activists, but made protest—something previously seen as radical—a moral, if not patriotic, act.

      Still, segregation ruled the South, and the majority of African Americans in the United States remained disfranchised and/or locked out of social, political, and economic opportunity. Rustin increasingly felt that marches, demonstrations, and other dramatic acts had run their course. What was necessary now, he felt, was a political transformation. He urged the major civil rights organizations to partner with progressive political leaders, especially Lyndon B. Johnson’s liberal allies in the Democratic Party, as the only way to make meaningful and lasting change in Black people’s everyday lives. Once again, Rustin’s vision for change and Ella Baker’s actions on the ground aligned in Mississippi in the summer of 1964.

      While Rustin pulled together the massive March on Washington, Baker had continued working with SNCC’s on-the-ground organizing and voter registration campaigns, particularly in Mississippi. Led by Bob Moses, SNCC activists partnered with local people to form an umbrella organization called COFO (Council of Federated Organizations) to expose the racism at the heart of the American political system, and dismantle the segregationist hold on the Democratic Party. Blocked from meaningful participation in every aspect of local Democratic Party politics, SNCC and COFO activists decided to form a shadow organization. Called the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party (MFDP), they held their own precinct, county, and state meetings, and selected delegates to travel to the convention in Atlantic City, where they would demand that the national party choose which slate fairly represented Mississippi and Lyndon Johnson’s Democratic Party. Bayard Rustin was “all in and out of here during that time,” said Aaron Henry, a movement activist from Mississippi.36 Rustin conferred with Moses, Baker, and others, introduced movement activists to New York fundraisers, used his contacts to garner press attention, and lobbied Dr. King to press President Johnson to accept the MFDP in Atlantic City.

      When Democratic Party leaders offered a compromise—they would ban future delegations that were all-white and give the MFDP two, nonvoting, at-large seats that party officials would fill with their delegates of choice—Bayard Rustin, Dr. King, and other movement leaders urged MFDP to accept, even if it was not exactly what the Mississippi activists hoped to achieve. Rustin argued that the compromise was a win, even if it felt like defeat. Accepting the two-seat compromise was a way to begin moving from protest to politics, he thought, and to work at the highest levels of government to change the social, political, and economic structure of society. However, Bob Moses, Ella Baker, and the bulk of the local MFDP delegation believed the compromise was a betrayal of the poor and working-class delegates who worked so hard and faced incredible violence just to be recognized as citizens. Not surprisingly, the MFDP rejected the compromise and left Atlantic City feeling disillusioned about American political power and ordinary people’s ability to effect real change. As John Lewis put it, SNCC activists departed “bitter, frustrated, torn apart, battle fatigued and everything else.” It was “a turning point for the country, for the civil rights movement and certainly for SNCC.”37

      It was also a turning point in the relationship between Bayard Rustin and Ella Baker. For really the first time since they began working with each other in the late 1940s, their political strategies diverged, even though their goals ultimately remained the same. Rustin aligned himself with the mainstream civil rights organizations and their labor and liberal allies in the Democratic Party. He continued to see Dr. King’s charisma as “one of the movement’s greatest assets” and felt that it was time for the freedom struggle, which began in protest, to “translate itself into a political movement.” Rustin called for a major transformation of institutions, a “refashioning of our political economy,” and believed real change was possible only with an interracial “coalition of progressive forces” that could reform and revamp the Democratic Party. He pointed to the March on Washington, the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, and the emerging Selma campaign as evidence of coalition success. Rustin was a critic of the emerging strain of “Black Power,” arguing that it was both utopian and reactionary, and felt that SNCC’s and CORE’s embrace of it would leave them “more isolated than ever before.”38 Baker, on the other hand, continued to support SNCC throughout the late 1960s, even as it coalesced around “Black Power,” grew more nationalistic, and departed from the notion of a “beloved community” that was so central to its victories in the early 1960s. She was always in favor of power for the powerless, a voice for the voiceless, and votes for the disfranchised, but never felt that the way to achieve these things was through lobbying or appealing to people at the very top of the political hierarchy. She was committed to grassroots organizing and felt that change emerged from local leadership. “If you are involved with people and are organizing them as a force,” she said, “you didn’t have to go and seek out the establishment people, they would seek you out.”39 Rustin saw federal power as a major force for change and maintained hope in the potential for a labor-liberal–civil rights coalition until a growing white backlash, the war in Vietnam, urban uprisings across the country, and the assassinations of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy in 1968 crushed those political possibilities and closed opportunities for federal intervention on behalf of African Americans’ freedom rights.

      Despite the fact that Baker and Rustin chose different strategies for change, they continued to believe in organizing for full freedom and human dignity until they died. They both understood that the struggle for freedom was a process and that it would continue long after they were gone. “Freedom is never a final act,” Rustin said just before he passed away in 1987. “God does not require us to achieve any of the good tasks that humanity must pursue. What the gods require of us is that we not stop trying.”40 Bayard Rustin and Ella Baker both moved from the margins of society to the center of American politics, and in the process, they moved the nation and the world closer to freedom. Their philosophies, strategies, and organizing techniques helped give shape and substance to the most powerful social movement of the twentieth century and inspired thousands of people to believe they had the power within themselves to transform society. Through nonviolent direct action, grassroots leadership, participatory democracy, and a profound love for humanity, they blazed a path for revolutionary change, both personal and political, that remains powerful to this day.
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        Rustin and King

        Stony the Road They Trod

      
      Jonathan Eig

      Martin Luther King, Jr. stood on the porch of his tiny Montgomery parsonage. An agitated crowd of neighbors gathered around him, waiting for his orders.

      King’s home had just been bombed. His wife, Coretta, and his infant daughter, Yolanda, had been in the house at the time. They escaped unhurt. King rushed home upon hearing the news of the attack and found his neighbors gathered on the lawn and in the street. White police officers and city officials stood by, nervously, fearing the mostly Black crowd might turn violent.

      “We believe in law and order,” King told the crowd. “Don’t get panicky. Don’t do anything panicky at all. Don’t get your weapons. He who lives by the sword shall perish by the sword. Remember that is what God said. We are not advocating violence. . . . I want you to love our enemies. Be good to them. Love them and let them know you love them. I did not start this boycott. I was asked by you to serve as your spokesman. I want it to be known the length and breadth of this land that if I am stopped, this movement will not stop. If I am stopped, our work will not stop. For what we are doing is right, what we are doing is just. And God is with us.”1

      The date was January 30, 1956. The Montgomery bus boycott was in its second month. At the age of twenty-seven, King found himself thrust unexpectedly into a role of leadership. As his remarks from his damaged front porch make clear, he was not yet a committed follower of Gandhi. He had read and studied the Indian political activist and ethicist, as well as other proponents of nonviolent protest, but Gandhi’s tactics and philosophy were not yet at the fore of his mind. King’s calls for love and forgiveness, at that point, were inspired by Jesus, and by the commonly held view among Black leaders at the time that justice would never be won through violence. King remained ambivalent about nonviolence. He made that much clear after the dynamite attack on his home when he applied for a gun permit. He faced real danger, and he was prepared to defend himself and his family if necessary.

      But things were changing rapidly. America had never experienced anything like this protest in Montgomery, former capital of the Confederacy, former hub of the Alabama slave trade, and current defender of racial segregation. Black people had united in bold defiance of Jim Crow laws, standing up to the Ku Klux Klan, the police, and the city’s all-white lineup of lawmakers. For two months, the people had refused to ride the city’s segregated buses, refused to participate in a system and way of life that sought to batter and belittle them. King urged them to embrace the power of nonviolence for largely practical reasons: to stake out the position of moral superiority in confrontation with those who assumed and sought to enforce Black people’s inferiority.

      King captured the imagination of his followers in Montgomery, across church and class lines. He emboldened the community. He also excited progressive activists around the country. The activists saw potential for a nationwide movement, a movement rooted in resistance, built around the Black church, and led by Black people, with the brave, brilliant, and highly telegenic Martin Luther King guiding them. One of those activists, the novelist Lillian Smith—a board member of an international pacifist group called the Fellowship of Reconciliation—wrote to King on March 10, 1956, with advice. “You can’t be an expert in nonviolence; it’s like being a saint or an artist: each person grows his own skill and expertness,” she wrote. But if King decided he wanted to try to grow as an expert and practitioner of nonviolence, Smith added, if he wanted to explore the potential application of Gandhi’s tactics in the United States, he would do well to talk to Bayard Rustin.

      Rustin, as it turned out, had not been waiting for an invitation from King. He had reached Montgomery days before Smith’s letter, eager to see if he could help King use nonviolent tactics to extend the reach of his campaign. Rustin was forty-five years old, and he had already been a part of some of the century’s most important protests. He had worked with FOR, the War Resisters League, and A. Philip Randolph’s Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters. The fact that he was gay was an open secret among activists. The fact that he had been a member of the Young Communist League was no secret at all. His arrival in Montgomery marked a turning point, not only in King’s life but in the history of America radicalism and rebellion.

      Nonviolent protest was hardly a novel idea in 1956. Nearly a century before King’s birth, the white abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison had called for the use of passive resistance to attack slavery. Decades later, labor unions had used sit-down strikes and factory seizures to demand better pay and working conditions. Throughout the 1940s, A. J. Muste, Asa Philip Randolph, and others had led campaigns of nonviolent protest, including marches and boycotts, inspiring activists such as Rustin, James Farmer, and Montgomery’s E. D. Nixon to look for opportunities to organize protests of their own.

      In a letter dated February 21, 1956, just prior to his arrival in Montgomery, Rustin announced his goal: “to bring the Gandhian philosophy and tactic to the masses of Negroes in the South.” Nothing short of strict adherence to nonviolence throughout the South, he wrote, “can save us from widespread racial conflict.”2 Rustin saw a chance to extend the Montgomery model, and he recognized quickly that King might be the partner he needed.

      When he arrived at King’s tiny parsonage in Montgomery, Rustin was pleased to discover that he had already met King’s wife, Coretta, having lectured years prior to her class at the Lincoln School in Marion, Alabama.3 Rustin never said whether he remembered meeting Coretta, and it seems unlikely that any one student in the class would have stood out, even one so impressive as Coretta. Nevertheless, Coretta remembered Rustin. Years later, King’s friend and colleague Ralph Abernathy would say Coretta played a key role in King’s decision to embrace Rustin as an advisor in those early days of the boycott in Montgomery.4

      Coretta’s endorsement mattered. At that point, she had had more experience than her husband as an activist. As an undergraduate at Antioch College in Ohio, she had joined the campus chapter of the NAACP, a race relations committee, and a civil liberties committee. She had challenged a rule that prevented Black students from student-teaching in local schools. One fellow student recalled that Coretta had also joined in a protest when a barbershop in Yellow Springs had refused to cut Black people’s hair.5 In 1948, she had supported Henry Wallace and the Progressive Party for president and attended the party’s national convention as a student delegate. In the early days of the Montgomery bus boycott, Coretta was her husband’s most important advisor.

      Rustin presented a risk for King. Enemies of the bus boycott would call out the presence of this gay man with a background in communism to smear and sidetrack the protest movement. But King could see that Rustin had a level of experience others in Montgomery lacked. Rustin knew the major figures in the civil rights movement and understood the interplay of the big organizations. Almost immediately, the men engaged in a “very long, philosophical discussion of nonviolence,”6 as Rustin recalled.

      In years to come, Rustin would complain that King was too cautious at times, that his desire for consensus prevented him from making the tough decisions required of a leader. But King was hardly cautious in his initial acceptance of Rustin. King had always had an appetite for big ideas, and Rustin helped him conceive of his protest in the grandest terms, terms that firmly linked three of his greatest interests—philosophy, religion, and social justice. In Montgomery, the pieces were coming together for the greatest nonviolent movement America had ever seen, and they were coming together in no small part because King and Rustin had the vision for how the pieces might be arranged, because King proved willing to adapt, and because these two men managed to forge a complicated but dynamic working relationship.

      In his first visit to King’s house in Montgomery, Rustin saw armed guards stationed outside and a pistol on a chair in King’s living room. When Rustin asked about the weapons, King replied, “We’re not going to harm anybody unless they harm us.”7 To Rustin, that did not sound like a Gandhian approach. King knew that many Black southerners owned guns. He also knew that supporters of the boycott were risking their lives standing up to Alabama’s system of white supremacy. Alabama had seen 360 lynchings since Reconstruction.8 A violent white response to the Black uprising was all but guaranteed. As King’s remarks from his blasted front porch made clear, he recognized the possibility of escalating violence. Rustin argued that a violent outbreak would be a disaster for the movement and for the Black people of Montgomery, that Gandhian protest required a rejection of all violence, even in self-defense. Glenn Smiley, another FOR activist who had arrived to help the movement, reported in a letter from Montgomery that King recognized that the presence of armed bodyguards undercut his nonviolent message, but King didn’t seem to mind the contradiction. “He believes and yet he doesn’t believe,” Smiley wrote.

      King’s journey was underway. He began to read more Gandhi and to refer to him more often in speeches and sermons. He discarded the gun he had purchased for personal protection and ordered the men protecting his home to do so without weapons. Rustin recalled telling King that he would have to make a deep commitment to nonviolence for his message to have an impact. King’s followers, like his bodyguards, were unlikely to fully embrace nonviolence, Rustin said. They didn’t have to. If King convincingly adopted the philosophy and if his followers sensed their leader’s dedication, they would adhere to his instructions. They would follow him. They would protest nonviolently, even if they didn’t devote their lives to nonviolence. And that would be enough.

      The more King mentioned Gandhi in speeches and sermons, the more the national media latched on to the nonviolent element of the Montgomery protest story. Reporters—especially reporters from the North—saw a classic morality tale, one that starkly separated the good guys from the bad guys. King’s commitment to peaceful protest gave his movement an aura of moral superiority. Reporters began referring to him as “Alabama’s Gandhi.”9 Not everyone bought it, of course. “The man is a genuine intellectual,” wrote Grover C. Hall, editor-in-chief of the Montgomery Advertiser, in reference to King. “But that constant Gandhi business of his, that love-those-who-hate-you routine is the biggest bunch of nonsense I’ve ever run into.”10

      But the anger generated among people like Hall helped King’s cause. The more the protesters were threatened and attacked by segregationists in the South, the more support the protesters received from Black southerners and liberal white northerners. King became a central focus of the growing racist fury for the same reasons he became a beloved figure among his followers—because he spoke so beautifully and so calmly and because he maintained his insistence that the segregationists who wanted to shut him down and perhaps even cause him physical harm were, in fact, his brothers in Christ. King emerged from Montgomery as the nation’s most visible and influential Black leader. He held no national office. He possessed no great political clout. He attracted only modest financial support. His power derived primarily from his high moral standing and from his extraordinary voice—a voice that resonated with a broad audience, from poor, Black men and women in the South to wealthy liberals in the North. Rustin and other activists recognized that King, perhaps uniquely, had the ability to lead a movement that forged deep and wide cultural and political change.

      In early March, Rustin wrote to A. Philip Randolph, recommending that King and others organize a workshop on nonviolence in Atlanta, one that would bring together Black leaders from across the South for a discussion about nonviolent protest. Rustin understood the organizational power of the Black church, having seen its force in Montgomery. The gathering in Atlanta took place less than a year later. It would lead to the creation of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, and it would lay the groundwork for much of the course of King’s future as an activist. The entire blueprint was there, in the documents Rustin prepared for the meeting; the preachers would advise and support more protests like the one in Montgomery, demanding integration with nonviolent protests, threatening economic consequences for segregationists, and pushing for the federal government to expand voting rights for the disenfranchised Black residents of the South.

      Though their methods were radical, the movement’s leaders were not. They were men of God, their words imbued with nobility and love. Most of them were family men, well educated, conservative in dress and lifestyle, hardly the bomb-throwing radicals many Americans associated with protest movements. They believed they had found a method by which, at last, they might achieve not just integration but a reckoning with the sins of slavery and a path to a new and more equitable society.

      Rustin had found the man he believed best suited to lead such a movement, and King had found an essential advisor. Yet their relationship remained an awkward one in many ways, big and small. In the spring of 1957, as King prepared to make his first national speech, Rustin urged him to talk about the common interests of Black people and the labor movement. King declined, choosing to focus instead on voting rights. Even when it came to the language of the speech, the men disagreed.

      “Give us the ballot!” King wrote in a draft of his speech.

      Rustin said the words sounded too wishy-washy. Black people don’t want to be given anything by white people, he said. They were demanding, not asking.

      King tried it Rustin’s way: “We demand the ballot!” he said in rehearsal.

      But it didn’t feel right. He tried it again his way, delivering the words slowly, almost singing them, like a hymn. “Give . . . us . . . the . . . ballot.”

      Rustin grew disgusted.

      “Well, it just rolls better for me,” King said.11

      Rustin soon came to appreciate that King understood how to move an audience with his words, perhaps better than anyone alive.

      “Give us the ballot!” King’s voice rang out across the National Mall in Washington, DC, as he addressed a crowd estimated at between fifteen and twenty-five thousand. “Give us the ballot and we will no longer have to worry the federal government about our basic rights. Give us the ballot, and we will no longer plead to the federal government for passage of an anti-lynching law; we will by the power of our vote write the law on the statute books of the South and bring an end to the dastardly acts of the hooded perpetrators of violence. Give us the ballot, and we will transform the salient misdeeds of bloodthirsty mobs into the calculated good deeds of orderly citizens. Give us the ballot . . . and we will quietly and nonviolently, without rancor or bitterness, implement the Supreme Court’s decision [in Brown v. Board of Education] of May seventeenth, 1954.”

      King thrilled the crowd and the nation. He was younger than Rustin and most of the other leaders of the civil rights campaign. He better expressed the angry impatience that had been gathering among Black Americans since his birth. He also connected his activism to the church and connected nonviolence to Jesus in a way that Rustin could not. But Rustin was wise enough to appreciate King’s genius, to see the way he riveted audiences and attracted media attention. Rustin was also pleased to help shift attention toward King and away from Roy Wilkins and the NAACP, an organization he considered too reticent.

      Rustin wrote speeches and articles for King. He coordinated public appearances. He helped King set SCLC strategy. In 1960, King considered making Rustin executive director of SCLC. But others in the organization worried that Rustin’s homosexuality would hurt the cause. Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., the influential congressman from Harlem, threatened to make a false report to the press that King and Rustin had been lovers. King procrastinated, unable to decide what to do. Rustin, sensing King’s apprehension, announced his resignation from SCLC. But when King quickly accepted the resignation, Rustin fumed. He had hoped for a display of loyalty from King. James Baldwin wrote that King had “lost moral credit” by abandoning such a faithful and able organizer.

      But the men had too many common goals to remain divorced for long, and they soon reunited. In the summer of 1963, they worked together to pull off the most triumphant moment of both their careers: the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom. Rustin served as the event’s main organizer and King its star performer. It was this event that solidified King’s position as the nation’s leading activist and offered a glimpse of his vision for a “beloved community,” with Black and white people literally singing in harmony, mobilized teenagers mingling with middle-aged union workers, all of them committed to fighting racism, raising consciousness, and pressing the federal government to act. Without Rustin’s behind-the-scenes direction, that spirit might not have carried the day. The March on Washington would be remembered for its dreamy vision of brotherhood, but it ought to be remembered as one of the most exciting moments of radicalism in American history, too, thanks not only to King’s powerful words but to Rustin’s ability to gather a massive crowd of peaceful demonstrators.

      “No expression one-tenth so radical has ever been heard by so many Americans,” wrote Murray Kempton in the New Republic, describing King’s “I Have a Dream” speech, with its call for reparations. Norman Mailer, writing in Esquire, said the American Negro, the group with the greatest potential for violence in America, showed they “also possessed the finest capacity for order and discipline in the nation.” Their act of “revolutionary genius” in Washington, Mailer wrote, propelled the next phase of the movement.12

      In the wake of the March on Washington, the nationwide protest movement grew, as Rustin and King had hoped it would. In Birmingham, more than thirty-six hundred Black people registered to vote in a two-month period, an unprecedented number.13 Marches and demonstrations spread to dozens of cities. Though he remained largely invisible to the average American, Rustin continued to serve as one of King’s most influential advisers, as transcripts of FBI wiretaps on Rustin’s phone prove. Even with only a transcript, not audio, it’s thrilling to see their detailed discussions on policy and public relations.

      “What about the question of busing?” King asked Rustin in a call on February 6, 1964, as King prepared for a television interview, using Rustin to help him sharpen his points.

      “We say the Negro leadership are not interested in only integration but bettering the educational system and the schools,” said Rustin. “And we say then if new and better schools come in, the parents won’t care about busing . . . and we point out that busing is only transportation and not segregation.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” said King. “But how do you get around the question that busing is more of a burden on [Black] persons?”

      “I tell them, would they be willing to bus their children for a better education?”

      “Well,” said King, “one of the questions I point out is that you can’t use residential segregation as an excuse to perpetuate de facto segregation at the expense of better education.”

      By 1965, Rustin had accepted a job as executive director of the newly formed A. Philip Randolph Institute, created with funding from the AFL-CIO. At the same time, Rustin and King began to disagree more often on fundamental issues. In some ways, their roles had reversed. King now expressed broader ambitions and more radical stances, while Rustin urged caution.

      Rustin had often compelled King to address the link between race and economics, but when King decided to take his movement north to Chicago in 1966, Rustin denounced the move. He believed King and the other southern ministers of SCLC were unprepared to deal with the deeply rooted and more subtle forms of racial discrimination they would encounter in northern cities. Rustin argued that the SCLC’s best hope for forging long-term change was to focus on voter registration in the South, which would eventually change the balance of power in local, state, and federal government.

      Rustin also took issue with King’s increasingly vocal opposition to the war in Vietnam. In a phone call with another one of King’s advisors, Rustin complained that King’s religious beliefs were interfering with his effectiveness. “That’s the trouble with people who hear voices,” Rustin told attorney and advisor Harry Wachtel in a call recorded by the FBI. “Every little tack they want to take becomes a religious crusade.”

      Rustin, it seems, could not relate to the way King’s religious faith guided his actions, as King kept explaining it. “First and foremost,” King wrote in a newspaper, “I am a minister of the Gospel. As a clergyman, in the prophetic Judeo-Christian tradition, I would be less than honest if I did not say, with all the force at my command, and at every opportunity which presents itself, that I believe war is wrong. . . . As a minister, I cannot advocate racial peace and non-violence for black men alone, nor white men alone, nor for yellow men alone. . . . If a man of God fails to see this; if he fails to seek to help bring about peace on earth as well as good will among mankind, he isn’t much of a spokesman for the Christ who predicted, centuries ago, that he who lives by the sword shall perish by the sword.”14

      Rustin and King clashed again in the summer of 1966 when the Black Power movement began to capture headlines. Rustin wanted to attack the young Black militants espousing Black separatism. King, ever the peacemaker, refused to take a public stand, hoping he could maintain channels of communication with the younger and more agitated protesters.

      By 1967, King and Rustin seemed to disagree about almost every important issue they faced, including King’s plan to launch the Poor People’s Campaign. King hoped this bold occupation of the nation’s capital would reinvigorate the civil rights movement, uniting its disparate elements, welcoming antiwar protesters, and, eventually, bringing about a fundamental change in America’s social and economic fabric. Rustin feared that King would be unable to control the protest, and that the result would be “further backlash and repression.”

      Rustin’s criticism stung King, according to Harry Wachtel. “He felt let down, because he held you up so high,” Wachtel told Rustin years later.15

      Of course, the men remained united in their fundamental beliefs, and they came together one last time in 1968 in support of striking sanitation workers in Memphis. Rustin spoke at a rally in support of the workers on March 14. Perhaps feeling nostalgic, he likened the sanitation strike to the Montgomery bus boycott, calling the protest in Memphis “one of the great struggles for the emancipation of the Black man today.” He added: “It is written that where there is justice, order will maintain it; where there is injustice, disorder is inevitable.”16

      His words proved prophetic. Disorder followed quickly and tragically. On April 4, King was assassinated as he prepared to lead a march through downtown Memphis.

      Four days later, Rustin returned to Memphis, determined to help complete the march that King had planned and to fight for better working conditions and higher pay for the sanitation workers. He joined Coretta Scott King, Harry Belafonte, and others at the head of the procession. More than nineteen thousand people followed them through the streets of Memphis.

      Rustin told reporters King had been right in saying that racial and social justice would never exist without economic justice. The movement in Memphis would not only continue, Rustin vowed, it would launch a “totally new stage”17 of the civil rights movement, just as King had wanted.

      When the march was over, a local reporter spotted Rustin in front of City Hall, quietly picking up litter.18
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        Inspiring Stokely Carmichael, Sparring with Malcolm X

      
      Peniel E. Joseph

      Bayard Rustin’s legacy resonates all around us. Rustin’s activism indelibly shaped the twentieth-century Black freedom struggle, which encompasses but also goes beyond the civil rights movement’s heroic period from the 1954 Brown Supreme Court desegregation case to the April 4, 1968, assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. in Memphis, Tennessee. The Black Lives Matter Movement, with its political, intellectual, and policy focus on the intersectional nature of Black identity and therefore oppression, owes a particular debt to Rustin, who broke new ground—and often paid the price in experiencing random violence, police brutality, political shame, and professional humiliation—by expansively reimagining the contours of American democracy, identity, and citizenship.

      Bayard Rustin, perhaps the nation’s most well-known Black socialist, stood out as a leading figure in New York City’s Left. A former disciple of the pacifist A. J. Muste, Rustin briefly joined the Young Communist League in the 1930s before hitting his stride in the Fellowship of Reconciliation (FOR) and the Congress of Race Equality (CORE), two groundbreaking civil rights organizations that combined nonviolent activism and civil disobedience in impressive forays during the World War II era. As a young organizer, Rustin worked with A. Philip Randolph, the legendary labor leader (and former socialist) whose March on Washington Movement leveraged the threat of massive Black protest in the nation’s capital to compel President Franklin Delano Roosevelt into signing an executive order banning racial discrimination in the military.

      Born in West Chester, Pennsylvania, in 1912, Rustin developed a style of speech that led people to believe he was from the Caribbean, an erroneous assumption he chose to cultivate rather than clarify. Rustin, it seemed, consistently reinvented aspects of his biography to friends, reporters, and the public alike, giving him an air of mystery that only added to his gifts as an organizer, political strategist, and raconteur.1

      A talented student at Wilberforce University, Rustin left school in 1934 in the wake of what would prove to be the first of many scandals related to his homosexuality. After a brief membership in the Communist Party, Rustin aligned himself with Randolph’s March on Washington Movement and then Muste’s Fellowship of Reconciliation. Rustin served a three-year prison sentence for refusing to register for the Selective Service in the mid-1940s and, following his release in 1947, spent the next five years as an increasingly well-known peace activist who accepted invitations to speak in India, where he worked with Nehru, as well as the Gold Coast (soon to be Ghana) and Nigeria, where he tutored Kwame Nkrumah and Nnamdi Azikiwe on the finer points of nonviolent resistance. Publicity surrounding his 1953 arrest for lewd conduct once again found Rustin struggling to separate his personal life from his political ambitions.2

      By 1956, Rustin reinvented himself again, this time as a middle-aged advisor who swooped in clandestinely to school the youthful Martin Luther King, Jr. in the ways of nonviolence at a pivotal moment of the Montgomery bus boycott. After helping King plot strategy in Alabama, Rustin returned to New York, where he organized In Friendship, a pro–civil rights group whose founders included Ella Baker, a veteran civil rights and labor activist who would be the key organizer behind the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC, pronounced “snick”), and Stanley Levison, a radical activist who would serve as one of King’s key advisors. Rustin’s staff included Tom Kahn, a Brooklyn College student who would subsequently enroll at Howard University to cultivate links between Rustin and the Nonviolent Action Group (NAG), SNCC’s arm in Washington, DC.3 Despite Rustin’s considerable gifts as a writer, organizer, and political strategist, his homosexuality and various arrests on “moral charges” made him an outlier in the landscape of respectable civil rights organizers—a figure whose personal baggage at times threatened to overwhelm his obvious organizational talents.

      Howard University student Stokely Carmichael proved blissfully unaware of Rustin’s sketchy biography when he first heard him speak at a Young People’s Socialist League meeting. Rustin’s typically masterful and highly theatrical speaking style was on display, including a pinched, vaguely British accent that lent him an air of sophistication. Mesmerized as much by Rustin’s showmanship as his political manner, Stokely asked Gene Dennis who the speaker was. Informed that it was “Bayard Rustin, the socialist,” Stokely responded, “That’s what I’m gonna be when I grow up.” Rustin’s race impressed Stokely as much as his politics. Memories of predominantly Black Trinidad still stirred within Stokely, despite his increasing foray into the overwhelming white cultural and political milieu of New York City’s radical circles. Rustin’s ability to engage in high-level intellectual debates while remaining attuned to the everyday rhythms of Black life impressed Stokely and his entire generation of Black student activists.4

      As part of their nonviolence training, NAG members at Howard read Bayard Rustin’s 1942 essay “The Negro and Nonviolence.” Addressed to his fellow pacifists in the Fellowship of Reconciliation, Rustin’s short but persuasive essay listed escalating incidents of Jim Crow–related conflict as a prelude to an all-out race war if Blacks and their allies did not intervene. Citing Gandhi’s observation that “freedom does not drop from the sky,” Rustin argued that nonviolent direct action could tap into existing Black church networks and assist in dismantling racial segregation. Rustin dared American pacifists to extend their antiwar activism to the struggle to eradicate a system of racial hierarchy maintained through violence. To be effective, nonviolent activists would have to identify and organize within the Black community. “This demands being so integral a part of the Negro community in its day-to-day struggle, so close to it in similarity of work, so near its standard of living,” wrote Rustin, “that when problems arise he who stands forth to judge, to plan, to suggest, or to lead is really at one with the Negro masses.”5

      Stokely read Rustin’s words with exhilaration that turned into astonishment. The conditions of violence, fear, and racial resentment had grown worse in the nearly two decades since Rustin’s essay. Rustin’s prophetic words raised his stature in Stokely’s eye, as did another essay, “Nonviolence vs. Jim Crow,” a moving account of Rustin’s refusal to obey segregation laws while on a bus trip from Louisville to Nashville in 1942. Stokely’s admiration for Rustin’s theoretical brilliance and personal commitment to apply nonviolent principles in the face of violence grew into a kind of reverence after reading these essays, a feeling that gripped many in NAG. Howard University’s most politically radical and intellectually astute student-activists became “Bayard Rustin people.”6

      One of Rustin’s most important legacies was his love of critical debate. Rustin’s first debate with Nation of Islam (NOI) minister Malcolm X, at Howard in October 1961, became the stuff of legend and began a warm friendship between the charismatically imposing Malcolm and Bayard. While Rustin criticized Malcolm’s dreams of a separate Black economy within America’s borders as vague and impractical, the minister contended that African Americans were “being used as political footballs in the token integration farce” designed to thwart the kind of revolution necessary to achieve genuine Black equality.7

      Malcolm spoke in the biting parables that he wielded like a rhetorical sword in his public lectures. He described Blacks’ refusal to create a separate state as akin to a child who reaches maturity but is unwilling to leave his father’s house. Blacks would never be equal citizens, he insisted, if they remained intent on occupying the white man’s house, a place where they were neither wanted nor welcome.

      The seasoned Rustin conceded the “terrifying and truthful” nature of Malcolm’s words of fire. But Rustin criticized Malcolm’s and the NOI’s advocacy of racial separation as an improbable alternative to the necessity of integration. Middle-class Negroes, including Howard students, were complicit as well, argued Rustin. “Your and my snobbery, failure, and inability to relate to the simple, poor Negro,” Rustin confessed, “accounts for the phenomenal Muslim growth.”8

      Rustin also challenged student critics of the Black Muslims to form a mass movement promoting racial integration and announced a planned November 11 Freedom Ride along Route 40 in Maryland as the logical place to launch such an initiative.

      “I don’t believe the Freedom Ride on Route 40 is going to solve anything,” Malcolm said defiantly. “I wouldn’t want to tell my child someday that I had to beg a white man to let me eat in a restaurant.” With the audience primed to erupt, he continued. “I would rather build a restaurant and say to him, ‘here’s your restaurant.’” This last line unleashed a full round of secular ecstasy that shook Cramton Auditorium.9

      Rustin’s suggestion that only mass struggle–guided direct action held the key to Black political power exploited Malcolm’s and the NOI’s most glaring weakness—their refusal to engage in formal protests against institutional racism. For Rustin, Blacks formed an integral part of a pluralistic political universe that contained other, equally important allies such as labor, Jews, students, and the Democratic Party. To enthusiastic applause he crystallized his position as “faith in mass action and strategic nonviolence, not necessarily moral.”10 A natural showman, Rustin jabbed his finger in the air as if to puncture Malcolm’s argument and warned: “Do not applaud me unless you plan to meet me on Nov. 11 on Route 40.”11

      Over time Malcolm X’s and Bayard Rustin’s debate would grow in reputation and significance. Although Malcolm won the heart of the student body on that late summer evening, Rustin would, for at least a while longer, retain the minds of young organizers. Emotionally spent by the young Black Muslim leader’s bold words, they remained tactically committed to Rustin’s political strategy.

      Rustin’s greatest organizing feat proved to be the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom. The idea originated from the prodigious mind of A. Philip Randolph, a one-time radical socialist during the New Negro heyday of the World War I era, the head of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, and the nation’s most important Black labor leader. Randolph took Rustin under his wing, judging Bayard’s political brilliance and intellectual sophistication as too important to be censored by the era’s small minds and prejudiced attitudes against queer Blacks within and outside of the community.

      On Tuesday, August 27, Stokely Carmichael walked around the National Mall, awed by the beehive of activity between civil rights workers, volunteer staff, and Washington police. He teased Ed Brown and Courtland Cox about finally recruiting federal allies and reacted with unabashed excitement after a police captain tore up a parking ticket he had just received. “I guess Bayard really done made the revolution,” remarked a grinning Stokely.12

      The March on Washington, in combining a plea for racial equality with a demand for economic opportunity, offered a bold vision of racial and economic justice. The Wednesday afternoon demonstration rallied 250,000 Americans for freedom’s cause and turned the civil rights struggle into an iconic day for postwar America. As the march’s main logistical and tactical organizer, Rustin reemerged as a credible leader and social activist.

      On December 1, 1963, Rustin delivered the closing keynote address at SNCC’s fourth annual conference. He expressed concern about the new phenomenon of Northern participation in the Deep South, telling white students to “stop putting on blue jeans and packing off to Mississippi” when there remained so much racial unrest in the North. Rustin may have had Stokely and NAG in mind when he also argued against racial preferences in employment, proposing instead an economic Marshall Plan that would disproportionately help Negroes. Rustin’s statements, decrying words such as “preferential” and “compensatory” that would eventually be known as Affirmative Action, came nine months to the day after Stokely’s testimony before the Civil Rights Commission urging federal support for such programs.

      During a subsequent interview with a reporter, Rustin, the organizer of the single most successful civil rights demonstration in American history, now criticized civil disobedience and other direct-action tactics as “gimmicks” if left unmoored to a larger social and political vision. For Rustin, this meant Blacks needed to form broad-based coalitions, especially with the labor movement. The search for new allies would also undercut the movement’s growing sectarianism and a perhaps understandable drift toward violence. “Heroism and ability to go to jail should not be substituted for an over-all social reform program,” Rustin insisted. “We need a political and social reform program that will not only help the Negroes but one that will help all Americans. Only then can we win.”13
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        Rustin’s Resistance to War and Militarism

      
      Sharon Erickson Nepstad

      Rustin’s earliest forays into activism focused on war resistance. During World War II, he went to prison for refusing both military and alternative civilian public service. He violated the law by encouraging other young men to resist the draft. At a time when conscientious objector status was only granted to those whose pacifism was rooted in religious faith, Rustin called for this status to be available to anyone who, for moral reasons, was unwilling to serve in the armed forces. After World War II, he organized opposition to the Korean War and resisted the expansion of nuclear weapons and nuclear testing. Through his antiwar work, Rustin left a twofold legacy. First, he pushed the US pacifist movement—which had largely been oriented toward education and dialogue—toward nonviolent direct action. Secondly, he kept the peace movement and the tactics of nonviolent direct action alive during the doldrums—that is, the period following World War II and during the Cold War when militarism enjoyed widespread support in the United States. By sustaining these tactics and pacifist beliefs, he provided a tactical repertoire that was quickly adopted by the broader peace movement in the 1960s, 1970s, and beyond.

      
        Quaker Background

        The roots of Bayard Rustin’s pacifism are found in his grandmother’s Quaker heritage. Rustin grew up in West Chester, Pennsylvania—a town that was founded by wealthy Quakers in 1799. Formally known as the Religious Society of Friends, Quakers believe that all people are created equal by God and therefore no social distinctions ought to be recognized. One reason why Quakers left England, where their religious tradition was founded in the seventeenth century, was because they were persecuted for not complying with class-based social norms. As they settled in North America, they retained their religious commitment to egalitarianism, opposing slavery and working with abolitionists in the Underground Railroad.1 In fact, West Chester was a station in the Underground Railroad. Rustin’s maternal great-grandparents, who had been enslaved, had moved there when a Quaker family purchased their freedom. Rustin’s grandmother, Julia Davis, was subsequently born in West Chester in 1873 and attended Quaker schools and “meetings,” as their worship is called.2 When Julia Davis married Janifer Rustin in 1891, she joined his church, which was part of the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) tradition—a denomination formed in the late eighteenth century in reaction to the segregation within Protestantism. Nonetheless, she retained her commitment to Quaker beliefs and values.

        Although Bayard was raised in the AME religious tradition, those Quaker values shaped him profoundly. Toward the end of his life, Rustin wrote:

        
          My activism did not spring from my being gay, or for that matter my being black. Rather, it is rooted, fundamentally, in my Quaker upbringing and the values that were instilled in me by my grandparents who reared me. Those values are based on the concept of a single human family and the belief that all members of that family are equal. Adhering to those values has meant taking a stand against injustice, to the best of my ability, whenever and wherever it occurs.3

        

        Quakers also have a history of embracing nonviolence and refusing to participate in war.4 Rustin’s adherence to these values was tested early on, while he was a student at Wilberforce University in Ohio. Wilberforce had a mandatory Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC) policy. Rustin refused the military training, which eventually contributed to his departure from the school.5 He subsequently enrolled at Cheyney State Teachers College, a Quaker-established institution that was designed to serve African American students. Given its Quaker origins, the school had a curricular focus on ethics, including issues of peace and war. This was a timely topic since Rustin attended the school from 1934 to 1937—precisely the period when Adolf Hitler was amassing power and support. With the prospect of war becoming more and more likely, Rustin fully embraced pacifism, formally joining the Religious Society of Friends in 1936. On campus, he became a prominent antiwar advocate. He also participated in various programs sponsored by the Quaker service organization, the American Friends Service Committee (AFSC), including a Peace Brigade in the summer of 1937. As a brigade participant, he engaged in grassroots organizing and antiwar education in Albany, New York.6 Rustin’s pacifism always followed the Quaker approach of proactively addressing injustices that give rise to violence, not the isolationist pacifism of other Historic Peace Church traditions.

      
      
        Resistance to World War II

        After his summer in Albany with the AFSC Peace Brigade, Rustin moved to New York City, where he regularly attended the local Quaker monthly meeting. In New York, he also met pacifists from other religious traditions. One of these individuals was A. J. Muste, a minister in the Dutch Reformed Church. Muste had been a labor leader in the 1920s and 1930s and had developed a wealth of knowledge and skill in nonviolent direct action. In 1940, he became the head of the Fellowship of Reconciliation (FOR)—an interfaith pacifist organization that had started during World War I.7 Up until this point, FOR was primarily an organization that provided antiwar educational materials. Muste changed FOR’s direction, calling its members to use nonviolent direct action, in the style of Mohandas Gandhi, to transform the economic, racial, and political injustices in American society. Recognizing Rustin’s leadership potential and interest in Gandhian-style nonviolence, Muste offered him a paid position as FOR’s youth secretary in 1941.8 In this position, Rustin traveled all over the country. He spoke on high school and college campuses, led nonviolence workshops at religious youth organizations and summer camps, and counseled young men who were applying for conscientious objector (CO) status.

        While traveling for FOR in 1942, Rustin learned that his Quaker meeting was considering offering “hospitality services” to soldiers. The US had just entered World War II and the federal government had asked churches to support troops by providing recreational opportunities and other social services. Rustin wrote a letter to explain why this was inconsistent with principled pacifism:

        
          When a man enters the armed forces, the military takes complete control of his life for the very real purpose of building him into an effective fighting machine. . . . [T]he government readily encourages the church and other civil institutions to assist it in building morale and in providing recreational facilities. The government is also pleased when the church offers spiritual assistance—if such assistance is consistent with the military’s final aim. . . . We must decide whether or not we wish to assist the government in making men into efficient soldiers. We must decide whether we wish to cooperate in an essential phase of war waging. . . . [T]he primary social function of a religious society is to “speak truth to power.” The truth is that war is wrong. It is then our duty to make war impossible first in us and then in society. To cooperate with the government in building morale seems inconsistent with all we profess to believe. . . . If morale and recreation are essential military needs for waging battle effectively, let us avoid relieving the government of its responsibility. Let us avoid the possibilities of spiritual suicide. . . . I believe that the greatest service that we can render the men in the armed forces is to maintain our peace testimony and expend our energies in developing a creative method of dealing nonviolently with conflict.9

        

        It would not be long until the war touched Rustin more directly. He had applied for conscientious objector status with the Harlem draft board in 1940. In his application, he spoke of his Quaker faith that had led him to embrace pacifism. He wrote, “I came to the firm and immovable conviction that war was wrong and opposed directly to the Christian ideal.”10 Since he met the requirement that one’s objection to military service be rooted in religious conviction, Rustin was readily granted CO status.

        All conscientious objectors were given two options: they could serve as noncombatants in the military (such as medics or cooks) or they could go to Civilian Public Service (CPS) camps to carry out tasks deemed essential to the country (such as forestry, firefighting, agriculture, and assistance in psychiatric hospitals). In late 1943, Rustin was called in by his draft board to receive a physical examination before being assigned to a civilian public service position. He did not show up for his appointment. He had decided to refuse alternative service since those who were not religious were denied CO status; he believed that this should be granted to anyone who opposes war on humanitarian or moral grounds. He could not in good conscience accept this form of government protection that was not afforded to his secular counterparts. Another reason that Rustin refused to show up is that he increasingly viewed CPS camps as a way to remove conscientious objectors from mainstream society, isolating them in rural areas to minimize their influence. Additionally, there was a growing resistance movement among conscientious objectors who had chosen to go to prison instead of CPS camps. In prison, they were using nonviolent action to challenge segregation within the penal system.11 Rustin decided to join them. He wrote to his draft board to explain his decision:

        
          I became convinced that conscription as well as war equally is inconsistent with the teachings of Jesus. I must resist conscription also. On Saturday, November 13, 1943, I received from you an order to report for a physical examination. . . . I wish to inform you that I cannot voluntarily submit to an order springing from the Selective Service and Training Act for War. There are several reasons for this, all stemming from the basic spiritual truth that men are brothers in the sight of God:

          
            	1. War is wrong. Conscription is a concomitant of modern war. Thus conscription for so vast a war is wrong.

            	2. Conscription for war is inconsistent with freedom of conscience, which is not merely the right to believe, but to act on the degree of truth that one receives, to follow a vocation which is God-inspired and God-directed. . . .

            	3. The Conscription Act denies brotherhood—the most basic New Testament teaching. Its design and purpose is to set men apart—German against American, American against Japanese. Its aim springs from a moral impossibility—that ends justify means, that from unfriendly acts a new and friendly world can emerge. In practice further, it separates black from white—those supposedly struggling for a common freedom. . . .

          

          Though joyfully following the will of God, I regret that I must break the law of the state. I am prepared for whatever may follow. I herewith return the material you sent me, for conscientiously I cannot hold a card in connection with an Act I no longer feel able to accept and abide by.12

        

        Shortly thereafter, Rustin was arrested and sentenced to three years in prison.

      
      
        Resistance to Nuclear Weapons and Pacifism

        When Rustin was released from prison in 1946, he returned to Manhattan. World War II was over, but the Cold War was just about to begin. In late 1948 to early 1949, Rustin traveled to India to learn more about Gandhian nonviolence. He came back with a commitment to use the techniques of nonviolent direct action against the ongoing development of nuclear weapons and expanding militarism. He became a key organizer with a group called the Peacemakers, which was supported by the Fellowship of Reconciliation, the secular War Resisters League, the Catholic Worker Movement, and the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom. Rustin urged the group to use tactics of nonviolent intervention, suggesting that they block materials being brought into the Los Alamos laboratories, where nuclear weapons were built. He argued “that only such extreme behavior can reach to the real conscience through the veneer of fear, cynicism, and frustration today. . . . If not now, when do men of concern act with their whole body?”13 His co-organizers—who had mostly engaged in antiwar education work and peaceful protests—rejected the idea as too radical. Rustin then proposed a more traditional action that entailed a weeklong fast, culminating with a demonstration in Washington, DC, on Palm Sunday.14 The Peacemakers also held protests outside the Pentagon, organized peace caravans that traveled throughout the Northeast, and held open-air meetings where they distributed pacifist literature.

        The late 1940s and early 1950s were difficult years for antiwar organizing. After World War II, many US citizens were proud of the role their country had played in ending fascism and genocide. And, as the nuclear arms race escalated, many felt it necessary for the United States to build a nuclear arsenal. As Rustin wrote, “I find church and labor people little prepared to question the H-bomb. The feeling is: ‘If we don’t make it the Russians will’ or ‘Do you really expect us to use nonviolence against the Russians?’ . . . I find even fairly liberal pacifists questioning our right to raise the question.”15 There was also significant support for the Korean War, which had erupted in 1950. FOR chapters had fallen from a total of four hundred during World War II to less than two hundred in the 1950s.16

        With such widespread acceptance of US militarism, Rustin turned his attention to Africa. He believed that nonviolent direct action could be useful to the anticolonial struggles that were expanding throughout the African continent. Rustin traveled to the Gold Coast (now called Ghana) and Nigeria, meeting with independence movement leaders. Rustin spoke with them about Gandhian strategies as an alternative to armed struggle. Yet he was worried that British resistance to independence would lead African resisters to embrace violent methods.17 Therefore, he requested that FOR permit him to spend a year in West Africa to establish a center for nonviolence. That plan never came to fruition as Rustin was subsequently arrested on charges of “lewd vagrancy” after a sexual encounter with two men in Pasadena, California. His incarceration led to the termination of his position with FOR and the end of his plans for an African nonviolence training center.18

        Rustin continued to fight militarism when he was hired by the War Resisters League (WRL) in 1953. Many of the organization’s members were as eager as he was to engage in direct action. The opportunity came in 1955 when several peace groups decided to resist the US government’s new civilian defense program. Dubbed “Operation Alert,” all citizens were to take cover—in bomb shelters, basements, or under school desks. Of course, this would not realistically protect anyone from an actual nuclear attack. Moreover, Catholic Worker leader Dorothy Day argued that these drills were designed to normalize militarism and instill an acceptance of nuclear weapons. Day stated, “Civil defense, after all, is an integral part of the total preparation for nuclear war. We, on the other hand, are convinced that the only secure defense is for people to refuse to participate in any way in preparations for war.”19 Seven Catholic Workers joined together with Rustin, and others from the War Resisters League and FOR, in an act of noncooperation. In June 1955, while the sirens prompted the whole population to seek shelter, they gathered in City Hall Park, where they were promptly arrested. Year after year, they refused to participate in the drill. By 1960, nearly two thousand protesters assembled in Central Park while others took cover. This protest marked the largest direct action against nuclear weapons up to that date, generating significant news coverage.20 City administrators recognized that it was not feasible to arrest so many protesters and enforce drill participation and thus they suspended the policy.21 It also marked the start of the use of nonviolent direct action to resist the nuclear arms race.

        Due to the success of the campaign against civilian defense drills, these activists decided to form the Committee for Nonviolent Action (CNVA). CNVA’s first official campaign happened in July 1957, when nearly fifty activists—many of whom were WRL members—gathered at the nuclear test site near Las Vegas, Nevada. Some trespassed onto the test site—an action that was reported in major newspapers, including the New York Times.22 This inspired Rustin to launch more high-publicity campaigns. Through CNVA, he helped organize two additional actions: (1) sailing into the South Pacific atomic test site; and (2) a “Mission to Moscow” delegation that would meet Soviet citizens and debate Soviet leaders on nuclear policies. In the spring of 1958, Rustin traveled to Europe as part of the latter initiative. As he attended antinuclear demonstrations in various cities, he was deeply impressed that the protests drew tens of thousands of participants whereas similar antinuclear actions in the United States drew only a few hundred. Although the Mission to Moscow delegates never reached their destination since they were ultimately denied visas to the Soviet Union, the trip was nonetheless deeply thought-provoking for Rustin, who wanted to see the peace movement become an effective force for change. In an article in the periodical Liberation, he wrote:

        
          The central problem facing the peace movement is that of creating a political form through which it can express itself on both domestic and foreign policy. If no such political form is created, the peace walks and demonstrations will have no practical meaning, but will prove to have been only a futile protest, a kind of broken, faltering voice raised against the ominous thunder of rockets and H-bombs.23

        

        Meanwhile, the other CNVA campaign captured significant public attention. Albert Bigelow, a Quaker, had volunteered to sail his ship, Golden Rule, into the South Pacific nuclear testing zone. Bigelow and his crew left California in February 1958 but were promptly served with a court injunction when they arrived in Honolulu. On multiple occasions, they defied the injunction and tried unsuccessfully to sail into the testing zone. Their refusal to comply with the injunction angered the judge, who put the crew behind bars. But the publicity surrounding their case inspired a vacationing family in Honolulu—Earle and Barbara Lewis, along with their two teenage children—to complete the mission. The Lewis family successfully evaded the Coast Guard, reaching the testing zone before being apprehended. This prompted more actions, as some held a vigil outside the White House and others staged a sit-in at the Atomic Energy Commission.24

        CNVA’s actions caught the attention of activists in Europe, who wanted to stop French nuclear testing in the Algerian Sahara. Officials from Ghana expressed concern that the nuclear fallout from these tests would damage their cocoa cultivation, which was an essential part of Ghana’s economy. Moreover, they decried French testing in Africa as yet another form of colonial domination. Two British activists, April Carter and Michael Randle, began contemplating a campaign whereby people would trespass onto the Algerian site to interfere with the testing. They flew to New York to discuss the idea with CNVA leaders. Rustin was highly supportive, stating that this campaign would highlight the “very direct link between the campaign against nuclear weapons and the struggle of the African people for freedom.”25 CNVA sent Rustin to London to help organize the “Sahara Project.” Rustin then flew to Ghana to secure the support of the country’s prime minister and ensure that the newspapers regularly covered the story.

        In early December 1959, Rustin and eighteen others—most of whom were Africans—set out from Accra in Land Rovers. They drove through rural Ghana, holding rallies along their route. They planned to continue on through the Upper Volta, Niger, the French Sudan, and on to the Algerian border. They intended to camp just outside the border and then cross into the testing site in the early morning. These plans were thwarted. As they traveled into Upper Volta, French troops detained them and blocked them from entering. They made a couple more attempts, venturing only a few miles into French territory before being detained.26 Eventually, the group returned to Accra. Although the French subsequently detonated nuclear weapons in the testing site, Rustin nevertheless considered it a success since the purpose of the campaign was to draw as much attention and resistance to French nuclear testing as possible. Their campaign led to many subsequent protests: tens of thousands demonstrated in Casablanca, Morocco; a labor group representing French teachers adopted a resolution condemning the testing; and the British prime minister announced his opposition to French nuclear testing.27

      
      
        World Peace Brigade

        Rustin returned from the Sahara Project in January 1960. After briefly serving as a special assistant to Martin Luther King, Jr., he resumed his peace work with the War Resisters League. Soon, he was devoting most of his efforts to an idea that Gandhi had articulated in 1948, when he called for the creation of an international nonviolent army to intervene in potentially lethal conflicts. In late December 1961, and on into early January 1962, Rustin and pacifists from thirteen countries gathered near Beirut to create a “World Peace Brigade.”28

        Brigade organizers decided that their first initiative would focus on the Zambian independence movement, led by pacifist Kenneth Kaunda. At that time, Zambia (called Northern Rhodesia) was controlled by the British, who announced that an election would be held in the spring of 1962. The election rules were designed to ensure that the white minority won. By February 1962, Rustin and other peace brigade volunteers set up an office in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, and began recruiting participants. At a rally in Lusaka, Kaunda called for a boycott of the election, followed by a general strike. If the British refused to capitulate, Kaunda promised that “thousands of volunteers from the World Peace Brigade would peacefully invade the country from Tanganyika”29 to support the strikers. By March 1962, brigade participants were stationed at the Zambian border, awaiting the signal from Kaunda. Rustin held a press conference to let British officials know that they were serious. When election day arrived, virtually all Black Africans in Northern Rhodesia boycotted it. Under these circumstances, British officials recognized that the white settlers could not legitimately claim the right to rule, so they proposed a new election with fair rules. Encouraged by this development, Kaunda called the general strike off. Rustin stayed in Tanzania for a few more months, setting up a Gandhian program for the Tanzania African National Union.

        Rustin returned to the United States in October 1962, where he continued to organize against militarism. He helped mobilize ten thousand people to demonstrate in front of the United Nations during the Cuban missile crisis.30 Yet Rustin was skeptical that activists could influence the Kennedy administration’s foreign policies. He recognized that the peace movement was in a period of doldrums and had only a limited impact. Nonetheless, he continued working with the War Resisters League and CNVA, believing that it was important to sustain the knowledge and practice of nonviolent direct action. Just as the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) had conducted campaigns of noncooperation decades before the civil rights movement adopted this tactic, Rustin recognized that their efforts for peace would be available to those who would mobilize later when the political tide turned. In 1963, Rustin stated, “CNVA at the present time is no more relevant than CORE was in the 1940s. [We need] to keep the ideas embodied in our major concerns alive until the situation is ripe for their acceptance by a large and really effective movement.”31

      
      
        The Vietnam War

        That large and effective movement for peace became a reality a few years later, when many people opposed the escalating war in Vietnam. Given his experience and skill, most anticipated that Rustin would help lead the anti–Vietnam War movement. Indeed, Rustin’s early statements about Vietnam were unequivocal. In a fundraising letter for the War Resisters League, he wrote:

        
          [T]he crisis of Vietnam . . . is a crisis for the conscience of America. We are angered and humiliated by the kind of war being waged, a war of torture, a war in which civilians are being machine gunned from the air, and in which American napalm bombs are being dropped on the villages. . . . It is our “dirty war.” . . . It is a war which offends not only the values which pacifists hold, but which ought to be offensive to the values of all men and women in this nation. This war must be ended. Now. It must be opposed. Everywhere.32

        

        But to the surprise and disappointment of many, Rustin soon became reluctant to speak out against the Vietnam War. After organizing the 1963 March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, and subsequently working with Martin Luther King, Jr., to press for the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the 1965 Voting Rights Act, Rustin saw the importance of working within the political realm.33 He wanted to do more than organize protest; he wanted to make concrete changes. By 1965, he had the capacity to do so. He had worked with President Johnson to pass these landmark legislative acts. He was invited to White House meetings and had influence on Democratic politicians. He wanted to do even more—particularly to establish important labor, housing, and economic policies—and thus he was unwilling to alienate President Johnson. He called the peace movement to shift “from protest to politics” as it sought to achieve further structural change. Rustin wrote:

        
          How are these radical objectives to be achieved? The answer is simple, deceptively so: through political power. There is a strong moralistic strain in the civil rights movement which would remind us that power corrupts. But this is not the view I want to debate here, for it is waning. Our problem is posed by those who accept the need for political power but do not understand the nature of the object and therefore lack sound strategies for achieving it; they tend to confuse political institutions with lunch counters.34

        

        In 1967, King spoke out forcefully against the Vietnam War. This cost King his relationship with Johnson, but he felt that it was more important to follow his conscience. Rustin, in contrast, chose pragmatism over his principles. He was personally opposed to the Vietnam War, stating, “[If] I were drafted I would refuse to fight on the same basis that I refused to fight in an earlier period, and that is that as a pacifist, I consider all wars evil.”35 But publicly, Rustin largely remained silent and stayed away from antiwar protests.

        Many of his colleagues in the War Resisters League and the pacifist movement criticized Rustin for his bargain with President Johnson. Staughton Lynd wrote “An Open Letter to Bayard Rustin,” which was published in Liberation. Lynd stated:

        
          [Y]ou do not believe in an independent peace movement. You believe in a peace movement [that is] dependent on the Johnson administration. Why Bayard? You must know in your heart that your position betrays your essential moralism over the years. The lesson of your apostasy on Vietnam appears to be that the gains for American Negroes you advise them to seek through coalition within the Democratic Party come only at a price. . . . The price is to urge “jobs and freedom” for Americans only. . . . The price is to make our brothers in Vietnam a burnt offering on the altar of political expediency.36

        

        Some of his colleagues in the civil rights movement were also disappointed by Rustin’s silence on this issue. The Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee released a statement against the war, emphasizing the parallels between the federal government’s willingness to ignore Southern segregationists’ illegal acts and President Johnson’s willingness to ignore military atrocities in Indochina.37 Rustin, many felt, had betrayed his lifelong moral commitment to war resistance.

      
      
        Conclusion

        Bayard Rustin spent decades organizing against war and militarism. He was arrested and imprisoned on numerous occasions for his opposition to war, conscription, the nuclear arms race, and nuclear testing. Although some critiqued him for betraying his moral ideals in favor of political power, there is no doubt that Rustin had an enduring influence on the peace movement. He pushed traditional pacifist groups to move beyond education and polite protest to acts of nonviolent noncooperation, intervention, and resistance. He kept these tactics and pacifist beliefs alive throughout the post–World War II period when many welcomed the US role as a military superpower. Rustin’s legacy was to promote but also sustain the ideas and practices of provocative nonviolent direct action, enabling subsequent antiwar and antinuclear weapons groups to build off this tradition and quickly take up the struggle once again.
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        Enforcing the Constitution

        Rustin and the 1947 Journey of Reconciliation

      
      Gene R. Nichol

      The United States Constitution is, in many particulars, a remarkable document. Not all particulars, of course. And its generating framework is rife with both contradiction and hypocrisy. Still, ours is the world’s most enduring constitutional charter. And, it has produced, over the generations, some notable steps forward in the cause of human justice. But the American Constitution, it is important to remember, is not self-enforcing. It may have played an outsized role in our national life. But it doesn’t trigger itself. Sometimes even United States Supreme Court decisions interpreting the Constitution aren’t self-enforcing.

      I was reminded powerfully of this some years ago when I attended an annual gathering in Summerton, South Carolina—a tiny town, still no more than a thousand people, in Clarendon County. There every summer, the extended family of the Rev. Joseph DeLaine and his wife, Mattie, along with the family of Harry Briggs, gather to mark, celebrate, and pray over the life of their parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents. Rev. DeLaine was the leader of the astonishingly brave plaintiffs in Briggs v. Elliot—which became one of the principal cases in Brown v. Board of Education.

      The pastor of Spring Hill Church, a teacher at Bob Johnson School, DeLaine helped convince twenty heroic parents to sign on to the case with him. He did so—they did so—despite the dangers. Known, more than known, dangers. Rev. DeLaine and Mattie were both immediately fired as teachers. White merchants cut off their credit. Rev. DeLaine’s church was bombed. Their home was burned. Klansmen rained down bullets on the couple and their children repeatedly. One particularly brutal night, Rev. DeLaine shot back, defending his home and family. He was immediately charged with assault—forcing him to leave South Carolina for years.1

      My point, though, is that he knew all this was coming. How could he not have? It was written across the sky, chapter and verse. A single finger scrawl. But DeLaine and his co-heroes acted, astonishingly, so that their kids could have a better life than they’d had. They did it to try to make the promises of the Constitution real, rather than leaving them crusted in cruel hypocrisy. In sacrifice still difficult to fathom, they meant to make America be America. Thurgood Marshall would write of the DeLaines: “There isn’t a threat known to men that they do not receive. They’re never out from under pressure. I don’t think I could take it for a week. The possibility of violent death for them and their families is something they’ve learned to live with, like a man learns to sleep with a sore arm.”2

      “Like sleeping with a sore arm.” The DeLaines are South Carolina’s first citizens, whether South Carolina knows it or not. No other South Carolinian has contributed so much to the American experiment, the foundational American promise. John C. Calhoun wasn’t in their league. The Constitution is not self-enforcing. As the 1947 Journey of Reconciliation, largely organized by Bayard Rustin, teaches so powerfully, the Constitution can’t do it on its own.

      I offer three snapshots.

      In July 1944, Irene Morgan got on a Greyhound bus in Hayes Store, Virginia.3 The twenty-seven-year-old mother of two was heading back to Baltimore, to her husband and doctor, after recuperating from a miscarriage with her mother in Gloucester, Virginia. She was hoping for a clean bill of health to return to work in a defense plant, building B-26s. The bus was jam-packed from Norfolk, no empty seats. Another young black woman generously offered her lap. Later, Ms. Morgan moved to a seat after another passenger departed. It was three rows from the back, but still in front of a couple of white passengers, apparently violating Virginia’s segregation laws. The bus driver turned on Morgan in a rage. She offered a compromise, saying she’d switch seats with the white couple behind her. The driver, cursing, went to fetch the sheriff.

      Recuperating from miscarriage or not, the sheriff and his deputy dragged Ms. Morgan off the bus. They said they grabbed her because she tore up the arrest warrant. Ms. Morgan, explaining that their male pride wouldn’t let them tell the truth, later described what actually happened:

      
        He touched me. . . . That’s when I kicked him in a very bad place. He hobbled off and another one came on. He was trying to put his hands on me to get me off. I was going to bite him, but he was dirty, so I clawed him instead. I ripped his shirt. We were both pulling at each other. He said he’d use his nightstick. I said, “We’ll whip each other.” . . . [The deputy shouted:] “Wait till I get you to jail, I’ll beat your head with a stick.”4

      

      I never got to meet Ms. Morgan. I wish I could have, God love her. But she was, apparently, not a pristine disciple of Mahatma Gandhi and Bayard Rustin.

      Morgan represented herself before the Middlesex County Circuit judge—saying segregation laws couldn’t apply to interstate travel. The judge said Virginia law prevailed, as, later, did the Virginia Supreme Court. Ms. Morgan was right on the legal question, Virginia was wrong. Spotswood Robinson, Oliver Hill, and Thurgood Marshall took her case to the US Supreme Court in Morgan v. Commonwealth of Virginia—where the justices ruled that state segregation laws couldn’t constitutionally be applied to interstate travel. Irene Morgan expressed confidence that the court’s decision would “abolish jim crow for northerners heading south.” Jim Crow tension “has been removed by the edict, and the insult and degradation to colored people is gone.”5

      The Constitution is not self-enforcing. Sometimes even Supreme Court rulings aren’t self-enforcing.

      A second snapshot.

      Ms. Morgan’s prediction didn’t come to pass. By late 1946, not much had changed in interstate travel in the South. The Committee of Racial Equality and the Fellowship of Reconciliation—pressed largely by Bayard Rustin and George Houser—sought to enforce the Morgan decision through what we now think of as the first freedom ride, the Journey of Reconciliation of 1947. Not civil disobedience, when you think about it, but testing the enforcement of the Supreme Court’s declaration. Supporting law, not challenging it. The riders would move across the Upper South—from DC to Nashville—intentionally avoiding, ironically, the treacherous Deep South. They wanted to stick to the more civilized places, like Chapel Hill. But, as Lem Graves of the Pittsburgh Courier would write at the time: “this sleepy little Piedmont village, regarded far and wide as the citadel of democracy of the south, seat of the University of North Carolina,” is where the civil rights demonstrators faced the greatest violence and legalized trauma.6

      The sixteen Black and white male riders set out from Washington, DC, on April 9. The demonstrators included Rustin, Houser, and Jim Peck. Peck would become the only Journey participant to also join the Freedom Rides of 1961—where he was beaten almost to death. The 1947 riders encountered only modest challenges in Richmond, Petersburg, and Oxford (North Carolina). In Durham, three riders were arrested on April 12, though the charges were later dropped.

      But Chapel Hill was different. There a local white minister, Rev. Charley Jones, met the protestors at the station. The bus riders attended, uneventfully, a meeting with students and faculty on Saturday night and joined services at Jones’s church on Sunday morning (April 13). But as they boarded the bus afterward, the Trailways driver ordered them to the back, and when they refused, went to the police station across the street and demanded their arrest. Jim Peck shuttled back and forth with bail money for Rustin and the others arrested. After two hours of delay, five enraged cab drivers, gathered at the bus station, attacked Peck—punching him in the head, screaming hate-filled epithets, “for coming down here to stir up the niggers.”7

      As the danger elevated, Rev. Jones took the arrested riders to the parsonage—hoping to get them out of town on his own. Cars full of irate white locals descended on Jones’s house with various weapons. Murderous threats followed. Hilton Seals, a friend of Jones, was attacked and injured. A supportive student, Ray Sylvester, was knocked unconscious. Rustin later explained that Jones’s family was understandably “terrified.”8 Student volunteers eventually drove the freedom riders, by car, to a rousing, welcoming, mass meeting at the Shiloh Baptist Church in Greensboro, so that the Journey might continue.

      Cases against the Journey participants were dropped in Durham, Asheville, and (eventually) Virginia. But not in Chapel Hill. In a May hearing, the local magistrate explained “our nigras wanted Jim Crow.” He characterized Rustin as “a poor misled nigra from the North.” Igal Roodenko, another rider, drew more overt wrath as one of “you Jews [who] come down here bringing your nigras with you to upset the customs of the South.”9 Four of the demonstrators, including Rustin and Roodenko, were sentenced to one month on a chain gang for violating North Carolina’s segregation laws. The North Carolina Supreme Court breezily upheld both the verdicts and the brutal sentences. Rustin chose not to appeal the ruling to the US Supreme Court—preferring to broadcast the injustice to the world. Roodenko and Jim Felmet agreed, surrendering at the Hillsborough County Court House on March 21, 1949. They were transported directly to the Roxboro chain gang. (On June 17, 2022, an Orange County Court quashed the convictions of Rustin, Roodenko, Felmet, and Andrew Johnson, acknowledging the cruel “injustice that occurred in 1947.”10)

      Third, a story from Roxboro.

      In one sense, the Journey of Reconciliation wasn’t Bayard Rustin’s first freedom ride. In 1942 he refused orders to move to the back of the bus on a trip from Louisville, Kentucky, to Nashville, Tennessee. That earned him a roadside beating, arrest, and conviction from Nashville authorities. A police captain screamed racial epithets at him, concluding, “you’re supposed to be scared when you come in here.” Rustin replied: “I am fortified by the truth, justice and Jesus Christ.”11 The captain claimed he must be crazy. Rustin also served more than two years in federal prison for refusing the draft—where he was treated to solitary confinement for protesting racial segregation in the prison. It was a battle-tested, Gandhi-instructed, nonviolent warrior for human rights who faced the Orange County–ordered chain gang in Roxboro. Rustin would later write in a widely disseminated report: “Late in the afternoon of Monday, March 21, 1949, I surrendered to the Orange County Court at Hillsborough, NC, to begin serving a 30-day sentence imposed two years earlier for sitting in a bus seat out of the Jim Crow section.”12

      Rustin’s head was shaved. Prisoners received two meals a day, at 7 a.m. and noon. Working conditions were brutal, hot, long, and beyond exhausting. A hundred men were stacked into two rooms. As one prisoner put it: “nothing but the clothes we got on and a towel and soap—no comb, no brush, no toothbrush, no razor, no blades, no stamps, no writing paper, no pencils, nothing.”13 One of the first guards Rustin encountered said, “You’re the one who thinks he’s smart. Ain’t got no respect. Tries to be uppity. . . . You ain’t in Yankeeland now. We don’t like no Yankee ways.”14 When he accidently came within twenty feet of a guard, the jailer pointed a revolver squarely at his head saying, “I’ll shoot the goddamned life out of you.”15 Prisoners were routinely suspended from an iron bar for seventy-two hours.

      And none were allowed to move at night without permission. So there was the constant refrain: “Gettin’ up, Cap’n,” “Closing the window, Cap’n,” “Goin’ to the toilet, Cap’n.” Rustin said, “I did not sleep soundly one night during my whole stay in Roxboro, though I went to bed tireder than I had ever been before.”16 He refused to wear a cap in the burning sun on the chain gang so he wouldn’t have to undergo the humiliation of tipping his hat to the jailers. At the end of his sentence in Roxboro, Rustin walked out with his head held high, undaunted, unshamed, and undefeated by his inhuman North Carolina tormentors. His articles did, though, help end the chain gang system in North Carolina. As Rustin had told Justice Marshall before the Journey of Reconciliation began: “All freedom comes with a price.”17

      Chapel Hill, of course, didn’t have the final word. In 2013, President Obama awarded Bayard Rustin the Presidential Medal of Freedom for his unrelenting “march toward true equality, no matter who we are or who we love.” The University of North Carolina’s storied basketball coach Dean Smith was honored the same day.

      

      * * *

      Perhaps it should come as no surprise that not the entire civil rights community supported the Journey of Reconciliation. Thurgood Marshall worried that it was “insane,” “dumb,” and would provoke a bloodbath.18 In a speech Marshall gave in New Orleans, which made its way into the national press, he fretted that “well-meaning radical groups” pressing a “disobedience movement on the part of Negroes and their white allies, if employed in the south, would result in wholesale slaughter with no good achieved.”19 And, of course, as George Houser recalled, Marshall was not “a direct-action guy.” But Rustin pushed back, saying Marshall might be “ignorant of the processes of social change”:

      
        Unjust social laws and patterns do not change because Supreme Courts deliver just opinions. One needs merely to observe the continued practice of Jim Crow in interstate travel, six months after the Supreme Court’s decision. Social progress comes from struggle; all freedom demands a price. Courtroom arguments will not suffice for the rights (the black masses) today demand.20

      

      Both Thurgood Marshall and Bayard Rustin are, of course, towering figures in the history of the American civil rights movement. Each, no doubt, playing massively different roles and deploying massively different skills. Rustin, assuredly, expressed less confidence in the “deliverance” of “Supreme Court opinions.”

      We now enter a new era in the United States—with a lawless, rigidly politicized Supreme Court seeking to wage war against democracy and equality rather than to support and sustain the foundations of constitutionalism. During a single week in the summer of 2022, for example, the boldly partisan Republican high court held that our constitutional notion of liberty protects guns, but not a woman’s reproductive freedom, as if this were, in fact, a barbarous nation. So Rustin’s words and heroic actions might be as resonant, and as necessary, as they were seventy-five years ago.
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        Rustin and Criminal Justice Reform

      
      Justin Bronson Barringer

      Bayard Rustin was no stranger to incarceration. He was arrested more than twenty times and spent more than two years in local jails and federal prisons. Official information about Rustin’s time behind federal bars is kept in the Notorious Offenders Files by the Bureau of Prisons. Unlike mobsters, spies, and murderers, Rustin was imprisoned most often for civil disobedience and nonviolent protests against war and racial injustice.

      Rustin approached his time in and out of prison with something akin to a restorative justice framework in which victims work with offenders so that all may be restored to a healthier community. In prison, it was usually guards who were the offenders and inmates who were the victims, and Rustin worked to create dialogue between them. Out of prison, he wrote and spoke about his experiences to foster a wider dialogue about changing and perhaps abolishing the prison system. His most notable writing on restorative justice was a landmark series published in the New York Post and Baltimore Afro-American. “Twenty-Two Days on a Chain Gang” documented his stint on a chain gang in Roxboro, North Carolina, identified problems of the US carceral system, and offered constructive responses.

      
        Diagnosis

        On March 21, 1949, Rustin began to serve his prison sentence for “sitting in a bus seat out of the Jim Crow section.”1 Although he had been imprisoned many times, he did not know what to expect when he was placed at the Roxboro state prison camp. What he found was a camp that undermined each of the four moral practices he had long embraced: treating all people with dignity, working for the highest good, overcoming evil with good, and honoring “the brotherhood of man.”2

        The entrance to the camp was barren and ugly, and when he walked into the dorm that he would share with about a hundred other men, he saw a place perpetually caked in mud and infested by cockroaches in spite of the inmates’ attempts to keep the place clean.

        He also noticed a lack of personal hygiene. Although inmates could buy razors, combs, and toothbrushes, many of them simply had no money. On Rustin’s first morning at the camp, one inmate called “Easy Life” ashamedly asked to borrow Rustin’s razor. Later, he also used Rustin’s toothbrush without asking. Poverty-stricken inmates like Easy Life often had to beg for, borrow, or steal basic personal care items.

        Making matters worse was the demanding and toilsome manual labor. Work on the chain gang meant ten hours a day of hard labor, usually digging ditches and making cement pipes. “The work was never done,” Rustin observed, and “[t]hought and creativity in any form were not permitted.”3

        Then there was the psychological and physical abuse that accompanied the work. Guards constantly harassed the chain-gangers. On Rustin’s first day of work, a guard targeted him with a barrage of insults, calling him “uppity” and saying that he would stomp on Rustin’s head just the same as he would do to a snake.4

        Guards also selected “playthings” for entertainment. As Rustin recalled this, “One boy, Oscar, was often ‘it.’ Once the bored guard ordered Oscar to take off his cap and dance. . . . As the guard trained his rifle on Oscar’s chest, Oscar took off his cap, grinned, and danced vigorously.”5

        The threat of physical harm was always present. Chain-gangers had to work “under the gun,” which meant being “within eyeshot and gun range of the armed guard.”6 Jammed together, a crew of fourteen to sixteen men experienced a heightened sense of tension. “We got on one another’s nerves and often struck each other with tools,” Rustin recalled.7 Nearby, guards always stood ready to shove, kick, or punch anyone who did not work to their satisfaction. Even sick men received severe blows to the head.

        “To me,” Rustin said, “the most degrading condition of the job was the feeling that ‘I am not a person; I am a thing to be used.’”8

        After a long day of labor, life inside the prison walls offered little comfort. The dinner menu always consisted of cabbage and potatoes, or macaroni and stewed tomatoes, and conversation at the table was prohibited and punishable.

        The little time for recreation after dinner “was not a creative period.”9 Books, games of strategy (checkers, chess, and dominoes), and material for constructive hobbies were nowhere to be found. Deprived of healthy recreation, inmates took up a number of activities that Rustin considered destructive, from gambling to gossiping to games based on insulting one another.

        Then, during the night, inmates had to ask guards for permission to use the restroom. “I did not sleep soundly one night during my whole stay at Roxboro, though I went to bed tireder than I had ever been before,” Rustin said.10

        Rustin saw the authoritarianism of this environment as one of its most destructive elements. Because it “completely regulated” prisoners’ lives and demanded “unquestioning obedience,” the authoritarian system destroyed “the inner resourcefulness, creativity, and responsibility of the prisoner.” It also instilled in guards and prisoners “an attitude that life is cheap.”11

        Equally troubling, the system of rewards and punishments enticed prisoners to accept the idea that their punishment was justified and provided absolution for their crimes. “In fact they share this premise with most of the judges whom they eternally criticize,” Rustin observed. Perhaps worse, “prisoners would be more severe than judges in making the punishment fit the crime.” Upon hearing of a prisoner who had stolen his mother’s savings, one inmate declared: “They should have gassed him, but quick.”12

        But there was one exception to this. A chain-ganger thought that “any punishment that affects his body or causes him to fear while in prison” was unjustifiable. “Consequently he feels, often while in prison and certainly upon release, that he is entitled to avenge this injustice by becoming an enemy of society.”13 This combination of feelings caused prisoners to see themselves—and others—as less than human, worthy only of severe punishment and vengeance.

        Encouraging self-hatred and vengeance, the system of rewards and punishment perpetuated a cycle of violence that harmed individuals and wider society.

        In Rustin’s assessment, then, prison life was an abject moral failure. It dehumanized prisoners and guards, divided one from another, and destroyed the chance to serve the common good of society.

      
      
        Responses

        Rustin sought to respond to the punitive system in a way that was neither “servile” nor “recalcitrant.”14 Drawing from his moral principles, he decided to model just and peaceable alternatives that encouraged trust, creativity, and respect for self and others.

        After his fellow inmates stole his writing and hygiene supplies, he announced that he would no longer lock up his possessions, and that if anyone needed something, all he needed to do was to let Rustin know. Through this simple action, Rustin treated his fellow inmates with dignity and demonstrated trust in their integrity.

        This, in turn, led to the creation of a community kit that inmates could contribute to or take from according to need or abundance. Within the first week, a few candy bars went missing, but stealing was nearly eliminated in the dorm. Other men besides Rustin also started adding items to the kit. The community kit even became a place where inmates, trusting the value of community policing, put their items for safekeeping. Not everyone did this, and when someone stole cigarettes, it was decided that money would be taken from the kit to pay for them unless they turned up. By the next morning, the cigarettes had been returned.

        At one point, multiple boxes of snacks arrived at the camp. Some inmates thought it would be a good idea to have a party, but others objected on the grounds that it would cause too many inmates to misbehave and eat all the food. Again, Rustin decided to show trust in his fellow inmates. He set up a committee to plan the party and “chose the three men known to be the biggest thieves in the camp.”15 Rustin set high expectations for these three inmates, and they rose to the challenge. The party went off without an incident, and the remaining food was returned to the community kit. “Perhaps more significant was the fact that one man, noted for stealing, became known as one of the most capable men in the camp,” Rustin remarked.16

        Fueled by his moral principles, Rustin also grew determined to talk with and befriend the guards. He was especially interested in speaking with “Captain Jones” about ways to improve working conditions. But Rustin’s fellow inmates were concerned, and they warned him that such a conversation would only make the situation worse. “He’ll kick you in the ass,” Purple said.17

        Rustin talked to the Captain anyway, telling him that they “could be friends” despite their many differences. “I said I could not help but trying to act on the basis of my own Christian ideals about people but that I did try to respect and understand those who differed from me,” Rustin explained.18

        The Captain was “startled” by Rustin’s overture, but that night, when speaking with the inmates, he said: “This Yankee boy ain’t so bad. They just ruined him up there ’cause they don’t know how to train you-all. But I think he’ll be all right if you-all will help him I think we can learn him.”19

        The next day, the Captain brought Rustin a new hat and expressed his concern that Rustin would catch cold due to his bald head. But the new hat also came with a demeaning instruction: “You tip [your hat] like all the other boys whenever you speak to the Captain and the guards, or whenever they speak to you.”20 Rustin thanked the Captain, wore the hat until lunch, and then never donned it again, deciding that he “would rather be cold than behave in this servile way.”21

        Still, Rustin continued to show his respect. One day, as he struggled with making cement pipes, he politely asked the Captain for help and advice. “Damn well you need help,” the Captain replied gruffly. But Rustin also noticed “a difference in his expression,” and after offering a few pointers, the Captain returned to compliment Rustin’s work. “Well, Rusty, you’re learnin’,” he said. This marked the first time that the Captain called Rustin by his nickname; up until then, he had called him “tall boy.”22

        Perhaps just as important was the Captain’s quiet recognition of his own need for growth. “Well, we can all learn something,” he acknowledged.23 Rustin’s use of “constructive good will” seemed to effect a positive change in the Captain’s attitude and actions.24 In a small gesture of the Captain’s budding realizations, he even took one occasion to buy soda for the gang.

        As his release date neared, Rustin wrote the Captain a letter expressing his gratitude for “all the help you gave me on the job.” He also thanked the Captain for treating the gang to cigarettes and sodas. “As you probably know better than I do, life has not always been easy for the men who come to this camp,” he added. “And such kindnesses mean more to us than words can express.” According to Rustin, after the Captain read the letter, he seemed “to have an honest, friendly feeling toward me during my last days at the camp.”25

        Although Rustin did not pretend that friendly feelings alone could overcome the brutal oppression of the chain gang, he was convinced “this experience does indicate that even in trying circumstances (for both the Captain and me) it was possible to reach a working solution without losing one’s self-respect.”26

        In his concluding reflections about the chain gang, Rustin noted the three common approaches to incarceration—retribution, deterrence, and rehabilitation—and argued that while the public believes that criminals should be punished because they respond only to fear-inducing retribution, “there is some real evidence that only through the very opposite of fear and punishment—intelligent good will—can men be reached and challenged and changes brought about.”27 Rustin’s own experiences, he claimed, indicate “that we can expect true rehabilitation only when we have rejected punishment, which is revenge, and have begun to utilize the terrific healing and therapeutic power of forgiveness and nonviolence.”28

        Again, Rustin conceded that his efforts, along with those of his fellow inmates, did not solve all of the problems, including stealing. “However,” he added, “the stimuli of expectancy, trust, and responsibility had, for the moment at least, brought about positive responses—faithfulness to duty, imagination, and sharing.” Similar incentives, coupled with healthy food, proper medical care, educational opportunities, and better living conditions, would “be more effective finally than retribution and punishment.”29

        Rustin’s article also included other thoughts about the wider US carceral system, especially its treatment of men convicted of serious crimes. He reported, for example, that after speaking with Bill—a fellow inmate who had been convicted of raping his daughter and niece—he “wondered how ten hours a day of arduous physical labor could help this young man become a constructive citizen.”30

        More than just wondering, Rustin concluded that a system based in punishment could not help Bill become a constructive citizen. “The tragedy of his being in the prison camp was highlighted by the extraordinary success that good psychiatrists and doctors are having today with men far more mixed up than Bill,” Rustin explained.31 “I knew that Bill deserved the best society could offer him: a real chance to be cured, to return to his wife and children with the ‘devils cast out.’”32

        Similarly, Rustin “wondered how many men throughout the world were languishing in jails—burdens to society—who might be cured if only they were in hospitals where they belonged.” None of them “could be helped by life on the chain gang,” Rustin declared. “Nor could society be protected, for in a short time these men and thousands like them return to society not only uncured but with heightened resentment and a desire for revenge.”33

        The system also failed those whose crimes were far less severe than Bill’s. After they had done their time digging ditches and fixing roads, they were released without a penny and with no real hope of being able to help themselves or society. Most of these inmates were doomed to return to prison again and again. When Rustin asked what one inmate would do upon being released, Easy Life told Rustin that the man would have to steal to survive if he was not arrested first for vagrancy.

      
      
        Legacy

        What does Rustin’s legacy mean for us today? Or, perhaps better asked, how might we be part of Rustin’s legacy of resolute, nonviolent, liberative action even and especially for those kept in cages and enslaved, with the sanction of the US Constitution, by the American penal system?

        Rustin’s writings about his chain-gang experience offer at least four actions that the public can and must take to reform our carceral system. First, we must diagnose the fundamental moral problems with our current system. Second, we must model ways in which those moral challenges can be overcome on an interpersonal level. Third, we must share stories of our experiences and of those who cannot do so because they have no effective means of communication beyond their cages. And fourth, we must “speak truth to power” and demand change.

        Near the end of his life, Rustin gave a series of interviews reflecting on his activism and its results, both personal and social. In his discussion on incarceration, Rustin provided a diagnosis of the situation as he saw it in the 1980s—a diagnosis that echoed his earlier writings about the chain gang.

        “I have seen prisons all over,” he said. “The fact of the matter is that the Federal Bureau of Prisons in the United States are about as decent as prisons can be on the assumptions that society makes about prisoners.” But the carceral system, he added, could and would be better if society made different assumptions about incarcerated persons. “Because our society is not interested in reforming prisoners, it is interested in revenge against people who commit crimes.”34

        Few serious schools of moral thought would argue that revenge is a sufficient basis for a justice system, and a growing number of scholars, activists, lawmakers, and incarcerated folks themselves contend that seeking reformation rather than revenge is better for everyone in a society. One problem that Rustin recognized with the system of revenge is that it perpetuates itself. Prisoners upon whom society has exacted its revenge are more likely themselves to become vengeful and to feel vindicated in retaliating for the pain inflicted upon them. Far better is a system of reformation that also perpetuates itself. Structures and procedures that seek the reformation, restoration, or transformation of persons are likely to produce a cycle of empowerment and betterment that will make everyone safer. Today, it is up to those of us who acknowledge the veracity of Rustin’s claims to investigate ideas ranging from restorative justice to prison abolition in order to move from revenge to reformation-based mechanisms for a just society.

        We must also begin to model a different way of seeing and treating those convicted as criminals. We should visit carceral settings, meet with prisoners, and get to know them so we can speak about them with credibility. In visiting with incarcerated people, many visitors realize that prisoners are still indeed people, human beings, and that there is value in a reformation-based system that affirms their humanity.

        Visitations will also help us experience first-hand the ways that prisons dehumanize incarcerated people. In his latter interviews, Rustin condemned the dehumanizing conditions of prison by saying that “what is oppressive about prison is that one is unable to be a human being in that he is never able to make a single decision about anything that he thinks is important. . . . That robs people of their inner capacity to be a human being and almost all of the violence springs from that.”35

        The very act of visiting incarcerated people counters their conditions. It humanizes people whose environment dehumanizes them. Nevertheless, visitation is only a starting point for reforming our carceral system. Like Rustin, we must also share our experiences with those who do not know about or understand the realities of life in incarceration.

        I have found that it is natural for most people to want to talk about their friends. When a friend gets married, we tell people about the wedding. When they have a baby, we talk about the child with others. And when our friends are hurting, we tell their stories so that others might feel compelled to help. The same holds true for friendships that can form during times of visitation with inmates.

        As we befriend incarcerated people in our visits with them, we can share their stories with our religious communities, schools, workplaces, public meetings, and other outlets to which we have access. Because the realities of prison, as the French philosopher Michel Foucault noted, are mostly hidden, a central aspect of any kind of prison reform or abolition requires the sharing of stories from inside prison walls. Electrified chain links, barbed wire, concrete blocks, and steel bars may be able to confine incarcerated people, but with our help, their stories and their ideas can easily escape. Those of us who can move from inside to outside prison walls need to carry with us the stories of those who are caged so that folks can be reminded of the humanity of their fellows.

        Will D. Campbell—a friend of Rustin’s and one of the few white southern pastors who supported the civil rights movement—co-edited a book that shares the stories of a number of incarcerated folks at the Riverbend Maximum Security Institution in Nashville. One of my favorite parts of the book is in the back section listing the contributors’ biographies. One incarcerated man’s biography reads, “Nathan Miller resides at Riverbend Maximum Security Institution, a small, gated community in Nashville. He belongs to God’s Church of Weeds.”36 Even just this short section at the back of a book does something to help change the perceptions of prisoners as we are reminded of their humanity, that they are people whose bodies inhabit space in the world and whose minds have the same potential for being part of a just and merciful harvest of reconciliation and joy. Like Campbell, and others who think like Rustin, we must share such humanizing information about incarcerated people.

        But it is not enough to share stories. We must also use those stories to speak truth to those who hold or exercise power in the carceral system, whether they are local prison wardens, judges, members of Congress, or stakeholders in the business of the prison-industrial complex.

        After his chain-gang article was published, Rustin gave a series of related lectures at the University of North Carolina. “As a result of those lectures, and those articles, the head of the university’s division of criminality and law schools sent all this material to all state legislators,” Rustin recalled. The new information led to a protracted debate about prison reform. “At the end of it, the chain gang was discontinued in North Carolina.”37

        We may not be able to enjoy the same level of success that Rustin did, but we can try. And if we follow Rustin’s example, we would do well to appeal to the social benefits of prison reformation. Rustin was a dreamer, but he was also a principled pragmatist whose solutions emphasized that reformation benefitted not only incarcerated people but the whole of society. For example, when speaking in favor of releasing most inmates convicted of nonviolent crimes, he argued that “many, many people who were imprisoned for nonviolent crimes become interested in violent crimes because the prison is a . . . university for teaching people who are in there for nonviolent crime how to engage in violent crime successfully.”38

        Rustin’s legacy is in the tools he offered his own and future generations to change both hearts and social arrangements. And we advance his legacy by using those tools—by identifying problems with our carceral system, visiting prisoners, sharing their stories, and speaking truth to power, all the while seeking to set the captives free.

        Rustin’s work is still relevant today. America’s prison-industrial complex still doles out cruel punishment more than it offers opportunities for rehabilitation and restoration. The possibility for changing this begins when we listen to the wisdom of those who have experienced the crushing power of mass incarceration in America. Guided by their wisdom, we can then demand a change in attitudes about what justice entails and what can improve the lives of individuals and society.

        In this venture, at a time when America throws more people in cages than any other country, trustworthy guides must lead the way, and few leaders are more reliable than Bayard Rustin. He saw the connections between reforming individuals and fixing broken systems. His wisdom seems to be the appropriate way to end this chapter, so I leave you with Rustin’s words. “Loving your enemy is manifest in putting your arms not around the man but around the social situation, to take power from those who misuse it, at which point they can become human too.”39
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        Troubles I’ve Seen

        Rustin and the Price of Being Gay

      
      John D’Emilio

      Bayard Rustin was a pioneering activist in progressive social movements during the middle decades of the twentieth century. He was as responsible as anyone for bringing Gandhian nonviolence into the heart of the movement for racial equality. He transformed nonviolence in the United States from the possession of a few to its adoption by masses of Americans. A key adviser to Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., he strategized King’s emergence as a national leader. Rustin organized the massive 1963 March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, perhaps the most iconic event associated with the 1960s. At the height of the Cold War, he planned, led, and participated in demonstrations across the globe to ban atmospheric nuclear testing and the spread of nuclear weapons. He traveled to Africa in support of anticolonial movements for independence. And he was a democratic socialist who believed that addressing issues of class inequality was vital to the fight for racial justice. As much as any progressive activist of his era, Rustin saw these movements as interconnected. He believed that, for any of them to succeed fully, they all needed to succeed. He tried to act as a bridge linking peace campaigns, the African American freedom struggle, and a socialist vision of economic democracy.

      Rustin’s accomplishments are even more impressive when one remembers that he was also a gay man. Rustin came of age in an era when homosexual behavior was criminalized in every state, when Christian communities of faith considered the behavior sinful, and when the medical profession viewed homosexual desire as a form of mental illness. The decades during which he was most active as a radical fighter against racial injustice and for world peace—the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s—can reasonably be described as the worst time to be queer.1

      The World War II years had seen an unexpected and noticeable spike in the visibility of homosexual behavior and relationships. The war took millions of young men and women out of their family and hometown settings and placed them in largely single-sex environments—for men, mostly the military; for women, mostly employment in war industries in the private sector as they resided in boarding houses that were all female. Then, in 1948, publication of Alfred Kinsey’s Sexual Behavior in the Human Male put homosexuality directly in the public spotlight as it argued that sexual acts between men were far more widespread than commonly believed.2 Together, these developments sparked something of a sex panic in the United States. By the decade’s end, as the Cold War Red Scare intensified, a companion “Lavender Scare” emerged as well.

      The societal panic about homosexuality expressed itself in many ways. After highly publicized hearings, a Senate committee produced in 1950 a report titled Employment of Homosexuals and Other Sex Perverts in Government. One notable sentence makes clear its perspective: “One homosexual can pollute an entire government office.” The military dishonorably discharged more than two thousand men and women each year for homosexual behavior. Across the nation, the FBI engaged in intense surveillance of LGBTQ people. Over the years, it accumulated more than 330,000 pages of documentation on what it categorized as “sex offenders” and “sex deviates.” A month after Eisenhower became president in 1953, he issued Executive Order 10450, which banned “sex perverts” from all federal jobs and from employment with government contractors. Under this order, his administration saw the firing of more than forty federal employees per month.3

      These actions by the federal government also played out in everyday life. Many newspapers prominently covered these campaigns, thus adding to the oppressive atmosphere in which LGBTQ people found themselves. The Chicago Tribune, for instance, ran articles with headlines such as “Moral Misfits in U.S. Jobs”; “Probers Assail U.S. Hiring of Sex Perverts”; and “Moral Misfits Fleeing Posts in State Dept.” The aggressive stance of Congress, the White House, the military, and the FBI, coupled with the criminalization of homosexual behavior, offered blanket permission for local police departments across the United States to pursue LGBTQ people aggressively. Police raided gay and lesbian bars frequently, arresting both staff and patrons, and newspapers then reported on the raids and sometimes named those arrested. Plainclothes police frequented parks and other public settings where gay men were known to gather. Arrests for disorderly conduct and public lewdness were commonplace and, as with the federal attacks, newspapers reported these as well. “Vice Charges Filed against 58 in Bar Raid,” announced the Chicago Tribune. “File Charges against 87 in Vice Net” and “Capt. Morrison Jails 24 in War on Degenerates,” proclaimed two other headlines. Such articles sometimes featured the names and places of employment of those arrested. It made for widespread feelings of vulnerability.4

      Under such circumstances, virtually all gay men in these decades lived “in the closet,” to use a current phrase, or “wore a mask,” as it was described in this era. That is, they pretended to be heterosexual—to their family, their friends, their neighbors, their coworkers. Many even used pseudonyms when they patronized gay bars. The risks of discovery and exposure were far too great to live the kind of proud, open lives that have become increasingly normative in the half century since the 1960s.

      As a gay man who was also African American and a radical activist, how did Rustin navigate this dangerous terrain? Although Rustin was not “out of the closet” in the way that phrase is understood today, neither did he wear a mask. During the years when he worked for the Fellowship of Reconciliation (FOR), he did not pretend to be heterosexual. In the early and mid-1940s, he often brought a male with him to FOR social events. For a while, he lived with a lover, Davis Platt, and pacifist friends often came to their apartment for meals. Rustin’s homosexuality was visible to the network of peace activists among whom he moved, even if it was not named. And it did not taint their view of him. Pacifists who knew him in the 1940s variously described him as “an electrifying presence”; “very, very charismatic”; “a prophetic type.” There was “a magic about Bayard,” according to one. Rustin was “always a huge hit,” recalled another. As Platt remembered those years, “I never had any sense at all that Bayard felt any shame or guilt about his homosexuality.” Rustin himself told an interviewer decades later that, “so long as one did not, as it were, publicize gayness,” there was nothing wrong with having and pursuing such attractions.5

      Rustin’s homosexuality first became a liability when he served a prison term during World War II. Like many other committed pacifists, Rustin refused to cooperate with the military draft and was sent to the federal penitentiary in Ashland, Kentucky, in March 1944. The prison was racially segregated in every respect. Almost immediately upon arrival, Rustin began protesting this, and he organized other inmates in support of his efforts. Soon prison officials were describing him as “an extremely capable agitator” and “a constant troublemaker.” The Bureau of Prisons classified him as among their “notorious offenders.”6

      Prison officials deployed Rustin’s sexuality as the weapon to humiliate him among fellow inmates and compromise his plans to mobilize them. Six months after his arrival at Ashland, as his campaign against racial segregation was gearing up and a day before a planned collective action was to happen, Rustin was charged with having oral sex with another inmate. It immediately paralyzed his organizing efforts and discredited him among the other conscientious objectors at Ashland. Soon, word of what had happened reached beyond the prison walls. A. J. Muste, the head of the Fellowship and a mentor to Rustin, expressed his deep disapproval. Muste described Rustin as “guilty of gross misconduct” and “a weakling in an extreme degree.” In Muste’s words, Rustin had “engaged in practices for which there is no justification.” Regarding what Muste saw as Rustin’s promiscuity, he accused Rustin of being “utterly undisciplined and deceitful.” His conduct had been “ruinous” to the pacifist cause. Rustin’s “undiscipline . . . superficiality . . . [and] arrogance” had seriously compromised his reputation and the work to which Rustin was committed. The charges against Rustin allowed prison officials to put him in isolation and effectively ended his organizing efforts. A few months later, they transferred him to the federal prison in Lewisburg, Pennsylvania, where conscientious objectors were kept completely separated from all other inmates.7

      The toll on Rustin was intense. In letters to Muste, he expressed his deep regret for what had happened. “My own weakness and stupidity,” he wrote, “jeopardized immensely the causes for which . . . I would be willing to die.” He acknowledged that “my behavior stopped progress” and asked that “you and the FOR and all others . . . forgive me for the damage I have done.” In letters to his lover, Davis Platt, he promised to remain celibate for the remainder of his time in prison, even as he recognized the cost of such a commitment. “It is not easy to remain here in a monosexual world and make progress. So much of one’s energies is taken in building up resistance for keeping the simple pledge of abstainence [sic],” he wrote. “As Alice said to the Queen in observing Wonderland, it takes a great deal of running to stand still.”8

      Released from prison in June 1946, Rustin returned to his staff position at the Fellowship. The late forties saw pioneering experimentation in the use of nonviolence, most notably through the Journey of Reconciliation in which Rustin was a key participant. He trained young activists around the country in how to use nonviolence to fight both racial injustice and the escalating militarism of the Cold War. He took an extended trip to India to meet many of the leaders of its independence struggle in the post-Gandhi era. And yet, through all this, there was a sense that Rustin was on probation. Would his sexuality lead to other instances that might cripple and discredit the campaigns in which he was so deeply engaged?

      Context is important here for understanding the situations into which Rustin put himself. The depth of the oppression directed at gay men in these decades meant that there were few safe opportunities for building extended social circles through which one might form friendships, meet sexual partners, and form intimate relationships. The relationship with Davis Platt ended a year after Rustin was released from prison. Now this pacifist and racial justice activist, who spent so much of his time traveling to train activists in nonviolence and organizing protests, found himself alone again, wanting intimacy and sexual connection. The options available to him were to patronize gay bars or to stroll at night along streets and in public parks where gay men were known to search for sex. Either choice exposed him to the danger of arrest. In October 1946, near Morningside Park in Manhattan, police arrested him for solicitation to commit an immoral act. The judge in the case described him as a “degenerate.” The following year, he faced another arrest along Riverside Drive on the Upper West Side, not far from the Fellowship’s office. A third arrest came in Louisiana, on one of his organizing trips for the Fellowship.9

      Fortunately, none of these incidents resulted in jail time, and they remained below the radar of pacifist networks. But early in 1953, on a lecture tour to southern California sponsored by the American Friends Service Committee, Rustin was arrested with two other men in the middle of the night for having sex in a car. All of them were convicted on charges of lewd vagrancy, and Rustin spent sixty days in jail. “Lecturer Jailed on Morals Charge,” the Los Angeles Times reported. It followed that with a second article announcing Rustin’s conviction. Two thousand miles away, the Chicago Tribune publicized the event as well. “Negro Lecturer Sentenced on Morals Charge,” it informed its readers.10

      The Pasadena arrest disrupted Rustin’s place in the pacifist movement. He immediately offered his resignation from the Fellowship, and Muste and FOR’s executive committee met quickly and accepted it. The FOR put together a lengthy statement that detailed Rustin’s conviction on a homosexual morals charge, announced his resignation, and expressed its sorrow over “the unhappy recent event.” It circulated its response within pacifist circles, thus making what could have been a passing event widely known within Rustin’s activist world. The executive secretary of AFSC wrote to a colleague that Rustin’s arrest proved “a great setback to our work in peace and race relations” and that AFSC intended to maintain an appropriate distance from Rustin. Fortunately, the War Resisters League, a radical pacifist organization that did not ground its work in the Christian principles of the FOR or the AFSC, offered Rustin a staff position. It became his base for the next twelve years, allowing him to continue to work on issues of war and peace and of racial justice.11

      Yet, aftereffects from Pasadena continued. In 1954, when the AFSC pulled together an interorganizational working group to produce a statement of dissent from the Cold War foreign policies of the United States, Rustin was included. The publication which resulted, Speak Truth to Power, was deeply influenced by his perspective. One member of the group acknowledged “the tremendous contribution which Bayard has made . . . there is no one in the group who played such a major role.” But with concerns about Pasadena still lingering, Rustin insisted that his name not be included in the publication. “My being listed,” he wrote, “might very well lead to some new attack which might gravely delay the time when I can again be useful.”12

      That time, when Rustin could be useful again, arrived the following year. By early 1956, word of the community-wide bus boycott by African Americans in Montgomery, Alabama, and of its key leader, the Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr., was circulating among pacifists in the North. For Rustin, this was the kind of mobilization that he had dreamed of for almost two decades. He made his way to Montgomery and quickly established a rapport with Dr. King. Rustin effectively tutored him in the principles of Gandhian nonviolence. Over the next months, he provided Dr. King with critical advice. He drafted King’s first published piece. Rustin impressed upon King the need to think beyond Montgomery and to build a region-wide movement against racial segregation. Working with a few others, he helped conceive the plans for what became the Southern Christian Leadership Conference.

      Yet even as he was doing this, activists in the North in both the peace movement and the Black freedom struggle worked to remove Rustin from Montgomery. Writing to another Gandhian nonviolent activist who had come to Montgomery, one pacifist declared that “local leaders ought to know about Bayard’s personal problems . . . they ought to know the risks that are being taken.” Rustin understood this as well, and he accepted an informal role as Martin Luther King’s “special adviser” rather than be a formal staff member of the SCLC. Over the next three years, he worked steadily to publicize Dr. King as a leader of the fight for racial equality. He organized the Prayer Pilgrimage that put King in the nation’s capital. The two continued to consult, and Rustin worked to connect King with a range of other activists and organizations.13

      But Rustin’s sexual orientation remained available as a weapon that could be used against him, as events in 1960 made clear. Together with A. Philip Randolph, Rustin conceived a plan for a “March on the Convention Movement for Freedom Now.” They intended to organize outside the Republican and Democratic National Conventions large demonstrations for racial equality. Rustin pulled together a major press conference in New York where Randolph and King announced the convention project. It provoked anger from Roy Wilkins, the longstanding head of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). Wilkins saw the demonstrations as stepping on the political territory of the NAACP and endangering his efforts to engage in dialogue with political leaders in Washington. He expressed his upset to Adam Clayton Powell, a member of Congress representing Harlem. Like King, Powell was also a minister. In the past, he had spoken in harsh terms about what he described as “an alarming growth of sex degeneracy” and attacked as sinners “the boys with the swish and the girls with the swagger.” Powell, too, saw the planned demonstrations as an invasion of his sphere of influence. He publicly attacked the convention project. He then contacted Dr. King directly and told him that he was prepared to reveal to the press that King and Rustin were having a sexual affair, a claim that was entirely false.14

      Powell’s threat initiated what David McReynolds, a close associate of Rustin in the War Resisters League, described as “the most miserable time I have ever seen.” Rustin immediately resigned from his position as special assistant to King and the SCLC, and he withdrew from any involvement with the convention project. According to McReynolds, Rustin was “completely demoralized” and “absolutely broken.” With the sit-ins that were happening throughout the South and the Freedom Rides of the following year, the nation was witnessing an explosion of militant activism among a generation of young African Americans and their white supporters. But, because of the stigma attached to his homosexuality, Rustin found himself marginalized. The next two years saw him almost completely engaged in work related to the mission of the War Resisters League, fighting against the proliferation and atmospheric testing of nuclear weapons. While his work was not insignificant, it was not where his heart was in this dramatic era of racial justice activism.15

      An opportunity to return to the fight for racial justice came early in 1963. A. Philip Randolph had never censured or abandoned Rustin because of his homosexuality, and the two had cooperated on many projects across the 1940s and 1950s. Now, in the wake of the dramatic rise in protest in the South, they began to discuss the possibility of a March on Washington. The idea initially met with resistance from the leaders of other organizations, like the NAACP and the National Urban League. But after the headline-making events in Birmingham in the spring, the idea of a national march became more compelling. When a core group of organization leaders met in New York City to discuss possible plans, Randolph’s proposal that Rustin be chosen as director of the project met with sharp resistance. Still hostile to Rustin, Wilkins told Randolph and the other key leaders that Rustin had “too many scars . . . we must not put a person of his liabilities as the head.” Randolph then offered to be the director on the condition that he could name his assistants. Unwilling to reject someone of Randolph’s stature, the group named him director of the March on Washington. Almost immediately thereafter, he chose Rustin as his chief assistant and put him in charge of the organizing.16

      With a small group of others, over the next seven weeks Rustin spread the word and built mass support across the United States for this action. In an era before the internet, social media, and texting from mobile phones, he and his team succeeded in getting 250,000 people to the nation’s capital. This master organizer who had often been sidelined and forced to work in the shadow of others had become, in the words of A. Philip Randolph, “Mr. March-on-Washington himself.”17

      Not surprisingly, opponents of the civil rights movement attempted to disrupt these organizing efforts by publicizing the Pasadena events. The FBI, which tracked many of Rustin’s activities as well as those of other militant fighters for racial justice, provided information about Rustin to Strom Thurmond, a segregationist senator from South Carolina. On August 13, just two weeks before the march, Thurmond launched an attack on it and its prime organizer. He put into the Congressional Record the Los Angeles Times article about Rustin’s arrest and conviction on morals charges. But, with so much resting on Rustin’s organizing efforts, movement activists rose to his defense for the first time. Randolph called a press conference in New York, and other key civil rights leaders were present. “I speak for the combined Negro leadership,” he declared to the journalists in the room, “in voicing my complete confidence in Bayard Rustin’s character.” The march proved a resounding success, and it put Rustin in the national spotlight as never before. He was on the cover of Life magazine. Newsweek captioned a photo of him with the words “out of the shadows.”18

      Thurmond’s attack was the last time that charges of homosexuality and perversion were thrown at Rustin in such a public way, and it marked a turning point in his career. Rustin later described it as “the best thing [Thurmond] could have done for me.” A close associate of Rustin, Tom Kahn, said of the attack and the response of civil rights leaders that “it was like a boil being lanced.” A few months later, in February 1964, Rustin organized a major boycott of New York City’s public schools to protest the system’s de facto racial segregation. It put him on the front page of the city’s newspapers. And yet despite his high visibility, Rustin could still be described as a minister without portfolio, a roving ambassador without a base of his own. Within the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, a new round of private discussions about whether Rustin should be brought on to the staff took place. But once again, his homosexuality served as the excuse to veto such action.19

      Rustin’s dramatically high profile made working for a marginal organization like the War Resisters League seem inconsistent with his status and accomplishments. Randolph came to Rustin’s rescue. He persuaded the leadership of the AFL-CIO to provide funding for an organization that would focus on issues linking racial justice and economic democracy. The A. Philip Randolph Institute, as it was called, became Rustin’s workplace for the rest of his activist life. But, at the same time, its more mainstream legislative agenda placed Rustin at a distance from the world of more radical, militant activists with whom he had worked for more than two decades. His public career for the first time took on what might best be described as a Democratic Party liberalism and remained in that mold for the remainder of his working years.

      Historians take as a given that counterfactual analysis—a “what if” approach to interpreting the past—is not constructive. History rests on what happened, not what might have happened. Still, I cannot help but wonder what might have been the results if Rustin had not labored under the powerful constraints that systemic homophobia placed upon him. How might the struggle for racial justice have evolved differently? What difference would it have made if Rustin had worked at the heart of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, if he had been able to be front and center in the South during the early 1960s, providing a link across generations? Would stronger ties have developed between a variety of movements in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s? These questions can never be answered. But we can say with certainty that homophobia and pervasive LGBTQ oppression during these decades forced upon Rustin a style of activism that kept him away from the public limelight as well as often marginalizing and excluding him from key opportunities to advance the causes of peace and racial justice.

      

      * * *

      Ironically, many of the years when Rustin was confronted most strongly by gay oppression—the 1950s and early 1960s—were also the years when an organized LGBTQ movement first appeared in the United States. It remained small and marginal through most of those two decades. Then, in June 1969, in the context of a nation in which mass radical protest movements had been erupting everywhere, the raid of the Stonewall Inn, a gay bar in Greenwich Village, provided the spark that led to an explosion of a visible, militant “gay liberation” movement. Many of these activists aligned themselves with the movements for racial equality and against American militarism abroad, and New York City was one of the epicenters of this new form of activism. But it remained beyond Rustin’s world.

      In 1977, Rustin met the man, Walter Naegle, who became his intimate partner for the last ten years of his life. Though not a gay liberation activist himself, Naegle was of that generation, and the new ethic of coming out and politicizing sexual identity spoke to him. As the movement continued to grow and LGBTQ issues sometimes broke into the national spotlight, Naegle encouraged Rustin to respond positively to the requests coming from activist groups. He addressed a national convention of chapters of Black and White Men Together, a gay group that confronted issues of racism within the LGBTQ community. He spoke at a public rally in New York City protesting the Bowers v. Hardwick decision, a Supreme Court case in 1986 that declared sodomy laws constitutional. That same year, when activists in New York City were making another effort to have the City Council pass a sexual orientation nondiscrimination bill, Rustin stepped up to the plate. He used his prestige to lobby both Mayor Ed Koch and members of the City Council. New York City did finally adopt such a law.20

      In several interviews Rustin gave in 1986 and 1987, he addressed what he had come to see as the significance of gay issues. “Today, the barometer of where one is on human rights questions is no longer the black, it’s the gay community,” he told one interviewer. The homosexual, he declared, is “central to the whole political apparatus as to how far we can go in human rights.” Such statements attest to how far he himself had traveled from the man who had once thought that gayness was acceptable so long as one did not publicize it.21
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        Rustin’s Internationalism

        How a Great American Activist Learned from Movements Abroad

      
      Sarah Azaransky

      In December 1959, Bayard Rustin was in a jeep, careening along a dusty dirt track near Ghana’s northern border. He led a team of protesters in the first hundred miles of a proposed thousand-mile journey to the Sahara Desert to protest French nuclear testing. Rustin and sixteen others—West Africans, British, and Americans—wanted to station themselves in the desert so the French could not test their weapon without aiming it directly at them.

      The team had rallied in Ghana, with the support of Prime Minister Kwame Nkrumah, and set off for what was then a French territory. The border was not marked, on maps or on the road itself, and Rustin and his colleagues learned they had crossed it only when they were stopped by French troops and threatened with arrest. Rustin and the group sustained a weeklong standoff with the French military, who held control of Upper Volta, before they returned to Accra, Ghana’s capital. The group tried twice more to make their way toward Algeria, but Rustin went back to the United States after the first attempt.

      The Sahara Project, this pan-African, anticolonial, antinuclear protest, is not well-documented in pacifist history, nor is it a prominent part of Rustin’s biography. Yet Rustin called the Sahara Project “the most significant pacifist project that I have ever been associated with.”1 The Sahara Project illustrates a key aspect of Rustin’s lifelong activism: he modeled how American activists can learn from and collaborate with justice-seeking people in other parts of the world.

      Bayard Rustin is predominantly remembered as an activist in US-based movements for peace and civil rights. From his work with the Fellowship of Reconciliation (FOR) and the March on Washington Movement (MOWM) in the 1940s to his mentoring King and helping to form the Southern Christian Leadership Conference in the 1950s and 1960s, Rustin was critical to campaigns for peace and civil rights in the United States. Yet he was always connected with and learning from activists in other parts of the world. Integral to Rustin’s legacy is connecting peace and civil rights activism in the United States with movements abroad.

      Bayard Rustin was an American activist, but he consistently weighed US campaigns in light of events happening elsewhere. Rustin’s perspective—that activism in the United States should be part of a larger campaign for peace and freedom across the world—helped him learn from and make connections with many other activists and innovate new connections among social movements. Rustin paid attention to social movements outside the United States throughout his career, and he insisted that American activists had much to learn from activists abroad.

      
        Learning from India

        In the 1940s, Rustin worked for the Fellowship of Reconciliation, a largely white, religious pacifist organization and the March on Washington Movement, a Black-led civil rights group. Both were intently interested in Gandhi’s activism and how it might be a model for nonviolent activism in the United States. In Gandhi, A. Philip Randolph, founder of the MOWM, saw a tactical brilliance that Randolph believed might incite a breakthrough in Black American activism. Randolph was not alone among Harlem’s leaders to follow Gandhi’s activism. The Black press regularly reported on the activism and political efforts of Gandhi, Nehru, and other independence leaders. The press took a particular interest in this person of color leading a freedom movement against the seat of global white supremacy, the British empire. Some Black Americans doubted that activists could translate Gandhi’s tactics to the US context, but Randolph was convinced it was worth trying. Rustin agreed with Randolph and was excited by his elder’s willingness to innovate new protest.

        White pacifists studied Gandhi’s religious nonviolence. The Fellowship of Reconciliation, led by A. J. Muste, set up a handful of intentional religious communities, similar to Gandhi’s ashrams in South Africa and India. The Harlem Ashram was an FOR-sponsored community in a brownstone on 5th Avenue and 124th Street. Between 1940 and 1948, Black and white Americans, Christians and Hindus, lived together and learned about Christian pacifism and the Indian independence movement. The Harlem Ashram taught lessons about international activism and enabled residents to practice them. Rustin did not live at the ashram, but he visited often.

        When Rustin wasn’t in Randolph’s office on 125th Street, he was at Muste’s FOR offices on Broadway and 114th, just across the street from the Columbia University campus. Rustin’s two mentors, Randolph and Muste, imbued in him a vision of what social movements could achieve and the value of learning from people in other parts of the world. The mile Rustin walked between these offices represented the thread of vanguard nonviolent organizing in the United States. Rustin also traveled across the country—to the Midwest, to California, to the Deep South—to share what he was learning about nonviolence and how people might practice it in their communities. Over thousands of miles, to hundreds of groups, Rustin honed his message of nonviolence and increased the capacity of Americans of all kinds to practice nonviolence in their communities. Rustin’s trainings in nonviolence emphasized how people in other parts of the world were applying nonviolence in their contexts; he modeled a willingness to learn from many kinds of people in order to develop a nonviolent approach that might work in the United States.

        Rustin had yet to travel outside the United States. Still, he already realized how American activism, particularly experiments with nonviolence, was indebted to social movements in other parts of the world. As Rustin’s reputation grew, he came to the attention of a group of activists connected to Gandhi himself. In the wake of Indian independence, they organized an international conference of nonviolent direct-action practitioners and invited Rustin to attend. Rustin jumped at the chance to travel to India and learn from Gandhi and the people who had organized with him. In the months before the World Pacifist Conference, Gandhi was assassinated. The conference fell apart. Rustin implored the FOR and the American Friends Service Committee (AFSC), organizations sponsoring his trip, to let him travel to India regardless. They obliged.

        Rustin received a warm welcome in India from Gandhi’s sons and the International Fellowship of Reconciliation, whose board member Muriel Lester was Rustin’s chaperone throughout the country. An English woman who had spent several extended stays at Gandhi’s ashram in India, Lester was a primary interpreter of Gandhi to the West. She was captivated by Rustin right away and introduced him to activists and politicians in India. Lester wanted Gandhi’s tradition of nonviolent direct action to continue around the world and saw Rustin as a viable conduit. Rustin attended a session of the Indian National Congress and met with Nehru, who hosted him for a lavish dinner. Nehru, the Congress Party leader, was eager to learn about social movements in other parts of the world, and Rustin, for his part, was anxious to share about activism in the United States. An unanticipated lesson from India was how the new nation struggled with nationalism, which Rustin worried at its root held potential for violence. Soon Rustin would look to other horizons for inspiration about new visions of what nonviolence could enact.

      
      
        New Horizon of Nonviolence: African Independence Movements

        In the early 1950s, the American peace movement was at a low ebb. Growing anticommunism prompted suspicion of pacifism and nonviolence. The Fellowship of Reconciliation, which had been on the forefront of innovating nonviolent practices for more than a decade, looked abroad for what could spark new ideas and a renewed energy among American pacifists. A small group of American activists, Rustin among them, was compelled by the growing intensity of anticolonial and nonviolent struggles in West Africa. In the US, “the possibilities of progressive social change looked rare and more remote, but in Africa it seemed that there was a real possibility” for mass nonviolent direct action.2 Rustin sensed that American pacifists could glean essential lessons from how West Africans applied nonviolence in their contexts.

        Rustin persuaded the FOR to support his travel to West Africa; in early 1952, he set off for the Gold Coast and Nigeria. Rustin met Kwame Nkrumah, Gold Coast’s independence movement leader, and Nnamdi Azikiwe, a Nigerian leader. US movements were already connected to West Africa, because Nkrumah and Azikiwe had attended Lincoln University, a historically Black university in Pennsylvania, just twenty-five miles from West Chester, where Rustin had grown up. In fact, Nkrumah had dined at Rustin’s home; his grandmother frequently hosted visiting dignitaries and made a point of inviting African students who attended nearby universities.

        Rustin arrived in a region in transition. Kwame Nkrumah had won election to parliament despite being imprisoned by the British for leading protests for independence. Nkrumah had initiated Positive Action, a campaign that he identified as Christian, nonviolent, and Gandhian that sought to mobilize people across the Gold Coast, from trade unionists to women who sold goods in the markets, from the capital Accra to the far reaches of the sparsely populated Northern Region. In Nkrumah, Rustin saw someone organizing for Gold Coast independence, in particular and local ways, but who also believed in the possibility of pan-African collaboration that could articulate and assert African interests. Rustin admired Nkrumah’s capacity to mobilize the entire population, locally in the Gold Coast and across Africa. Azikiwe, meanwhile, had founded a newspaper in Lagos. Just as the Black press nurtured a Black American public, Azikiwe sowed seeds of Nigerian independence.

        In a series of articles for the Baltimore Afro-American, a Black newspaper with a wide readership, Rustin outlined the scope of anticolonial movements in the Gold Coast and Nigeria. He shared details about these independence movements and framed his reporting in terms of lessons Black Americans could use in their movement work in the United States. Rustin compared aspects of West African movements with the movement in India. In his commitment to party building and his embrace of nonviolence as a tactic, rather than a religious commitment, Azikiwe was like Nehru, Rustin argued. Meanwhile, in the Gold Coast, Nkrumah was inspired by how the Indian independence staged mass nonviolent campaigns.

        Rustin drew comparisons with the Indian movement with which readers of the Black press would have been familiar. The comparison of West Africa to India was part of a larger claim Rustin was making about how freedom movements nourished each other. The Indian movement inspired Azikiwe and Nkrumah, and they were alert to how the African National Congress was organizing in South Africa. Rustin drew lessons from these three regions to connect Black Americans with currents of hope and anticolonial energies from West Africa. He advocated that Black Americans understand their struggle as implicated with African efforts for independence and freedom. “By raising our horizons” to include Africa, asserted Rustin, “we can move a step closer to the position of struggling against injustice wherever it exists. Thus, we shall gain that perspective and spiritual power which will give us new insight and energy for the battle of Jim Crow at home.”3 With these articles in a Black newspaper, Rustin advocated that Black Americans heed freedom lessons from aboard. Through his work with pacifist organizations, Rustin also urged white Americans on the left to back African independence movements.

        Rustin returned to the United States and immediately embarked on a speaking tour for the Fellowship of Reconciliation and the American Friends Service Committee. They had sponsored his earlier travel to India and wanted Rustin to share what he had learned in West Africa with their memberships. Both organizations highly regarded Rustin for his capacity to share a message about pacifism and train people in nonviolence and for his stamina to undertake monthslong trips. Rustin was a popular and well-known speaker, for he had been lecturing in churches, meetinghouses, and colleges throughout the country for a decade. In the wake of his visit to West Africa, Rustin enlivened his pacifist message with an account of West African independence movements. To his primarily white audiences, Rustin argued that their commitment to nonviolence should necessarily include a commitment to end colonialism. Rustin argued that being a pacifist in the 1950s required people to support nonviolent independence movements in Africa and Asia.

        Rustin believed he had more to learn in West Africa, and he petitioned the FOR leadership to support him for an extended stay of a year or two. As he continued to travel and speak across the country, he wrote back and forth to Muste to outline his plan. Rustin hoped the FOR leadership would consider his “deep concern that I believe that this is not merely my desire to work on the African problem, but, I believe, a clear calling to do so—a calling that I cannot easily ignore.”4 If the FOR could not sponsor him, he would take a leave from the organization and travel regardless. After an extended debate among the board about how the FOR should be focusing its resources, in the United States or internationally, the FOR board approved Rustin’s West African project. However, less than ten days later, the FOR fired him and scrapped his plans to return to West Africa.

        On January 22, 1953, Rustin was arrested in Pasadena, California, for “vagrancy” for having consensual sex with men in a parked car. The other two men, both white, were released; Rustin pled guilty, was sentenced to fifty days in Los Angeles County jail, and was registered as a sex offender. The FOR sent a letter to their entire membership that Rustin was no longer an asset to the organization and that he had been dismissed. Upon his release from the LA County jail, Rustin was forty-one years old and unemployed. In the coming years, Rustin labored his way back into a prominent position in the peace movement and became a leading figure in civil rights. Yet predominating homophobia had curtailed an opportunity to forge deeper connections between American and West African movements.5

      
      
        The Sahara Project

        Rustin kept an eye on what was happening in West Africa and remained connected with African intellectuals, activists, and trade unionists. Even though Rustin was best known for his US-based activism in the 1950s and 1960s, he pursued, and articulated, connections with social movements in other parts of the world. For instance, at a 1958 antinuclear rally in London, Rustin linked his audience in Trafalgar Square with the Montgomery bus boycott. People in Montgomery, Rustin insisted, were inspired by the “tremendous thing which Gandhi had done when he got the Indian people to say, without violence, ‘we want freedom’: and because of Patrick Duncan in South Africa, and others there, who said: ‘We will not co-operate.’” Rustin highlighted the role pacifism could play in a global politics: “I think there is a new situation in international affairs. We are not going to solve this problem because people try to preserve their way of life. . . . We are not going to settle this problem while we go on acting as nations within the power struggle in our own interests. There must be an act of faith, which is a dangerous act—the danger of behaving creatively.”6

        The Sahara Project was an opportunity to act creatively. In 1959, France was in the midst of a brutal war to suppress Algerian independence and to keep hold of the territory. The Sahara Project emerged from talks among an international network of pacifists and pan-Africanists, particularly in Ghana, to protest nuclear testing. Rustin believed that French nuclear testing in the Sahara initiated a new kind of Western imperialism, in which colonial powers struggled to hold territories to use as nuclear test sites. He discerned how a campaign might bring together and embolden pacifists, African freedom fighters, and civil rights activists.

        Kwame Nkrumah, now prime minister of independent Ghana, sought a post-independence path that would keep his country free from the undue geopolitical influence of either the United States or the Soviet Union. Nkrumah believed that newly independent nations would not be truly free if they became vassal states of one of the rival superpowers. For Ghana, this meant first and foremost the capacity to grow, process, and trade cocoa, its largest crop. When Nkrumah heard about France’s plans to test its nuclear weapons in the Algerian desert, he foresaw how the Harmattan winds that annually swept down from the Sahara and across Ghana could bring with them nuclear fallout that would harm cocoa crops.

        To safeguard Ghana’s independence, Nkrumah initiated a project to mobilize people for peace, anticolonialism, pan-Africanism, and Black freedom. At first, British antinuclear activists led the project. But Bill Sutherland, a Black American pacifist who had worked for the Ghanaian government since before independence, worried that the project was not taking shape quickly enough or on the scale that would be necessary. He asked Rustin to come to Accra to take over planning. It would take careful designing to pull this off, and Rustin was up to the task. He landed in Accra and initiated a whirlwind of meetings, rallies, and fundraisers. The Sahara Project was a monumental logistical challenge—an effort to organize activists and materials to travel thousands of miles through the desert and into hostile French territory to confront military personnel undertaking a nuclear test. The Sahara Project was also a unique opportunity for Rustin to broaden fellow activists’ moral imagination about inherent connections among movements for Black freedom, anti-imperialism, and peace.

        Rustin planned for a weeks-long, two-thousand-mile overland journey through territory where roads were at times impassable. A Land Rover and a Bedford truck would carry the seventeen team members and what they needed. Rustin’s list of supplies included camp beds, mosquito nets, six hundred feet of rope, blankets, a hand saw, as well as a chest drill, soldering iron, fuses for the engines, and first aid kits.7 Rustin assembled a distinctive group of protesters, including French and British antinuclear activists, Ghanaian journalists, Ghanaian and Nigerian students, and a politician from what would become Lesotho. Rustin had garnered significant pan-African support from the Nairobi People’s Convention, the National Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons, labor unions in Kenya and North Africa, and groups in Guinea and Basutoland (soon to be Lesotho).8

        Rustin and the group took off from Accra in early December. About thirty miles into Upper Volta, which would become Burkina Faso but was still French-governed, the French military stopped the team. After a weeklong standoff, the protesters turned back. After the first attempt, Rustin returned to the United States; the team tried twice more without success. Despite the failure of the group to make it to Algeria, the Sahara Project enacted new kinds of alliances between European antinuclear groups, African liberation forces, African governments, and US civil rights activists. By the end of January, there were public protests—including fasts, picketing, and leafletting—throughout West Africa and mass demonstrations in Tripoli and Tunis. Rustin called this the most significant pacifist project he was involved with because it “had profound political implications in that it tied together the whole question of militarism and political freedom in a way that people could understand and respond to.”9 According to one historian, activists on the Sahara Project were not merely “accessing an existing (and heretofore separate) struggle for peace and freedom.” Instead, they “were generating and constituting that struggle—literally mapping it with their movements across borders and boundaries, as they forged links between pacifism, nuclear disarmament, and civil rights and reinvigorated the Pan-African struggle against colonial domination.”10

        Yet almost since Rustin had arrived in Accra, Randolph and King had been petitioning for him to return. They argued that Rustin was needed in the US to organize a series of SCLC protests of the 1960 Democratic and Republican nominating conventions to call for civil rights to be integral to their platforms. Muste insisted that Rustin stay in Ghana and see out the Sahara Project. As Muste argued for what the Sahara Project meant for the peace movement, Randolph and King insisted that it was time for significant gains in civil rights. They all missed what Rustin saw—how the Sahara Project was an opportunity to link civil rights, pacifism, and African independence movements. Rustin hoped that vibrant international ties could strengthen the civil rights movement and the US-based peace movement. Rustin did his best to broker a compromise and returned after the first attempt.

        Adam Clayton Powell, the prominent congressman from Harlem, did not want the SCLC or any other civil rights–affiliated protest of the Democratic convention. If Rustin and Randolph wished to protest the Republicans’ meeting, that was fine, but Powell refused to walk through a gauntlet of protesters to a convening of Democratic Party elites, among whom his star was rising. If King did not call off the protests, Powell warned, Powell would publicize that King and Rustin were having a sexual affair. King immediately canceled the demonstrations. Rustin had just been named a deputy director of the SCLC, but he offered King his resignation. Once again, movement leaders’ homophobia circumscribed Rustin’s capacity to make significant contributions. Once again, homophobia prevented Rustin from strengthening connections between US-based justice movements and freedom movements in other parts of the world.

      
      
        Democracy at Home and Abroad

        In the 1960s, Rustin focused on domestic politics. He organized the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, brokered a deal during the 1964 convention that laid the groundwork for civil rights legislation, and led a campaign to desegregate New York City public schools. He insisted that it was time to move from protest to politics, that Black Americans had the best chance of making political gains if they were part of a broad-based coalition with labor and the Democratic Party. Rustin made fewer comparisons between social movements in other parts of the world and American activism. His outlook shifted from situating activism in the United States as part of global efforts toward freedom to calling on “democracy” as a principle.

        In the 1970s and 1980s, Rustin served on the International Rescue Committee (IRC) and Freedom House boards. He made five trips to Thailand and visited refugee camps in Pakistan, Somalia, and Haiti on behalf of the IRC. Rustin lobbied the federal government for the United States to take in displaced people. He pressed labor unions to embrace increasing the number of refugees from Southeast Asia; he is credited with being instrumental in the policy that led to thousands of people being resettled in the United States.11

        Rustin served as a nongovernmental election observer in Zimbabwe, Poland, Haiti, Grenada, El Salvador, and Chile on behalf of Freedom House. Critics worried that he rarely had more than an impressionistic understanding of the politics on the ground and did not have the deep knowledge to determine whether elections were free and fair.12 As notable was how Rustin framed his work for Freedom House in terms of the moral significance of democracy. Throughout his decades of activism in peace and civil rights, during his efforts with activists from other parts of the world, Rustin rarely, if ever, invoked “democracy” as a norm or value. Nor did he appeal to the US as a model for other nations to emulate. Rustin had always known that US democracy was, at the very least, deeply flawed; at worst, the United States’ history of oppression and repression meant that any appeal to US democracy was hypocritical.

        Yet Rustin’s deep empathy with people who struggled against oppression in their particular contexts remained. Integral to his activism throughout his life was his enduring commitment to tie work for justice and freedom in the United States with efforts toward justice and freedom abroad. Rustin’s legacy reminds us that US-based justice movements have been and can continue to be strengthened when we learn from and connect with justice movements in other parts of the world.

      
    
  
    
      
        13

        A Pragmatic Pirouette in the Age of Malcolm X and the Riot

      
      terrance wiley

      There are few leftist movements or causes that Rustin did not participate in from the 1930s to the 1980s, so it is no surprise that there is disagreement about how to evaluate Rustin’s contributions to the American Left and how to best situate his ideological and political commitments during certain periods. Most of the controversy begins with the pivots that Rustin made in the 1960s, pivots that capture why there is still much to be learned by grappling with his protest and politics. In recent decades, when activists and community organizers are not simply celebrating Rustin as the first prominent homosexual activist or black gay activist to do this or that—to organize the March on Washington with A. Phillip Randolph or counsel Martin Luther King, Jr.—it has been common for them to affirmatively cite Rustin’s emphasis on interracial coalition and power, a position most clearly articulated in his famous 1965 essay “From Protest to Politics.”

      In that essay, we encounter something of a mature Rustin adopting the political realist tone of a veteran activist, schooling the naïve on the nature of power and the keys to seizing it. Rustin did not condescend in that essay or at least not in quite the same way as in some subsequent speeches and essays on the black nationalism, antiwar activism, and student activism of the New Left. But an attitudinal and tonal shift was evident, and it astonished, confused, and disappointed many of his contemporaries, especially the radical pacifists who comprised the heart of America’s peace movement from World War II up to the Vietnam War. Rustin’s apparent reluctance to protest the Vietnam War, his consistent criticism of the New Left in general and specifically leaders of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) and Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), and his sometimes harsh repudiations of black nationalism transformed his reputation in radical circles. His sinking reputation among radicals, along with his homosexuality, partly explains why he has not been as celebrated as one might expect given the many contributions that he made to twentieth-century social justice movements.

      Because Rustin had been a radical racial justice and peace activist for decades and was perhaps the most prominent antiwar activist in the United States throughout the 1950s, his contemporaries regarded his shifting attitude toward antiwar activism and nonviolent direct action for racial justice as a betrayal. Personal disappointment, when combined with genuine ideological disagreement, often inflates rhetoric, especially in periods of upheaval and uprising, and so the many civil rights movement and antiwar activists who had been inspired by Rustin’s activism in the 1940s and 1950s were soon describing him as a political moderate or even a conservative. By 1965 he was called an Uncle Tom, a sellout, and worse.

      These labels capture certain truths about the history in question, but they do not quite describe in a desirably precise way Rustin’s ethical and political commitments during this volatile period. These labels tell us more about the tenor and mood of the 1960s than they do about Rustin’s political philosophy and ethical commitments. And since Rustin is among the most important theorists of social change and insightful public intellectuals in American history, it is imperative for those interested in social movements and social justice to spend more time trying to make sense of his 1960s pivot, to ascertain whether we are talking about a pragmatic but principled pirouette, or something else.

      Such an effort involves identifying the competing forces that transformed Rustin’s ideas about the appropriate strategy and tactics for achieving a more just and peaceful social order. To begin, the successes of the civil rights movement impacted Rustin’s sense of what was possible in America and clarified how racial subordination and economic class relations mutually impacted black Americans’ living conditions.

      The civil rights movement phase of the black freedom struggle had been the work of relatively small protesting minorities imposing costs on defenders of the status quo until concessions were made, dismantling formal Jim Crow laws and policies at the federal, state, and municipal levels. As the civil rights movement coalition grew, Rustin began insisting that it was necessary to combine its forces with the labor movement more broadly to establish a coalition that could transform America’s political economy. Any socioeconomic transformation and revolution would have to be multiracial, and that multiracial contingent would need to constitute a majority; and if it constituted such a majority, the change could be effectuated through the formal electoral process and be implemented by employing governmental offices and agencies.

      This determination shaped how Rustin would position himself vis-à-vis organizers, activists, organizations, and theorists on the American Left. It would leave him somewhat at the margins of the movements and campaigns that he had helped elevate and centralize. Rustin’s many capable biographers helpfully describe this in their wonderful works, and the contours of this aspect of Rustin’s shift are fairly well known. What is not always emphasized enough, and in explicit terms, is how the re-emergence of black nationalism, rhetorics of violence, and riots in the 1960s grounded, informed, and even led to the development of Rustin’s ideas and actions during the same period.

      There are many varieties of black nationalism, and black nationalists have been active in the American context since at least the middle of the nineteenth century, when prominent black Americans such as Martin Delany, Henry Highland Garnet, and Edward Wilmot Blyden advocated for establishing independent black African territories and governments. In the early twentieth century, Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement Association, a black nationalist fraternal organization, attracted support from millions of black Americans, including Louise Helen Little and Earl Little, the parents of Malcolm Little, who would become famous as Malcolm X, the popular Nation of Islam minister and perhaps the most influential black nationalist in American history.

      Malcolm Little began corresponding with the Nation of Islam’s leader, Elijah Muhammad, in 1948, while serving a state prison sentence in Massachusetts. Soon after that, he joined the Nation of Islam and assumed the name Malcolm X. After six years in prison, Malcolm was granted parole in 1952, and a year later he became an assistant minister at Temple Number 1 in Detroit. The following year, Malcolm became lead minister at the Nation of Islam’s prominent Temple Number 7 in Harlem. He attracted national attention in this position, and for the next decade, he successfully recruited black youth and the black working class with fiery and provocative speeches berating the black middle class, the American government, and nonviolent direct action proponents such as Martin Luther King. Also attractive was his celebration of black ingenuity, beauty, and power.

      Amid Malcolm X’s assent, as well as the reinvigoration of direct action protests during the 1960 sit-ins, a group of Howard University students that included Stokely Carmichael and Courtland Cox founded the Nonviolent Action Group (NAG), a student protest organization that, through its affiliation with the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, would eventually have an outsized impact on the black freedom struggle and the American Left. It is hard to imagine NAG and SNCC emerging without Bayard Rustin and Ella Baker, and SNCC’s trajectory cannot be understood without appreciating how its members were impacted by Malcolm X.

      In January 1962, NAG staged a debate between Rustin and Malcolm X on the topic of integration versus separatism. The debate deeply impacted almost everyone involved and signaled and facilitated ideological and political realignments that Americans are in some respects still contending with. As Stokely Carmichael would later recount, the debate “had a profound effect upon the Nonviolent Action Group and consequently SNCC because of the role that NAG played and, of course, consequently the country because of the role that SNCC played in the country.”1

      The exchanges with Malcolm X also had a profound effect on Rustin. There is ultimately no way to understand Rustin’s own posture and moves in the 1960s without grasping just how impacted he was by his engagement with Malcolm X and Malcolm’s youthful devotees.

      From 1954 to 1964, Malcolm X repeatedly emphasized three points that are relevant for our attempt to understand how his philosophy and stature among black youth and the black working class influenced Rustin’s posture and ideas in the 1960s. To begin, Malcolm X insisted not only that white Americans were generally unworthy of black persons’ love, but also that hatred for one’s oppressors was a natural and acceptable response to the social, political, and economic conditions imposed on black persons by white people in America. In addition, Malcolm X consistently maintained that employing violence in one’s self-defense, or to secure liberation or freedom, was not only psychologically healthy and morally justifiable but also psychologically imperative and morally right. Third, especially before breaking with the Nation of Islam, Malcolm X implored black American activists to focus on establishing a separate black sociopolitical order since it would be impossible in practice for black persons to integrate, socially and politically, with white Americans.

      While Malcolm X reiterated these points frequently over the years, he articulated them most clearly in his April 12, 1964, speech at King Solomon Baptist Church in Detroit. The provocatively entitled address, “The Ballot or the Bullet,” teemed with startling lines, hilarious and infuriating in turns, that captivated large numbers of black Americans and proved especially evocative for black youth activists in late 1964 and 1965. One part of the speech in particular caught Rustin’s attention: “You don’t have a revolution in which you love your enemy. And you don’t have a revolution in which you are begging the system of exploitation to integrate you in. Revolutions overturn systems. Revolutions destroy systems.”2

      On the surface there is nothing extraordinary about Malcolm X’s claims in the 1964 speech. Human beings often struggle to treat loved ones with grace, so it should be no marvel when the systematically oppressed harbor disdain for members of the ruling class and fantasize about vengeance and destruction.

      What made Malcolm X and his speech notable for Rustin was his inciting rhetorical style as well as his direct challenge to the legitimacy of the general philosophy and strategy of social change predominant among the organizations and figures operating at the center of the civil rights movement. But Malcolm X’s ideas delegitimized those organizations and the movement without establishing a viable alternative, and Rustin believed that the absence of a workable option threatened to worsen the conditions for impoverished and marginalized black Americans.

      Social movements are impossible without ideological conflicts and principled disagreements, and the civil rights movement had contended with such dynamics from its inception. In the 1950s, after the publicity and successes of the bus boycotts, many organizers and activists argued about the implications of the new constellations of groups, individuals, interests, and ideologies that constituted the civil rights movement coalition. James Farmer, in particular, often spoke about the internal struggles that were increasingly affecting the Congress of Racial Equality’s (CORE) various chapters, and he aptly characterized the situation in a speech at the 1962 CORE convention: “We no longer are a tight fellowship of a few dedicated advocates of a brilliant new notion of social change; we are now a large family spawned by the union of the method-oriented pioneers and the righteously indignant ends-oriented militants. . . . Our problem is the constant internal tension between means and ends.”3

      The distinction between means-oriented idealists and ends-oriented militants would remain prevalent throughout the 1960s, but the tension described by Farmer in 1962 faded for a few seasons. Successes in 1963 and 1964, including the Birmingham campaign, the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, and the Civil Rights Act, temporarily renewed confidence in and commitment to nonviolent direct action and multiracial, constitutional, electoral democracy among the relevant activists. But masses rioting amid civil rights successes changed all of that.

      When people talk about the raging 1960s, they usually have in mind the assassinations and riots from 1963 to 1968. There was Birmingham in 1963; Harlem in 1964; Watts in 1965; Chicago and Cleveland in 1966; and Detroit, Newark, and more than thirty other cities in 1967. The culmination came in 1968, just after King’s assassination, with riots in almost every black urban neighborhood across the country. It is in this context that Rustin began emphasizing with new urgency the importance of devising new frameworks for the needed radical movement.

      Rustin was in Harlem during the 1964 riots and would go on to write essays about his experience there. He subsequently studied and informally consulted with riot participants in several other cities, including Watts in 1965, Chicago in 1966, and Detroit and Newark in 1967. But with Malcolm X, SNCC activists, and black youth in mind, in April 1964, days after Malcolm X’s “The Ballot or the Bullet” speech and mere weeks before the 1964 Harlem riots, Rustin delivered an address entitled “Hot Summer” at the Fellowship of Reconciliation’s national council meeting. The prophetic speech anticipated the coming violence and previewed Rustin’s apparent pivot toward Malcolm X as well as his preliminary evasion of King’s embrace of Christian agape and James Baldwin’s appeal to a humanistic love ethic. These shifts would be reinforced by Rustin’s assessments of rioting during the summers of 1964 and 1965.

      In his speech, Rustin declared, “The move to violence is not a move from one spiritual platform to another. It is the move which always occurs in a situation where the tactics that have been advocated and used are inadequate for dealing with the objective needs [and so far nonviolence has been ineffective at addressing economic needs]. The Negro community is no longer talking about Martin Luther King’s brand of nonviolence.”4

      Rustin alluded to needed adjustments in movement tactics and strategies—that is, means—in consequence of the new or at least newly apparent problems confronting postindustrial America, including the challenge of the riot, which to Rustin was a feature of economic class domination that was being mischaracterized in sentimental and racial terms. And so after assessing nonviolent direct action as an ineffectual method to satisfy material needs in the productive and consumption spheres—the real economy, in his parlance—Rustin called into question love as an appropriate ethic, emotion, or motive in the political domain: “No Negro leader if he wants to be listened to is going to tell any Negroes that they should love white people. . . . They don’t love them, they have no need to love them, no basis on which they can love them.”5

      This assertion regarding the inapplicability of love to the political sphere must have shocked audience members who had worked with Rustin during the 1940s, 1950s, or even in 1963. Many of them held Rustin in high regard because of his conscientious objection to fighting in World War II, an objection he grounded in his commitment to loving even his enemies. Others had supported the March on Washington and been stirred by King’s appeal to love in his “I Have a Dream” speech. Still others had been reading and rereading Baldwin’s The Fire Next Time, reciting verbatim his insistence that black people’s fate depends on black people, their love for and acceptance of white people, and their commitment to redeeming white people and dutifully yet tragically helping “achieve our country.”6

      Rustin’s description of the black community’s attitude about love, coupled with his explicit, concurring claim that love is in fact irrelevant and impossible, alleged a shift among the black American public and marked a decisive, discernible change on Rustin’s part. It was no accident that Rustin discussed love and nonviolence distinctively and yet placed the concepts in juxtaposition. That is because Rustin had begun doubting the promise of Gandhian nonviolence as a mode of social change in the American context at some point in the early 1960s. By 1964 he was frequently arguing against predicating nonviolent direct action on love, since, ultimately, Gandhian nonviolence rested on ideals about love that were no longer tenable on the American Left.7 The conflation between nonviolence and love informed the rejection of nonviolent direct action among many black youth and some experienced activists who were disillusioned about American democracy and hostile to white people as such. This rejection, in turn, created an opening for an increasingly enthusiastic advocacy for political violence.

      Notably, at the time of Rustin’s FOR address in 1964, many activists and commentators were tentatively celebrating the successes of the nonviolent campaigns across America’s southern locales and the pending passage of the Civil Rights Act. But the purported successes, according to Rustin, would not deal with the real needs of most Americans, especially impoverished black Americans. The unqualified celebrations of reforms secured through nonviolent direct action were compounding the problems confronting activists by alienating and agitating large segments of the affected black American population.

      So the movement faced new challenges by 1964. The palpable hostility toward white people among certain black citizens and activists during the period, the reasonable reluctance to wholly embrace Gandhian nonviolence, the pervasive frustration among black Americans about the slow rate and limited extent of social change, and the temptation to embrace political violence coalesced, raising the stakes for strategists and activists during the middle 1960s. Rustin intervened with critical commentary on the limitations of Gandhian nonviolence in hopes of reorienting the movement and the American Left more generally.

      Even as social and political developments in 1964 exposed and reified many black Americans’ shifting attitudes about white people, capitalism, America, democracy, and Gandhian nonviolent direct action in ways that Malcolm X had predicted, Rustin was careful to emphasize the moral problems with political violence. He also dismissed Malcolm X’s claim that armed violence could be effectively employed by black Americans to secure freedom and justice in the American context.

      After witnessing the 1964 Harlem riot firsthand, for instance, Rustin suggested that the events had confirmed the pacifist assumption that “violence degrades all involved.”8 Three years later, when discussing the 1967 riots in Newark and Detroit, Rustin reiterated doubts regarding the efficacy of political violence and warned, “While I myself do not believe that violence can play a constructive role in solving problems that face Negroes, society keeps providing the ghetto communities with evidence that unless they riot, they will get nothing.”9 Violence, whether riots or guerilla warfare, would fail and result at best in modest reforms and concessions with increased policing and at worst a full-fledged counterrevolution. In the end, Rustin contended that rioting will “almost certainly reap only resistance and repression.”10

      The pervasive rioting in 1964 and 1965 indicated the needed direction, crystalizing for Rustin Malcolm X’s significance while also reinforcing Rustin’s sense of the potentially great ramifications of not responding to the challenge presented by Malcolm X and the riot. The Watts riots in August 1965 were uniquely revelatory for Rustin: “In Watts, I learned what I had been fearing for some time from the response to Malcolm X and to other black nationalist groups. . . . Watts proved to me conclusively that Negroes no longer are going to express frustration in self-aggression; but that they will turn it against the people they feel are responsible for their status.”11

      Rustin especially worried that rioting would become as persistent as ghetto poverty and aggressive policing, dooming black Americans to an increasingly intense and semipermanent cycle of structural violence and poverty. Rustin regarded American ghettos as class phenomena with racial dimensions and a police presence that are bound to involve conflict and resentment. Routine police brutality and periodic rioting would be inevitable features of ghetto life. As Rustin saw things in 1965, “there is not a major city in this country—given the revolutionary mood of the Negro youth and their alienation and their separation from the leadership—which may not have a Watts, unless we are prepared to build a coalition of forces, including labor, religious groups, church groups, and others, that will come forward with a truly revolutionary plan.”12

      The riots across the United States in 1966 and 1967 confirmed Rustin’s intuition and were so destructive and ubiquitous that President Lyndon B. Johnson established the National Advisory Committee on Civil Disorders to explore the causes of “race riots.” Illinois governor Otto Kerner led the investigation, and the Kerner Report was published on March 1, 1968, just about a month before King’s assassination.

      The controversial report identified white racism, black socioeconomic status and living conditions, aggressive policing, and news media biases as the main reasons for the violence. One hardly needed an investigation to reach such conclusions, but many civil rights activists praised the Kerner Commission for its thorough investigation and fair reporting, while conservatives such as Richard Nixon and William F. Buckley, Jr., dismissed it. Kenneth Clark spoke for many in his comments to the Kerner Commission:

      
        I read that report . . . of the 1919 riot in Chicago and it is as if I were reading the report of the investigating committee on the Harlem riot of ’35, the report of the investigating committee on the Harlem riot of ’43, the report of the McCone Commission on the Watts riot. I must again in candor say to you members of this Commission—it is a kind of Alice in Wonderland—with the same moving picture re-shown over and over again, the same analysis, the same recommendations, and the same inaction.

      

      The sense that history is on repeat can have devastating effects on the collective psyche and undermine morale precisely at the point at which creative and courageous collective action is needed. Rustin sensed this as the 1960s unfolded. Ever desperate to keep despair and nihilism at bay, Rustin saw that the challenge was not simply to properly interpret riots and their causes to identify the appropriate methods for eradicating those causes, but also to fashion an articulate interpretation that would resonate with, instruct, and motivate large segments of the population. It sounds simple enough. But racial ideologies, regional differences, interpersonal animosities, miscommunication, organization rivalries, philosophical disagreement, information overload, and resource scarcities make social and cultural criticism fraught enterprises. Rustin proved indefatigable, devoting the entirety of the decade between 1963 and 1973 to trying to mobilize support for a political movement with “a truly revolutionary program” that would lead to changes significant enough to disrupt the cyclical riot phenomenon. Rustin’s famous call for a shift from protest to politics encapsulates this effort and marks the beginning of his role as primarily a critic, rather than a leading organizer, of the black freedom struggle and the civil rights movement.

      Rustin’s “From Protest to Politics” essay is widely read and often cited, but it is instructive to return to it with riots in view to deepen our appreciation for it and better understand the considerations that structured Rustin’s evolving ideas about how to effectively broaden the civil rights movement into a larger social justice movement that could generate and exercise political power. In the famed essay, Rustin argued—contra conventional liberal thinking at the time and exactly right in hindsight—that overturning Jim Crow laws would not result in substantially improved conditions for most black Americans. According to Rustin, the formal Jim Crow legal order was “relatively peripheral both to the American socioeconomic order and to the fundamental conditions of life of the Negro people.”13 Interestingly, for our purposes, Rustin referenced the riots to underscore this point. Resisting the standard racialized interpretations of the 1964 Harlem riots, Rustin insisted that the riots were class phenomena: “Last summer’s riots were not race riots; they were outbursts of class aggression in a society where class and color definitions are converging dangerously.”14

      For several years, Rustin would develop this idea about the riot and class struggle and incorporate it into a relatively consistent theoretical framework for social change. Accordingly, in a short essay about the 1965 Watts riots, Rustin declared, “If Negro rioting is to be avoided in the future, it will be because Negroes are enabled to get out of the vicious cycle of frustration that breeds aggression; because this country proves that it is capable of creating a new economic way of life without unemployment, without slums, without poverty.”15 Rustin revisited the point about class struggle years later, in the 1971 essay “The Blacks and the Unions,” plainly stating that economic class is more important than race: “The prominent racial and ethnic loyalties that divide American society have, together with our democratic creed, obscured a fundamental reality—that we are a class society and . . . engaged in a class struggle.”16 Finally, in “Affirmative Action in an Economy of Scarcity,” Rustin challenged activists who focus on racial discrimination to shift registers: “Everyone knows racial discrimination still exists. . . . [But] as long as inequality is treated as a product of racism [or racial prejudice], instead of economics, it will seriously direct the attention of society from difficult issues which must be tried.”17

      American history is replete with examples of failed attempts to organize working-class and poor Americans across racial lines, and though Rustin understood this as well as anyone, he still insisted that there was no revolutionary path in America that did not include a multiracial coalition organized around the poor and working class. In “The Lessons from the Long Hot Summer,” Rustin explained the situation poignantly:

      
        Only political organization can activate and make [political opinion] effective. The Negroes are the only group in our population that is presently in significant [activist] motion. This poses serious problems because Negroes by themselves do not have sufficient political power to bring about a social revolution. As a minority, they can participate in it as a powerful and stimulating force; or they can provoke a counterrevolution. In either case the decisive factor will be the political direction in which the majority decides to move.18

      

      The riots and rebellions that marked the mid- to late 1960s impressed upon Rustin the importance of deep structural problems that would need attention if American institutions were to be democratic in any meaningful way. Paradoxically, in criticizing nonviolent direct action, Rustin was attempting to undermine the basis for appeals to political violence. In shifting from hearts to economic interests, Rustin was trying to undermine racialized and sentimental accounts of the injustices defining American social and political life. So we might say that in taking on Gandhian nonviolent direct action proponents and guerilla warfare proponents, Rustin was hoping to help establish the conditions for a political movement; in taking on black nationalists and liberals who proffered reductive racialized interpretations of American social conditions, Rustin was trying to create an opening for a revolutionary multiracial coalition.

      Rustin insisted that nonviolent direct action belonged primarily to the repertoire of minority movements and certainly could not be the primary tactic for the black working class in its quest to get free. The rioting in the context of the March on Washington, the Civil Rights Act, and the Voting Rights Act settled the matter: the civil rights movement had achieved all that it could, and it wasn’t enough. As Rustin put it in “From Protest to Politics”: “The future of the Negro struggle depends on whether the contradictions of this society can be resolved by a coalition of progressive forces which becomes the effective political majority in the United States.”19 Again, Rustin argued that America’s black population is routinely the most organized subgroup on the American Left during intense social movement periods and insisted that black activists and public intellectuals bear a crucial burden in consequence of this. Rustin believed that it was (and is) therefore incumbent on such actors to develop frameworks and fashion languages that capture the imaginations of nonblack persons to build a majority coalition that can seize power and transform the American political economy through the levers of a centralized national state and its subsidiary institutions.

      Rustin’s forecast and explicit claim that black people’s fate depended upon their ability to enter relationships of solidarity with white Americans struck many as preposterous as King’s and Baldwin’s imposing on black people an imperative to love white people and Malcolm X’s idea that black people in America might secure a separate political territory. The criticisms revealed that all radical discourse depends on imagination and will likely strike sober observers as absurd, fantastical, or utopian. This also points to how hard it is to avoid irony in the modern and postmodern sociopolitical contexts, since most radicalisms insist on their own realistic qualifications vis-à-vis both rival radicalisms and reactionary conservative ideologies. Indeed, Rustin and Malcolm’s exchanges were on some levels disputes about which of the two was more naïve. Finally, this debate among black radicals exposes that there are neither good options nor certainties for the descendants of enslaved Africans seeking freedom in the American context. This is why radicals are so often regarded as delusional and why despair is always lurking.

      It is hard not to despair in our moment, knowing all that we and others have given, and knowing how much farther we must go to get free. Rustin insisted that we resist despair through action and critical reflection, and part of his legacy is an exemplary life lived in service of others. There is of course a cynical reading of Rustin’s shift in the 1960s that focuses on his increasingly close ties to the Democratic Party establishment. The cynics assert that such affiliations compromised Rustin’s judgment and motives to the point that he had forfeited moral integrity. But we who are concerned about social justice and liberation cannot let cynical readings define Rustin. Our task is to understand the person and the period to determine how we should live to honor the best of our ancestors’ legacies and lives to create a present that promises a more just future. America has had few public intellectuals more impactful and insightful than Bayard Rustin. Whether Rustin’s interpretations and prescriptions were ultimately correct is impossible to say for certain, yet what is incontrovertible is that he took the public intellectual task seriously and asked questions that we would do well to ponder in our own period of riot and social movement. In Rustin, we have a remarkable life of politics and protest that is worth arguing about and celebrating.
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        Rustin and the Tactics of Democratic Socialism

      
      David Stein

      When Bayard Rustin’s friend and mentor A. Philip Randolph passed away in 1979, Rustin memorialized him by remarking on his commitments to humanity, and thus to socialism. “His leadership flowed from the depth of his humanity,” Rustin said. “He embraced democratic socialism, the political philosophy that was the foundation of his strategies and tactics in the trade union and civil rights movement.”1 As Randolph put it in his speech at the March on Washington, “the sanctity of private property takes second place to the sanctity of human personality.”2 Such a framework was not Randolph’s alone but was a longstanding social value within Black freedom movements. The challenge Rustin and others confronted was how to make such a vision politically efficacious.

      For Rustin, these moral values needed to be accomplished with policy. He was a tactical and action-oriented socialist. While theoretical precepts and broader philosophical commitments would shape Rustin’s choices, he was concerned—centrally—with questions of “how.” As he told the historian August Meier in 1974, his preferred movement role was that of a “back-up man,” someone who could focus on “undertak[ing] difficult tasks for others.”3 Throughout his life, he did this alongside those who were often more prominent—Randolph, A. J. Muste, Martin Luther King Jr., and others. Rustin was a consummate doer, obsessed with what tactics and organizations could be developed to achieve both near-term and long-term goals, and how the former could shape the latter. Accordingly, Rustin was constantly in motion, working alongside others, bouncing between organizations and stitching them together. It is this Rustin, the restless movement tactician—one who was unsatisfied with past analyses or accomplishments—who offers the greatest guidance to contemporary socialists today.

      As he consistently updated his analysis, Rustin’s political decisions over his lifetime also sometimes forced him into difficult decisions. For Rustin, there was not always space for theoretical purity in the mess of reality, and even less so when struggling for public policy. Similarly, he rarely made grand pronouncements about what precise form socialist society would take. As a result, we must understand Rustin as a socialist in action, understanding his choices and the constrained circumstances in which he made them. To paraphrase Marx, Rustin made history, but not under the conditions as he might have chosen them.4

      Rustin’s legacy is one of dialectical analysis—assessing and reacting to the ever-changing nature of the world. He consistently evaluated what a given action or protest would likely result in, and then what new set of challenges would emerge. And then, he considered the next round of struggle to proceed, inching forward in a long fight for a more humane and socialist world—one that put people above profits.

      As he innovated new tactics to match the changing world, he also erred at times. By the late 1960s, as Rustin sought to shape economic policy, he fought those to his left almost as much as those to his right, and he could be hostile to new developments in movement organizing. These choices would end up undermining the coalition that he would have needed to achieve his policy goals. While Rustin leaves a complicated political legacy, his dialectical and action-oriented praxis—even when it led him astray—is something contemporary socialists can strive to emulate.

      
        Formations in the Left

        Like many activists of his generation, Bayard Rustin was drawn to anticapitalist politics during the Great Depression of the 1930s. While living in Harlem and studying at City College, Rustin joined the Young Communist League (YCL). He selected the YCL because of the left-wing groups of the era, the Communist Party (CP) was the most committed to antiracism.5 “I was reading Marx and Bakunin, Lenin, and memorizing the Communist Manifesto and reading [John] Strachey, the British Socialist,” he later reminisced. “I had pretty much come to feel that if blacks were going to get anywhere then they had to associate themselves with something more radical than the Democratic Party.”6 Although Rustin was inspired by several formations and ideologies, the YCL was particularly attractive to him due to its commitment to civil rights.7 The CP had helped shine a spotlight on the plight of the Scottsboro Nine—Black youth who were falsely accused of raping two white women in Scottsboro, Alabama. As part of the CP’s broader defense campaign and critique of the racism of the criminal punishment system, they organized protests and defense committees all over the country, including a twenty-thousand-person protest in New York City within weeks of the Scottsboro Nine’s arrests.8 This was the dynamic organization that inspired Rustin, the one that helped develop his skills as an organizer. “I learned many of the most important things I learned about organization and clearing detail and writing clearly and the like from my experience as a communist,” he later reflected.9

        In contradistinction to the YCL, Rustin—although he would later become associated with the Socialist Party and its leader, Norman Thomas—at the time viewed the Socialist Party as having an inadequate position on civil rights. “The Norman Thomas socialists took the view that while civil rights were important you couldn’t help blacks by concentrating in civil rights. It was their position that only when you changed the economy into a socialist economy would blacks automatically get civil rights,” Rustin said. “Well,” he later reflected, “I was watching what was happening and I didn’t want to wait. I was impatient.”10 Over the following decades, however, Rustin’s views would come into closer alignment with Thomas and the Socialist Party, as both moved toward each other.

        Such a modification began in 1941, amid the changing circumstances of global politics. This political transformation reflected Rustin’s dialectical reasoning, evaluating the changing contours of the world to shape his politics. A pacifist since 1936, Rustin bristled at the shifting CP directives following the Nazi invasion of the Soviet Union. Prior to the invasion, Rustin had also been working with the Committee against Discrimination in the Armed Forces. But the CP was now supporting the war and asked its members to halt their antiracist activism. Rather than adhere to the new stance of the CP, Rustin continued to contest racism in the military.11

        Rustin soon reconnected with Randolph, the leading Black socialist activist of the period. Randolph would become one of Rustin’s closest associates and comrades. Their relationship helped further prod Rustin away from CP-aligned leftists and placed Rustin instead in the anti-Stalinist left.12 At that point in June 1941, they had only met a handful of times, often with Randolph lending books to Rustin to consider.13 Rustin was at Randolph’s office to inquire about how he could assist in the March on Washington Movement—a planned mass march to the capitol to protest discrimination in the defense industries and the military.14 During their first meeting, Randolph had warned Rustin that the CP’s commitment to civil rights was not authentic—counsel that Rustin would later judge to be correct.15 At Randolph’s request, Rustin soon began to organize a youth division for the March on Washington Movement. He traveled throughout the country—taking trains and hitchhiking to meet with local youth who were affiliated with the NAACP, the Urban League, and women’s groups. As he later reflected, “that work was one of the most important things that I ever did because it prepared me for many of the other activities that I was to engage in over the years in connection with both Mr. Randolph, Norman Thomas, Dr. King, and others with whom I worked.”16

        Rustin’s role within a broader socialist milieu would then be further solidified through his growing connection with A. J. Muste and the Fellowship of Reconciliation (FOR). In September 1941, FOR hired Rustin as a youth secretary, and he began traveling the country to meet with local FOR chapters. Rustin moved at a breakneck pace during these years.17 As he wrote to the FOR staff in September 1942, “Since Cincinnati I have traveled in 20 states and covered something over 10,000 miles. I estimate that I have spoken before more than 5000 people.”18

        Rustin also used this opportunity to gain a deeper sense of the mood among Black activists beyond New York. “The Negro is still somewhat open to leadership of any kind which addresses itself to his economic condition. ‘How can I get a decent job?’ is invariably the question,” he wrote. This recognition was crucial. At the time, the unemployment rate was low by any historic standards—3.36 percent.19 But, as Rustin’s observation underscored, a qualitative assessment of the relative health of the labor market was needed. And so was a quantitative understanding of divergences between the general unemployment rate and the rate endured by Black people. These lessons would provide important insights into the racial capitalist ordering of US society and how social movements should respond to it.20 Any clear-eyed assessment of the labor market or broader society could see that racialized and gendered relations pervaded how one experienced economic life. The proletariat was unlikely to unite and fight unless action was taken to overcome or ameliorate such systems of social dominance. Rustin understood this, noting at the time the rise of wildcat, “hate strikes” among white workers opposed to racial integration of factories.21

        This recognition of the unlikelihood of class being the sole causal factor in social organization compelled Black activists committed to economic transformation—whether communists or socialists or something else—to fashion strategies, campaigns, and organizations to respond. Rustin’s assessment of the mood among Black communities also raised tactical questions, ones which would continue to reverberate over the coming decades. “Our responsibility,” he wrote in that September 1942 letter, “is to put the technique of nonviolent direct action into the hands of the black masses.”22 It was out of this political cauldron that Rustin’s political commitments developed and would further find ways to express themselves over the following decades.

      
      
        Realignments

        Rustin would continue sharpening his skills as an organizer—persistently experimenting with a variety of tactics for social change, on the lookout for new opportunities to scale up organizing. From a federal prison in Kentucky where he organized sit-ins; to Montgomery, Alabama, where he advised Martin Luther King during the famed bus boycott; to all over Europe, where he opposed nuclear weapons with the War Resisters League (WRL), Rustin hopped between and linked left movements together. And at the same time, Rustin was keenly aware of questions of scale and power. Writing in the June 1958 issue of Liberation, a magazine he helped found with Muste and backing from the WRL, Rustin offered a somber assessment of the peace movement. “The central problem,” he wrote upon his return from a peace delegation in Europe, “is that of creating a political form through which [the peace movement] can express itself on both domestic and foreign policy.” He warned that such a form would be necessary for these efforts to be politically efficacious. “If no such political form is created, the peace walks and demonstrations will have no practical meaning,” he cautioned.23 During the next decade, a similar framework would structure his political and tactical choices, as he sought to bring greater cohesion across civil rights organizations and win durable victories for civil rights and economic justice.

        In the late 1950s, Rustin was formulating plans to seed new organizations committed to large-scale change and to shift the existent policy paradigm. In his June 1958 report from Europe, he had stressed that “the problem in Europe—as in the United States—is the absence of a vital socialist movement.”24 At the time, Rustin was also closely mentoring two precocious young Jewish socialists with whom he would collaborate for the subsequent decade and beyond: Rachelle Horowitz and Tom Kahn. Horowitz and Kahn were students at Brooklyn College and members of the Young People’s Socialist League. They had been introduced to Rustin by the anti-Stalinist socialists Michael Harrington and Max Shachtman, who had told the two that if they really wanted to learn how to organize, then Rustin was the person to learn from.25

        With Rustin’s tutelage, Horowitz and Kahn learned about the quotidian work needed to build and sustain movements. “Under his direction, we corrected misprinted flyers and stuffed them into thousands of envelopes. Rustin sat with us and helped. He was constantly interrupted by calls from Montgomery, Alabama, and from the young Martin Luther King, Jr. He would give us mini-tutorials on Gandhi.” Rustin was aware that he was teaching about the stamina needed for long-haul organizing. “When the work got dull, he would sing spirituals and freedom songs,” Horowitz recalled. For Horowitz and Kahn, as they sought to push the country toward socialism, they knew that Rustin was their able teacher.26

        These deepening influences between Rustin, Kahn, and Horowitz would not be unidirectional, however. Together, Rustin, Kahn, and Horowitz would shape the strategic orientation of both the socialist movement and the civil rights movement. During this time, like Kahn and Horowitz, many socialists were taking increasing note of the inspiring civil rights victories and their potential to create a new set of alliances and political configurations—what came to be called the realignment strategy.

        The ultimate goal of the realignment strategy was to reconfigure political coalitions in a way that was hospitable to working-class politics and social democratic reforms—something akin to a labor party. Kahn and Horowitz had initially seen the realignment strategy directly leading to a labor party. As Kahn wrote Rustin in 1959 about a project for civil rights protests at the upcoming Democratic and Republican Conventions, “just keep repeating the formula: 1960 ProjectProject → increased tension within Democratic Party → Split Democratic Party → formation of Labor Party → Labor Party, under influence of mass socialist left.”27 But Kahn and Horowitz began to reconsider this precise strategy as they deepened their involvement in the civil rights movement. “[We] got hit in the head with . . . two realities . . . that, one, the labor movement was not about to split to form a labor party,” Horowitz recalled. And in addition, their further civil rights organizing showed them that most Black people were not willing to abandon the Democrats, Dixiecrats notwithstanding.28

        Kahn explained the ideas shaping the realignment analysis in his 1960 pamphlet Unfinished Revolution, which was dedicated to Rustin and had a foreword from the Socialist Party’s Norman Thomas. Kahn noted that the ideas in the pamphlet should not be simply credited to him. Rather, he wrote, “it represents in essence the congealed thinking of a number of people”—one of whom was Rustin. The broader goal of the realignment thesis was to force the Southern Democrats out of the party and create a de facto labor party—if not in name, then in substance.

        And this perspective not only framed Kahn and Horowitz’s work within the civil rights movement, but also was important to the socialist movement. In Rustin’s estimation, such activity would break the Socialist Party of the failed view that had prevented him from joining it in the 1930s—that, in Rustin’s words, “racism could not be attacked until socialism had been achieved.” Rather, as Rustin argued, “This idea plagued the Socialist Party until the generation of [Young People’s Socialist League] people like Tom Kahn, Rachelle Horowitz, and so on, came along, when [I] got them deeply involved in the civil rights movement.”29 Part of the point of Unfinished Revolution was to make the case—especially to white socialists—that the civil rights struggle could crack open the entire US political and economic structure. “The civil rights movement remains the great catalytic agent in the process of political realignment,” Kahn insisted.30

        Kahn and Rustin wanted to force a choice within the Democratic Party. “We must pay great attention to the tensions that exist between the liberal-labor wing and the reactionary elements in the Democratic Party,” Kahn counseled. “These tensions are the dynamic potential for political realignment in America.” The point was to effect a qualitative shift of the policy priorities of the broader Democratic Party. “This new party may still have the name Democratic Party” he wrote, “but it will be recognizable by its real commitment to the progressive forces in the United States.”31 The key would be to increasingly mobilize for civil rights and voting rights as part of a broader struggle to wrest political and economic power away from the Dixiecrats. Within a few years of writing this, Rustin and Kahn would continue on this path, first by bringing together the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, and then by further crafting plans for economic justice.

      
      
        The March on Washington and a Deeper Level of Struggle

        In January 1963, Rustin, Kahn, and Norman Hill began working on a plan for a mass march on Washington for economic rights. Hill was another of their comrades from the socialist and civil rights milieu, who had begun working with Rustin in the late 1950s. Together, they were fulfilling a request from Randolph to draft a plan to ameliorate the growing unemployment crisis.

        Following Randolph’s directive, they pointed to the one-hundred-year anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation to call for the actualization of both political and economic rights. “The one hundred years since the signing of the Emancipation Proclamation have witnessed no fundamental government action to terminate the economic subordination of the Negro,” Rustin, Kahn, and Hill wrote in the proposal. For years, Randolph had been giving speeches where he drew on W. E. B. Du Bois’s Black Reconstruction to argue that the revolution effected by the Civil War and Reconstruction was not comprehensive enough. As he explained in 1960, “The Civil Rights Revolution is the inevitable consequence of the fact that the Civil War Revolution was never fully completed.”32 It was now necessary to complete that revolution and supplement it with economic rights. While Randolph, following Du Bois, had emphasized the failure to provide land for formerly enslaved people, for the 1960s economic structure, the struggle for material subsistence would look different. Ever the dialectical thinkers, it was here that Randolph and Rustin put unemployment at the center. “The first and major problem of Negro workers is unemployment,” Randolph told an audience in 1962. It was a line that could have been pulled from most of his speeches since the 1957–58 recession.33 And Randolph tasked Rustin with innovating a plan to rectify this.

        For Randolph, Rustin, and their milieu, they understood the need to go beyond a paradigm of legal integration. “Integration in the fields of education, housing, transportation and public accommodations will be of limited extent and duration so long as the fundamental economic inequality along racial lines persists,” Rustin, Kahn, and Hill wrote in the proposal for the march. Although they left the precise demands as yet to be determined, they emphasized that tackling unemployment was central. “Negroes seek,” they wrote, “as an integral part of their own struggle as a people, the creation of more jobs for all Americans.” Here, again, Rustin displayed his appreciation of racial capitalist inequities—how the specific social and economic circumstances of Black workers could provide insights into the general economic problems and how they could be rectified.

        Over the following months, Randolph and Rustin brought together the march. First, Randolph gained buy-in from the other major civil rights organizations, and Rustin began working on coordination with assistance from Kahn, Horowitz, Eleanor Holmes Norton, Cleveland Robinson, Joyce Ladner, and many others. Randolph had timed the march for the end of the summer, partly because he hoped it would be something to look forward to, and thus provide a productive outlet for the righteous anger against unemployment that he could feel brewing within Black communities. With prescience, Randolph worried that urban uprisings would be on the horizon if ameliorative economic action were not taken.34

        Accordingly, many of the demands for the march emphasized economic justice for all—and pointed a compass toward socialism. In addition to the civil rights demands, the initial organizing manual for the march put forward the following as its economic agenda:

        
          
            	•A massive Federal Public Works Program to provide jobs for all the unemployed, and Federal legislation to promote an expanding economy.

            	•A Federal Fair Employment Practices Act to bar job discrimination by Federal, State, and Municipal governments, and by private employers, contractors, employment agencies and trade unions.

            	•Broadening the federal Fair Labor Standards Act to include the uncovered areas of employment where Negroes and other minorities work at slave wages; and establishment of a national minimum wage of not less than $2.00 per hour.35

          

        

        Pegged to current inflation, the minimum wage standard would now be more than $19 per hour.36 This itinerary reflected Rustin’s dialectical socialism in action—he was meeting his historic moment with an agenda that pointed just beyond what he thought would be politically possible.

        And in the days and weeks after the March on Washington, Rustin was unsatisfied. While in the contemporary moment, the march is now understood as a transformative moment, which helped achieve the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, Rustin did not know this was coming. Instead, Rustin, as a social movement tactician, took the opportunity to evaluate the changing landscape of social change and contestation.

        The day after the March on Washington, the Socialist Party organized its national conference to develop plans for subsequent action. Featured panelists included Randolph, Hill, Norman Thomas, Eleanor Holmes Norton, and Max Shachtman. Rustin was the main speaker on the topic of “The New Phase: A [Prospectus] for Civil Rights.” He was joined by Bob Moses, a leader of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), as a discussant alongside Kahn.37 “The civil rights movement has now to face the fact that it has to go deeper into the economic and social questions,” Rustin told the audience. “What is required now is an alliance between the trade union movement and the civil rights movement and the unemployed to face this problem of jobs directly,” Rustin emphasized. He highlighted how the next phase of the movement must scale up and extend its economic demands. “We’ve got to come thru with a master plan,” he stressed.38 Journalist I. F. Stone was particularly impressed with the event. “Far superior to anything I heard at the Monument were the discussions I heard the next day at a civil rights conference called by the Socialist Party,” Stone noted. “In that ill-lighted hall, amid the assorted young students and venerables like Norman Thomas, socialism took on a fresh meaning and revived urgency. It was not accidental that so many of those who ran the March turned out to be members or fellow travelers of the Socialist Party.”39 This was the goal Randolph, Rustin, and their colleagues had worked toward—to braid the efforts of the socialist movement and the civil rights movement together.

        A month later, in late September 1963, Rustin gave a similar speech, though with even more solemn implications. It was just days after the Birmingham, Alabama, church bombing, which had killed four young girls. Titled “What Follows the March?,” Rustin’s speech sought to take stock and evaluate the movement. In his prefatory remarks, he asked the audience not to applaud. “I am not interested in it and I don’t want to have that kind of atmosphere for what I have to say,” he said. It was not a time for celebration, but a time for seriousness and strategy. “We cannot now be sloppy in our analysis,” he stressed. He told his audience that “when you touch the problem of the home and the job, the Revolution becomes deeper.” For Rustin, that deeper level was socialism. As he continued, “and that deeper level is a struggle for a new political, social, and economic order in this country.” It was, he explained, “what Norman Thomas [has been saying] for forty years.”40

        But having a philosophical orientation is one thing, and enacting policies to achieve it is another. Rustin was interested in the latter. “I am thoroughly convinced that the next stage must be thoroughly created,” he said in that September speech. Rustin would spell out precisely what that next phase would entail in what would become his most famous article, “From Protest to Politics: The Future of the Civil Rights Movement.”41

      
      
        The Challenge of Political Power

        Rustin’s February 1965 article announced what he saw as the next phase for the movement—its deeper level. On the heels of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, the movement needed to go beyond struggles for integration. “We hit Jim Crow precisely where it was most anachronistic, dispensable, and vulnerable,” he wrote. “What is the value of winning access to public accommodations for those who lack the money to use them?” he asked. It was now time, he reasoned, to target economic institutions and labor markets.42

        The past few months had confirmed Randolph’s fears of an urban uprising resulting from the racial capitalist kindling of unemployment and inadequate housing, as Harlem burst into flames in July. “Last summer’s riots were not race riots; they were outbursts of class aggression in a society where class and color are converging disastrously,” Rustin wrote.43 What Rustin saw as necessary was a “revolution.” For him, that meant “the qualitative transformation of fundamental institutions . . . to the point where the social and economic structure which they comprised can no longer be said to be the same.” What did that look like in real terms? It meant “radical programs for full employment, the abolition of slums, the reconstruction of the educational system, new definitions of work and leisure,” he emphasized. “We are talking about a refashioning of our political economy.”44

        The urgent question, however, was the how. “The answer is simple, deceptively so: through political power,” Rustin stressed. And it was here that Rustin then turned to his vision of scaled-up politics. “We need allies. The future of the Negro struggle depends on whether the contradictions of this society can be resolved by a coalition of progressive forces which becomes the effective political majority in the United States.”45 His solution was coalition politics. As he reasoned in his September 1963 speech, “there comes a time when no minority can move beyond a certain point without a number of allies.”46 From this analytical vantage point, Rustin denounced the sensibility and movements that would come to be identified as “Black Power.”47 In Rustin’s estimation, as he concluded his “Protest to Politics” article, “there is a limit to what Negroes can do alone.”48 To Rustin, what needed to be done was to solidify what he and others described as the “liberal-labor-civil rights coalition,” and win its policy agenda.49

        In the years after the march, Rustin and Randolph began to work out their comprehensive policy agenda—what would become the “Freedom Budget for All Americans.” After seeing many of the economic proposals of the march sidelined, the Freedom Budget was the policy expression of Rustin and Randolph’s reform-minded socialism. With backing from organized labor, throughout 1964, Rustin and Randolph created the A. Philip Randolph Institute (APRI) as the organizational home for their work. “There is an urgent need to develop legislation and economic programs to supplement the Civil Rights Act of 1964,” Rustin noted in the APRI prospectus. He argued that these programs “must be geared to the achievement of full employment for all Americans through accelerated public works, shorter work-weeks, antiregressive taxation, and other policies aimed at the elimination of poverty and the satisfaction of social needs.”50 To develop the Freedom Budget, Rustin and Randolph partnered with Leon Keyserling, a left-Keynesian economist and former head of President Truman’s Council of Economic Advisors. Together, they stitched this policy vision into what they hoped would be model legislation. However, intended as it was to be policy, it necessarily looked slightly different from other documents that circulated among leftist organizations at the time. Not intending to be a comprehensive political statement, the document focused on domestic policy and did not address military spending.

        But such a position would create friction with others on the left and imperil the type of coalitions that Rustin had hoped for. As the Vietnam War accelerated alongside movements in opposition to it, some felt Rustin’s orientation toward domestic economic policy to be insufficiently critical of militarism, an abandonment of his historic pacifism. “The coalition [Rustin] advocates turns out to mean implicit acceptance of Administration foreign policy, to be a coalition with the marines,” the civil rights and antiwar activist Staughton Lynd wrote in Liberation, the magazine Rustin had helped found. As Rustin pursued concrete policy achievements, some like Lynd wondered whether his politics amounted to little more than social democracy in one country—a betrayal of international commitments. “Coalitionism, then, is pro-Americanism,” Lynd argued.51 For Rustin, however, this was simply what it meant to struggle on the terrain of public policy. And yet, by taking such a stance as the war continued, Rustin’s choices inhibited his ability (and desire) to build coalitions with those to his left.52

        But for Rustin and Randolph, their view was anchored in their socialist political tradition. As Horowitz, who worked on the Freedom Budget effort, recalled, “historically, the position [of] Randolph’s, Bayard’s tradition was you don’t give up fighting for what you think is right because there’s a war on.”53 Such positioning on the Vietnam War would eventually lead to a rupture within the Socialist Party, with Rustin and Harrington going in separate directions. The Socialist Party would now be split, with Rustin cochairing the newly formed Social Democrats USA and Harrington reformulating his own organization, which would become the Democratic Socialists of America.54

        Struggling for public policy is a treacherous and daunting wager, entailing compromise and conciliation. Rustin’s evolving political tactics need not have included his hostility to new modes of organizing and alternative frameworks for social change. For contemporary activists searching to understand Rustin’s legacy, perhaps it is best to disentangle the two. Rustin was correct that economic policy was a necessary next step for the movement. His error, however, was believing he could achieve it without building the largest coalition available, one made more difficult due to vituperative debates about the changing global and domestic political strategies. Such is the challenge: that even Rustin’s persistent recognition of the need to innovate new tactics and strategies to match the changing world—his dialectical praxis—fell short at a critical moment.

      
      
        Legacy

        Rustin’s socialist policy vision remains alive, even while the durable victories he pursued remain formidable. “Today, however, a younger generation is building on Randolph and Rustin’s legacy—even if they don’t always know their names,” his comrades in the socialist and civil rights movement, Norman and Velma Hill, recently emphasized: “The Movement for Black Lives, the Fight for $15, and Reverend William J. Barber’s Poor People’s Campaign all have roots that stretch back to these two monumental figures.”55 The road that Rustin shaped is one we are still traveling down. Honoring Rustin’s legacy means learning from his wisdom as well as his errors, constantly updating our tactics and our goals for our moment.

        Rustin recognized the need for persistent innovation—to never rest on past analyses. And he also recognized the need to pass the baton on a long relay race of social movement struggle. As he eulogized Randolph, Rustin told those gathered that the best way to honor his mentor was “by taking care of his unfinished work.”56 He made the same point in his remembrance of Norman Thomas. “We do not yet have free education and free medical care for everybody, full employment, and family allowances,” Rustin said. “The real way to do honor to Norman Thomas is to join the struggle to establish the still unachieved ideas to which he dedicated his life.”57 Rustin would tell us the same. Movements against student debt, for a federal job guarantee, and for Medicare for all continue today. Honoring Rustin’s legacy means continuing these struggles, braiding them together, and achieving them.

      
    
  
    
      
        Part III

        What Rustin Means to Me
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        The Art of the Actual

      
      Rashad Robinson

      There are many parts of Bayard Rustin. Black. Gay. Imaginer. Implementer. Labor activist. Civil rights activist. I love any chance to learn more about him because there are many parts of me that his story, legacy, and brilliance helped bring to life and strengthen.

      There isn’t just one symbol or speech he gave that influenced one thought I have or one thing I do. It’s the whole person that distinguishes him. It’s the way he modeled the ability to play so many roles and hold so many identities. It’s knowing and seeing how integrating all those parts of himself led him to be who he was, achieve what he achieved, and create new possibilities for leadership for someone like me.

      I did not know about him when he was alive, but I now live and work in New York not far from where he lived and worked for many of his final years. A picture of Rustin hangs on the wall behind my desk, which always reminds me of the identities we share and the paths we have walked. It faces everyone I’m talking to—in person or on video—whenever I am at my office. I smile when I see myself in the video screen with him. His image reminds me of all the people who have my back, as well as all the people who know I have theirs.

      That particular image is an inspiration because of how it represents another aspect of Rustin: standing in the place where the March on Washington happened, but not in the center of the moment. To me, it represents his profound understanding of how movements are built. Millions of people act together, and yet some of the most important work of bringing people together takes place alone—outside of the limelight and away from the podium, poring over all the details and putting in place all the pieces that will make a movement leap forward. The fields of protest were not his stage, they were his office.

      Rustin’s job was complex. He understood that there would be no movement if its leaders did not have the benefit of past experiments to build on, or have trusted people in their corner to rely on—for advice, for strategy, for creative solutions for the next move, and for the particular brilliance of knowing how to bring a good idea to life. He knew that his job was to push other leaders on strategy, while also helping to carry the weight of the needs they had and the questions and puzzles they had to figure out when it came to tactics and implementation of that strategy. He was there for all of it. He knew all of it was essential.

      Bayard Rustin’s story affirms for me what I always know but is too easy to forget: being a leader is so much about how much you support other leaders, and how often you see leadership in others. There are always people doing the work of building movements—not just those who came before us, or stand beside us, but also the people out in front of us. He reminds me of the importance of knowing all those angles.

      Of course, the world I get to live in has a lot to do with Rustin, including the choices I have for being my full self at the same time as I strive to be a full leader in the sector of social justice. His presence helped me imagine possibilities for myself inside stories and histories of activism that were yet to be written, to encourage me to be both an author and character in those stories, to understand my ability as an outsider to become an insider.

      But the power he built and used as a leader always reminds me of something more: while representation creates possibilities, only strategic action and savvy can convert those possibilities into actualities. I talk a lot about the difference between presence and power—being able to draw attention to an issue versus the ability to actually win on that issue. Representation is a classic presence-versus-power issue: it is necessary for change, but it does not automatically lead to change.

      Today, there are Black gay men in the US Congress and so many other places that matter—or at least have the potential to matter. There are paths to places I could not have imagined for myself when I was growing up, and Rustin was part of opening up my imagination. And now there are so many who can imagine more paths and pursue them. There are always those people who create space for others. Rustin was a figure of possibility for me, and a reminder of how important it is to make available that wonder for everyone—an ever-growing sense of what’s possible. As he made history, we create space for new futures.

      Rustin also understood power—the limits of the power we have at any given time and the strategy for breaking past those limits. The understanding he held about strategy that I appreciate most was his focus on building infrastructure.

      Infrastructure is what makes increasing power possible. It makes the possible actual. Rustin believed in building organizations as a way of creating infrastructure for building movements. Specifically, he saw organizations as a way of creating vehicles for collective action. And he believed in the need to build new organizations when new types of collective action were necessary to organize and mobilize.

      It is hard to bring people together to do something new, but Rustin made an art out of doing so. He created a playbook that is never far from my fingers.

    
  
    
      
        16

        Sustaining Community Despite Disagreements

      
      Dorian Williams

      My early interest in the study of social movements began in middle school, when I first heard the name “Bayard Rustin.” It was around this time when my scope of civil rights history moved beyond the simple narratives of a whitewashed Dr. King and began to include the nuances of Malcom X and the infiltration of the movement via the FBI’s COINTELPRO. The US civil rights movement is a fascinating (and horrifying) example of how history isn’t neutral but is instead an active construction. In my studies and in my activism, I remain aware of how crucial it is to engage critically with “accepted” narratives in history, politics, etc.

      When I began to research Rustin, I was interested in the significant fact that there was a prominent LGBTQ+ figure who had been excluded from the mainstream narrative of the US civil rights movement. As a queer teenager trying to understand my place in the world, I came to see Rustin as a gateway into further research and interest about the histories of people like us. If someone as crucial to a movement as Rustin, the man who worked by Dr. King as a strategist and student of nonviolence, could be overlooked, what other LGBTQ+ stories weren’t told?

      My continued interest in Rustin as a political and historical figure has since evolved. When I was younger, Rustin was a surface-level fixture of hope: we were both gay, both born in Pennsylvania, both desperate to make an impact on a world we understood to be unjust. Rustin was incredibly important to me as LGBTQ+ representation, showing just how capable our community was at enacting change and participating in large-scale social movements. This aspect of Rustin will always hold weight for me.

      However, when I returned to Rustin again as an undergraduate student, I was compelled by the way in which his very existence seemed to contradict narrative ease. His political views shifted in ways that made him difficult to categorize, arguably contributing to his erasure from history just as much as his sexuality had.

      Researching Rustin for my thesis allowed me to engage with bigger questions about activism and social justice. These questions were posed by Rustin directly (“What is the role of coalitionism in imagining radical futures?”) and inspired by him (“How can conflict and differences of strategy be navigated in leftist spheres?”). The very fact that I can’t answer them speaks to what Rustin’s legacy has taught me above all else: the importance of being able to sit with discomfort, with contradiction, to not discount anyone, to listen with empathy, embrace what I don’t know, and move through the world with curiosity and care.

      At a time in which it often feels that radical politics are becoming uniquely contentious, Rustin reminds me that in-fighting and tension around revolutionary strategies are not new. These are core struggles in our movements and ones that deserve to be faced head-on, lest we pretend they don’t exist and begin to regard our fellow radicals as disposable.

      My thesis on Rustin focused heavily on the through lines of ideological tension within radical social movements. From Rosa Luxembourg’s “Reform or Revolution?” (1900) to Bayard Rustin’s “From Protest to Politics” (1965) and to adrienne maree brown’s “We Will Not Cancel Us: And Other Dreams of Transformative Justice” (2020), there are clear and continued tensions about what strategies will bring us into revolutionary futures. None of this is new, and Rustin, for me, has served as a valuable case study in the importance of continuing to sustain community despite disagreements on strategy. Above all else, we need each other.
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        We Must Work to Bring about a Jubilee

      
      Ariel Gold

      When I think of Bayard Rustin’s incredible legacy, my head swarms with the realities of today: the overturning of Roe v. Wade, rampant voter suppression, the pervasiveness of white supremacy and Christian nationalism, rising attacks on the LGBTQ+ community, and a gun violence epidemic in which Black Americans are ten times more likely to die from gun homicide than their white counterparts.

      To throw one’s hands in the air and give up wouldn’t honor the legacy that Rustin left us. Rustin was raised in the Quaker tradition and committed to pacifism. In 1942, when he was arrested for refusing to move to the back of the bus, he told one of the arresting police officers: “I am fortified by truth, justice, and Christ. There’s no need for me to fear.”1

      Leviticus 25:9–36, from the Torah in Judaism, the Pentateuch in Christianity, and the Tawrat in Islam, offers perhaps the world’s earliest written social justice and welfare document, and the kind of inspiration that would honor Rustin’s legacy. It reads:

      
        . . . on the Day of Atonement, you shall sound the shofar throughout your land. And you shall sanctify the fiftieth year, and proclaim freedom [for slaves] throughout the land for all who live on it. It shall be a Jubilee for you. . . . If your brother becomes destitute and his hand falters beside you, you shall support him [whether] a convert or a resident, so that he can live with you. You shall not take from him interest.

      

      So what might a Jubilee in the tradition of Rustin’s efforts toward liberation look like today?

      
        The Return of Lands

        “You cannot sell the land in perpetuity, for the land belongs to me, and you are strangers and squatters alongside me” (Leviticus 25:23).

        A Jubilee would return lands to their indigenous stewardesses and ensure safe settlement for all refugees and migrants. Through legislation and other means, it would embrace the truth that all people—from transgendered individuals to people with disabilities to the most vulnerable among us—are children of God, deserving of dignity and equal rights.

      
      
        Wealth Redistribution

        During the fiscal year 2021, the US spent $277 billion on its military and allocated only $4.6 billion for mental health programs.

        A Jubilee would enact the “Poor People’s Moral Budget” proposed by the Poor People’s Campaign,2 an updated version of the “Freedom Budget” that the A. Philip Randolph Institute, under Rustin’s leadership, lobbied for in 1966.3 The Poor People’s Moral Budget would abolish poverty and corporate welfare; guarantee full employment, fair wages, housing, healthcare, and food security; prioritize human needs rather than military and policing might; and impose a progressive tax to redistribute wealth and resources in the pursuit of equality and justice.

      
      
        The Freeing of Slaves

        The Emancipation Proclamation was issued in 1863, but white supremacists have continued to advance the legacy of America’s original sin through the US penal system, especially felony laws that disenfranchise about 5.85 million Americans in prisons.

        Restorative justice, reparations, and the reallocation of funds from racist police departments to youth programs and public services that help communities thrive would give us all reason to celebrate.

      
      
        Debt Forgiveness

        In August 2022, President Joe Biden, acknowledging that since 1980 the total cost of colleges has almost tripled, even after accounting for inflation, announced that the federal government would provide up to $20,000 per individual for student debt cancellation. While this is a welcome and long-overdue action, a Jubilee would go much further. It would end predatory lending practices, ensure the right to an education, and cancel the international debts that handcuff nations in the Global South.

      
      
        A Sabbath for the Earth

        The Inflation Reduction Act of August 2022, like student loan forgiveness, is a positive step in the right direction. But it’s insufficient for what is needed, especially to address the disproportionate effects of the climate crisis on the Global South. As UN assistant secretary-general for Africa Martha Ama Akyaa Pobee said, “Our response today does not match the magnitude of the challenge we are facing.”4

        A Jubilee would see the abolishment of the US military, the largest industrial polluter in the world, and support for those who conscientiously object to military conscription, whether through formal, forced enlistment or by the poverty draft.

      
      
        What We Must Do

        The scriptures that inspired Rustin instruct us to “proclaim liberty throughout the land for all its inhabitants.” Perhaps the bravest aspect of Bayard Rustin was that he lived as an openly gay man during a time when his liberty to do so was not respected or protected, even amid his own beloved community of civil rights activists. If we are to continue today the incredible work that Rustin led, we must do so through an intersectional lens. In this current time, especially with anti-LGBTQ+ attacks on the rise, we must work tirelessly for the liberation of all, from transgendered individuals to people with disabilities to the most vulnerable among us. Through our intersectional efforts, we may be able to bring about a Jubilee worthy of Rustin’s legacy.
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        Educated in His Name

      
      Davis Patel

      I graduated from Bayard Rustin High School in West Chester, Pennsylvania. Attending a school named in his honor gave me and my fellow students a local perspective on a national figure. Bayard Rustin lived in West Chester, and attended what would become Henderson High School, one of the other high schools in my school district. He was arrested for protesting segregation at a movie theater that is now the Hotel Warner in West Chester, which I see every time I’m in the borough. His legacy is ubiquitous here.

      Bayard Rustin’s leadership in the movements for civil rights, socialism, pacifism and nonviolence, and gay rights has been an inspiration to me as I have been educated in his name. In my senior year I took a class on Race and Ethnicity in America where we delved into the complex relationship that Rustin had with the Southern Christian Leadership Conference and Dr. King. One of the things that had a tremendous impact on me is the mistreatment of Rustin by the Democratic Party and Dr. King regarding a planned protest at the 1960 Democratic National Convention. Congressman Adam Clayton Powell of Harlem threatened to accuse Dr. King of having an affair with Rustin if they did not cancel the protest. Ultimately the protest went on, but Rustin was forced to resign from the Southern Christian Leadership Conference. The weaponization of Rustin’s sexuality by establishment forces was not surprising, but that Dr. King, a figure synonymous with civil rights, would allow for falsehoods and the vilification of queerness to be used against a friend made me reconsider how I viewed many of the people seen as “good” in our history.

      The legacy of Bayard Rustin was profoundly impactful on students at Rustin High School, particularly queer students and students of color. His openness about his sexuality in the environment of the time is a great inspiration. He reminds me to always stay true to myself and my fight. When interviewed about his sexuality in the 1980s, he said: “It was an absolute necessity for me to declare homosexuality, because if I didn’t I was a part of the prejudice. I was aiding and abetting the prejudice that was a part of the effort to destroy me.”1 For him, being true to himself was more important than the notoriety that he well earned for his work on civil rights. For me and for other Rustin students, fighting back against his erasure from history keeps us connected to him and his mission. Standing up for justice, speaking out against inequities, and staying true to ourselves even if it makes life difficult also help advance his legacy.

      As an Indian American, I have always been inspired by the connection between the American civil rights movement and Mahatma Gandhi’s movement for Indian independence. Gandhi’s teachings about pacifism were brought to the American civil rights movement by Rustin. He traveled to India to learn about nonviolent resistance from leaders of Gandhi’s movement shortly after Gandhi’s assassination. Rustin brought those lessons back to the United States and spread them among activist circles as he organized protests, marches, and sit-ins.

      Rustin also taught nonviolence to Dr. King, and this ultimately would shape the entire civil rights movement. Rustin said, “The only weapon we have is our bodies, and we need to tuck them in places so wheels don’t turn.”2 Without Rustin, the civil rights movement might have become violent. But there is no sure way of knowing what the consequences would have been.

      Most progressive organizations today also incorporate Rustin’s nonviolent principles into their activism. Organizations I have worked with like the Sunrise Movement and March for Our Lives take great measures to ensure nonviolence in their work. We continue to see bodies tucked to keep the wheels from turning whenever Americans are forced to take to the streets.

      After the Minneapolis Police Department’s murder of George Floyd, I joined hundreds of others in the streets of West Chester, shutting down the highly trafficked Gay Street. The protest elicited a response from Mayor Dianne Herrin, who spoke and joined our protest, and the West Chester Police Department, who committed to increasing their own standards and training. Bayard Rustin wasn’t on my mind then, but looking back I can say that his impact on our protest is obvious. Using principles of mass nonviolent resistance, using bodies to provoke action, we got the attention of the local government in Rustin’s hometown.
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        Bayard Sang the Body Eclectic

      
      Robt Martin Seda-Schreiber

      Walt Whitman would be proud.

      Bayard Rustin was large.

      Bayard Rustin contained multitudes.

      He saw the future & knew how to get us all there with the perfect distillation of organization, imagination & inspiration.

      One of the first to see the beautiful tapestry of how we are all interwoven as one great humanity, Bayard was the Godfather of Intersectionality decades before Dr. Kimberlé Crenshaw coined the term.

      

      The Gospel According to Bayard.

      His soul spoke through him to all of us of love, his mind calculating how we bring others to the realization that we are all one & his very body a bridge, the only weapon he would ever use in the beautiful struggle, suffering the metaphorical slings & arrows of hateful intolerance & the actual fists & batons of his enemies across America & around the world.

      The man didn’t only speak truth to power but brought the oft-used phrase into our very vernacular!

      My name is Robt Martin Seda-Schreiber & I am proud to honor Bayard by serving as the Chief Activist of the Bayard Rustin Center for Social Justice, a community activist center & safe space for our LGBTQIA kids, our intersectional families & all our beautifully diverse folks, connecting our disparate communities, both locally & nationally, along with our Board Member Emeritus & Bayard’s partner, Walter Naegle.

      The stories of his deeds may seem apocryphal & the tales of his actions may seem hyperbolic, but they are all absolute truth.

      From helping to save the lives of the Scottsboro Boys in the 1930s to finally being posthumously recognized in 2013, with President Barack Obama awarding Bayard the Presidential Medal of Freedom & espousing him as “an unyielding activist for civil rights, dignity and equality for all” who “fought tirelessly for marginalized communities at home and abroad.”1

      From inspiring the very first Freedom Riders to both sit down & stand up for their rights & the freedom of so many others to visiting Japanese internment camps & campaigning against the injustice of imprisoning 120,000 people, taking away land, rights & separating families.

      From being jailed for protesting the draft (& subsequently being punished for protesting the inhumane treatment of prisoners in federal prisons) to his friendship with Thurgood Marshall, which directly influenced the Supreme Court Justice’s dissent on a decision in which the Court upheld Georgia’s sodomy laws.

      From directly studying with leaders of Gandhi’s movement in India to learn nonviolent practices in organizing to convincing Dr. King to adopt & apply those important & impactful principles to the civil rights movement.

      From bringing the buses, sandwiches & porta-potties to the March on Washington for Jobs & Freedom so the speeches could be heard to founding the A. Philip Randolph Institute so the March’s ideals could be put into direct action, allowing all to benefit in their workplaces & in the greater community.

      From adopting his partner Walter, brilliant in its concept & inspirational in its execution, allowing countless others to gain rights otherwise unavailable, but heartbreaking in its origin of why it needed to be done in the first place, to his advocacy for the Gay Bill of Rights, stating that social change must be made with the most vulnerable groups in mind.

      But make no mistake—Bayard was more than an icon, he was a joyful & passionate man who laughed, who cried, who loved, who collected walking sticks gifted to him by individuals, organizations & even countries he helped, tokens of gratitude again becoming symbols aiding him each & every day in his ever-present journey forward to ensure that we all could vote fairly, speak openly, love freely.

      Now we continue to put forth his beliefs, his ideals & his philosophies, both in direct action & in the way we recognize & respect all our beautifully diverse communities across the spectrum, both as individual members of our chosen family & as a collective in which we work to empower & enlighten each other.

      We honor Bayard Rustin’s life, carry forth his legacy & celebrate his love for all people through our mission, dedicated to the advancement of gender, identity, feminist, queer, electoral, environmental, birth & all racial & social justice issues by organizing rallies, gatherings & happenings, both of-the-moment in response to current events & in dedicated planned programming either at our Princeton, New Jersey headquarters & nationally through partner centers across the country.

      We are the Bayard Rustin Center for Social Justice!

      Join us as angelic troublemakers!

    
  
    
      
        Afterword

      
      Jared Loggins

      The legacy of Bayard Rustin is enjoying a deserved revival. Unfortunately, though, some of the new attention has come in the form of advocacy narratives that highlight one part of his life at the expense of others. That’s unfair not only to Rustin but also to those of us who want to take his legacy seriously.

      As this book has shown, Rustin was a complicated figure. Just as we can think of him as embedded in a “problem space” of conflict over how to fight against the immiseration of Black life, we can also see that fracture and conflict were embroidered in his own ideas. The sooner we acknowledge Rustin’s complexity, the more instructive his legacy will become for us.

      The reasons to cite and celebrate Rustin are many. He was utterly audacious in a time when being gay or socialist was far from fashionable, and he changed history by urging King to lean deeper into the politics and practice of nonviolence.

      He organized one of the truly democratic revolutions this country has ever known, and three years after the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, he and A. Philip Randolph devised an ambitious plan to end poverty in the United States.

      Rustin’s accomplishments are even more striking because they were peppered with efforts to destroy him. Contributors to this book have detailed such efforts by FBI director J. Edgar Hoover, US representative Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., and US senator Strom Thurmond.

      But if we are to take Rustin seriously, we will also remember him for less celebratory reasons—for instance, his dramatic turn in 1965 against mass political action in favor of electoral politics as the next phase in the long struggle for freedom. Having led one of the most successful mass demonstrations in US history, Rustin went too far in the opposite direction by hedging his bets on the idea that the Democratic Party would welcome Black people and advance civil rights with all deliberate speed. The “protest to politics” strategy earned Rustin the label “traitor” from younger activists who saw the Democratic Party as weak, slow, and too reformist.

      Consider, too, that by the mid-1980s, Rustin came to believe, problematically, that because civil rights laws protected Black people, the gay liberation movement was the next phase in the struggle for human dignity. The impulse was right—queer life should be protected under law—but Rustin failed to appreciate the intersecting and compounding forces of race, class, and sexuality that made Black queer lives especially vulnerable. At the height of the AIDS crisis in the 1980s, after all, Black men faced death, disappearance, vulnerability, and lack of care at levels far exceeding other demographic groups.

      To his credit, Rustin led the push to get the NAACP to dedicate time and resources to the crisis. Still, in separating Black and gay liberation, Rustin betrayed the emerging wisdom in Black feminist organizing spaces: that oppressions were not conditions to be ranked in order of importance but rather problems to be addressed in the ways they intersected with and compounded one another.

      Acknowledging Rustin as a complicated figure who deserves criticism will no doubt cause anxiety among those who believe in the “great man” theories of history. But we should reject the notion that civil rights leaders like Rustin are gods with exceptional wisdom and unattainable greatness. Rustin’s legacy matters for our lives exactly because he was far from the gods.

      Why should we, today, draw on Rustin? One reason is that his life helps us understand that Black political and social life is marked by complexity and conflict—differing perceptions of historical experience, different class positions, and different relationships to Black identity and culture. If we understand this, we can begin to appreciate complexity and conflict as vital to the arguments that we need to sustain and advance our collective life.

      Rustin’s conflictual legacy is vital in a moment where fracture is seen as a vice or barrier to democratic life. Reading the histories of Rustin, I am most often struck by the space of deliberation that encircled him as he moved and shifted from one view to the next. The challenge posed by Rustin’s life is to take political commitments not as given but as contested. This requires, as Rustin’s life bears witness to, being alert to difference as a fact of life and community.

      Turning to Rustin today can also instruct us about juggling the personal and the political. As I study Rustin, I can’t help but wonder if his struggle to find the right language about the relationship between Black and gay liberation was about finding his own footing on the shifting terrain underneath him. The challenge to be alert to multiple vulnerabilities, while also keeping track of one’s personal location in social movements, is not just an artifact of an earlier time. For evidence of this challenge’s relevance, look at today’s vibrant movements for racial and queer liberation.

      Rustin often appears in the contemporary imagination oddly diminished by the outsized attention given to his status as an openly gay man in the civil rights movement. This betrays the necessary, albeit messier, work of using his complicated legacy to strive for an intersectional politics in our own time.

      “The only way I could be a free whole person was to face the shit,” Rustin said in a 1986 interview.1 Rustin was wrestling with how to narrate his life in a way that did not “aid and abet” all the prejudices and systems that were trying to destroy him. That task is routinely subject to failure, conflict, and dissolution. Yet we try and try again.
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