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  FOREWORD


  Twenty years after publication, Time on Two Crosses remains the keystone for understanding the evolution of Bayard Rustin’s thinking and activism. Starting with his early, faith-based writings rooted in the Quaker principles of equality and nonviolence, Rustin guides the reader through his early activism, demonstrating the idea that values necessitate action. Whether that action was an individual conscience “speaking truth to power,”1 as in the “Letter to the Draft Board” (1943), or in a group endeavor such as the 1947 Journey of Reconciliation recounted in “We Challenged Jim Crow” (1947), the purpose was to enlighten people about the existence of injustice and, hopefully, rally their support for a cause. The intention was always to force a reckoning that would end in reconciliation and community building, albeit not without personal sacrifice and suffering.


  As his experiments with nonviolent direct action developed, Rustin became one of the most important figures advocating democratic social change in the twentieth century. A rare combination of strategist and activist, his abilities took him from being the organizer of small, localized demonstrations to becoming the go-to person who orchestrated the most important rallies and protests of the African American struggle for civil rights and equality. Recognizing the potential for a mass movement in the early days of the Montgomery Bus Boycott, he gave Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. his first national platform at the 1957 Prayer Pilgrimage for Freedom. Six years later Rustin’s crowning achievement, the 1963 March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, assembled the audience for Dr. King’s most famous address. These peaceful protests brought to light the inequities of life for our citizens of color, and propelled the passage of the 1963 Civil Rights Act and the 1965 Voting Rights Act.


  As a youngster whose religious background led me to seek out writings on peace and nonviolence, I first encountered Bayard’s name because of his activism in the civil rights and anti-war movements. His clarity of thought, his integrity, and his courage set him apart, in my mind, from other leaders who, perhaps, had to temper their ideas to please a constituency. Bayard was always a singular individual with an independent mind. When we met in 1977, we began a decade-long love affair based on shared values, ideas, and a deep appreciation for beauty, seasoned with a sense of humor not always visible in Bayard’s public persona. Our time together had a profound impact on my life.


  The lessons herein go beyond the struggle of one group. The principles and ideas outlined by Rustin, in essays, letters, and interviews helped to inspire movements for social change that took hold following the peak of the movement for African American civil rights. They continue to do so today.


  


  


  1 In a letter to the New York Monthly Meeting dated August 15, 1942, Rustin used the phrase “speak the truth to power.” It was later abbreviated to “Speak Truth to Power,” the title of an important analysis of the power struggle between the US and the Soviet Union, published by the American Friends Service Committee in 1955.


  INTRODUCTION


  BAYARD RUSTIN IS REMEMBERED as a consummate civil rights strategist and humanitarian whose staunch advocacy of nonviolent resistance shaped the course of social protest from the 1960s through the close of the twentieth century—and even up to protest movements of today. First as political adviser to Martin Luther King, Jr., in the 1950s and later as organizer of the 1963 March on Washington, Rustin defined the black protest agenda to an extent that few activists had done before him—or would do even after his death in 1987. It was Rustin who helped introduce nonviolent direct action to the civil rights movement, and if he was remembered for nothing more than this, his reputation would be enshrined in African American history. But he was also well-placed among the power brokers of organized labor and the Democratic Party, to say nothing of world leaders like Kwame Nkrumah, Lyndon Johnson, and Golda Meir. Few African Americans engaged in as broad a protest agenda as did Rustin; fewer still enjoyed his breadth of influence in virtually every political sector of American life.


  Nevertheless, Rustin remained an outsider in black civil rights circles for much of his life. He was openly gay—and that he was black in addition created a seemingly unprecedented conundrum for African American leaders, who weighed the worth of his tactical expertise and political sophistication against his “deviant” sexual identity. Sometimes his expertise and sophistication won out. At other times, the perceived political cost of his homosexuality outweighed his value to the movement. In these instances, he was dismissed, asked to resign from service, or denied a platform to voice his concerns. Up until quite recently, before the first Rustin biographies appeared in the 1990s, civil rights historians dealt with him—when they have chosen to include him at all—as a “sideline activist” whose principal purpose was to support King and the movement. Perhaps no other figure contributed so much to the civil rights movement yet has been so heavily penalized by it.


  Rustin’s own point of view in his writings is often outward looking, as if to deflect attention from himself as a man. Given that he came of age under Jim Crow laws and spent much of his life working on behalf of religious-based social protest groups, his reticence around disclosing his true personal feelings, or “coming out,” is understandable. Time on Two Crosses serves the doubly vital function not only of restoring Rustin’s voice to the historical record, but also of refocusing attention on the man himself.


  Time on Two Crosses is the first comprehensive collection of Bayard Rustin’s writings ever published, comprising forty-eight essays, speeches, and interviews, many of which were never widely available. From the birth of nonviolent direct action to the rise of Black Power, Rustin’s writings function as a road map for the meandering course of black protest movements over the past century.


  It is impossible to understand the man—his ideological commitments, his political activism, his institutional affiliations—without considering his “time on two crosses”: that is, how his race and sexuality shaped his political life, nurtured and sustained his indomitable spirit, and helped him to conceive of civil rights as a struggle for “the human family.” As he reminds us, “[O]ne has to fight for justice for all. If I do not fight bigotry wherever it is, bigotry is thereby strengthened. And to the degree that it is strengthened, it will thereby have the power to turn on me.”1


  Bayard Rustin was born in West Chester, Pennsylvania, in March 1912. His mother, Florence Rustin, was sixteen years old and unmarried at the time of his birth. His father, Archie Hopkins, broke off relations with Florence during her pregnancy, never to see his son. Abandoned and unprepared to care for her child, Florence turned to her parents, Julia and Janifer Rustin. The Rustins were a politically progressive, middle-class couple active in the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church. Although they were already the parents of eight children, they chose to adopt the infant, naming him Bayard Taylor Rustin. As one of Bayard’s sisters recalled, “At first my mother said, ‘Oh, I’m just going to let Florence raise that baby by herself.’ But one day when she looked down at him in his crib, he smiled up sweetly at her. She decided then and there that Florence could not be a suitable parent, that she would take the baby and raise him properly.”2 To spare him embarrassment, the Rustins concealed from Bayard until adolescence the truth that they were not his parents but in fact his grandparents.


  Julia Rustin’s activism profoundly shaped Bayard’s early thinking. She was a barrier-breaker. Julia served as a charter member of the newly formed National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in 1910, organized a racially integrated garden club, and founded a community center for blacks, who were barred from the West Chester YMCA. When African American luminaries such as W. E. B. Du Bois, James Weldon Johnson, and Mary McLeod Bethune arrived in town to find no guesthouses available to blacks, Julia opened her home to them. Bayard grew up in the presence of these pioneering figures and their stories of lynchings and other acts of racial brutality, though he had no direct childhood experience of the Ku Klux Klan.


  It was Julia’s Quaker teachings above any other influence that determined her son’s notions of nonviolent social protest. As Bayard put it, “My activism did not spring from being black. Rather, it is rooted fundamentally in my Quaker upbringing and the values instilled in me by [my] grandparents…. It is very likely that I would have been involved [in civil rights agitation] had I been a white person.”3 The Quakers, or Society of Friends, taught the concept of a human family within which everyone is equal, contrary to the politics of Jim Crow, which were predicated upon a belief in black inferiority and inhumanity. It was the contradiction between Quaker beliefs and Jim Crow politics that got Rustin involved in the struggle for racial equality. More importantly, his grandmother impressed upon him that it was his social responsibility to combat racial subordination nonviolently.


  West Chester, though racially segregated, offered blacks relative serenity. The Rustins lived on the outskirts of a white neighborhood, and many of young Bayard’s playmates were white. Although Bayard attended an integrated high school, where he received encouragement from black and white teachers alike, it was clear to him that after high school his opportunities in West Chester would be limited.


  In 1932, Rustin left home to attend Wilberforce University, a historically black college in Ohio. There, he earned distinction as first tenor and principal soloist in the Wilberforce Quartet, a musical troupe that performed Negro spirituals. Through the Quartet Rustin became a talented public spokesperson. “[W]hile explaining and describing the songs…I developed a considerable aplomb, a great sense of how to present myself as a speaker. The Wilberforce Quartet gave me status and greater self-assurance.”4


  Yet Rustin left Wilberforce University after only two years—according to him, because he lost his scholarship for refusing to join the ROTC. However, a former classmate offered a very different explanation: that Bayard left Wilberforce because he had fallen in love with the son of the college president.


  Rustin became aware of his homosexuality at age fourteen. During an overnight visit to see his mother in 1926, he was forced by the tight living quarters to share a bed with a man who was staying in the same house. They had sex together that night, marking the first of many gay sexual encounters that Rustin would experience throughout his lifetime. Shortly after the incident, he reportedly discussed the matter openly with his grandmother. “[I] never said, ‘You know, I’m gay.’ I told her I enjoyed being with guys when I joined the parties for dating. And she said, ‘Is that what you really enjoy?’ I said, ‘Yes, I think I do.’ Her reply was, ‘Then I suppose that’s what you need to do.’” While Rustin did not interpret his grandmother’s response as “encouragement,” he did perceive it to be an acceptance of the fact that he was not heterosexual. Thus, he “never felt it necessary to do a great deal of pretending. And I never had feelings of guilt.”5


  Yet he appears to have felt at least some degree of self-doubt, according to an activist colleague, who recounts a conversation in which Rustin described how his sudden sexual awareness drove him toward high school athletics in a desperate attempt to affirm his masculinity. His self-doubt certainly did not suppress his same-sex desire. Beginning at Wilberforce and continuing at Cheney State Teacher’s College, Rustin developed strong attractions for other men. He had sexual relationships with a number of men, particularly at Cheney State. When administrators at that school learned of his sexual orientation and activities, they demanded that he “get the hell out.”6


  And he did, moving to New York in 1937, ostensibly to enroll at City College of New York (CCNY). Instead, Rustin plunged into his exciting new surroundings: New York City and, more particularly, Harlem. Very quickly, he became a part of the city’s cultural life. He sang backup for folk singer Josh White, and performed in John Henry, the stage musical starring Paul Robeson. Aside from providing Rustin with a source of income, the music scene opened access to Harlem’s gay circles. The twenty-five-year-old visited gay musicians, including choir master Hall Johnson, for seemingly professional purposes. But the professional sometimes developed into the personal, because Harlem’s black gay cultural elites “could tell what my sexual orientation was, for gay people have a certain telegraph system among themselves.”7


  Like many black gays, Rustin became adept at navigating the social mores of the African American elite, wherein lesbians and gay men were accepted so long as they did not undermine black respectability by flaunting their sexuality. Rustin was determined to be a “New Negro,” taking his cues from none other than Alain Locke, the black gay Howard University professor and arbiter of the Harlem Renaissance. “[I] got to know Locke very well. He was gay and he held open house for the literati and for younger writers like Langston Hughes and Richard Wright. I suspect that he was more a model for me than anyone else. He never felt it necessary to discuss his gayness…the most people could say about… [Locke] was that they suspected him of being gay.”8 From Rustin’s perspective, Locke was a universalist, a person whose sexual identity defined neither who he was nor whom he associated with. Rustin aspired to manage both his race and his sexual orientation in a similar way.


  If gay Harlem (and gay New York) provided Rustin a strategy for navigating race and sexuality, the Communist Party provided him an ideology to realize his commitment to the human family—or so he thought. He joined the Young Communist League (YCL) in 1938, while he was still a student at CCNY. Unlike most liberal proponents of racial equality, the Communists backed up their words with actions. Their unflagging support of the “Scottsboro Boys,” nine African American youths sentenced to death on allegations of rape charges in 1936, was unsurpassed among the white radical left—and even among black establishment civil rights groups. The NAACP had been slow to mobilize around the Scottsboro case, because they feared their image would be tarnished and they would lose white patronage. The politics of the Communist Party, Rustin felt, were not chilled by concerns of racial respectability.


  Also drawing him to Communism was the party’s peace platform against U.S. intervention in World War II. As a young pacifist, Rustin identified strongly with this antiwar position, and his work as Coordinator of the Committee Against Discrimination in the Armed Forces of the YCL converged with broader efforts on the part of black civil rights leaders to integrate the military. The black press had reported countless stories of racial discrimination in the armed forces and raised the question whether segregation was undermining the effectiveness of the U.S. military. However, unlike members of the Communist Party, many in the black civil rights establishment determined to support the war, engaging in the so-called “Double V Campaign”: victory against fascism and Nazism abroad and against Jim Crow politics at home.


  Hitler’s invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941 reversed the Communist Party’s pacifist position. The party did not join the Double V Campaign, but simply insisted that its cadre come to the Soviet Union’s defense. This meant “closing ranks”—that is, subordinating concerns about civil rights for the greater good of the nation (not America, but the Soviet Union), which also meant terminating the Committee Against Discrimination. When party officials instructed Rustin to do so, he resigned in protest. “The communists’ primary concern was not with the black masses but with the global objectives of the Soviet Union,” he said.9


  A few months earlier, Rustin had refused to acknowledge this very argument when it was pointed out to him by A. Philip Randolph, the revered African American labor leader who, in 1925, created the most powerful African American labor union, the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters. During the spring of 1941, Rustin had walked into the Brotherhood’s offices looking for work, but was turned away. “I am sorry to know that you are associated with the Communists,” Randolph told him. “I think you’ll find that they are not really interested in civil rights.”10 Rustin was not convinced.


  After Rustin’s break with the Communist Party in June 1941, Randolph asked him to join the planning committee for the March on Washington of Negro Americans. Rustin accepted the invitation. He knew that, in addition to being a committed antiracist, Randolph was deeply concerned with economic equality—and he was a man of action. Randolph had specific plans and timelines. This was all very appealing to Rustin, whose Quaker upbringing suggested to him the importance of acting on one’s beliefs. What he could not have known, of course, is that his work with Randolph would help to chart a political course that would change the terms upon which the struggle for black civil rights would be fought for years to come.


  Almost two decades before the historically decisive 1963 March on Washington, Randolph conceived of a protest march to coerce President Franklin D. Roosevelt to desegregate the armed forces and to promulgate antidiscrimination laws so that blacks could benefit from the thriving defense industry. “Negro America must bring its power and pressure to bear upon the agencies and representatives of the Federal Government to exact their rights in National Defense employment and the armed forces of the United States,” Randolph argued. “…One thing is certain and that is if Negroes are going to get anything out of this national defense…WE MUST FIGHT FOR IT AND FIGHT FOR IT WITH OUR GLOVES OFF.”11 Randolph warned that, if Roosevelt was unresponsive, more than 10,000 African Americans would arrive in the capital on July 4. Fearing pandemonium, government officials pleaded with Randolph to call off the event, but to no avail. Unless the President complied with African American demands, Randolph reiterated, the march would go forward.


  With less than a week remaining, Roosevelt relented and issued Executive Order 8802, which outlawed employment discrimination based on “race, creed, color or national origin” in defense plants, and established the Fair Employment Practices Committee to enforce the new order. The President’s mandate, however, avoided any mention of military desegregation. Randolph insisted that military desegregation had never been the primary objective anyway, and terminated the march. Bayard and other members of the militant youth contingent were dumbstruck. They denounced Randolph, arguing that he had sold out to Roosevelt. This criticism, however, had little traction within the black community; for the most part, African Americans believed that Randolph’s decision to cancel the march made sense in light of what they saw as the President’s significant concessions.


  Dissatisfied with Randolph’s decision, Rustin turned to the burgeoning pacifist movement. The impending U.S. entry into World War II had created a new urgency among war resisters. Leading the peace charge was the Fellowship of Reconciliation (FOR), the most influential pacifist organization in America. FOR was headed by A. J. Muste, a firebrand cleric whom Time magazine had named the “No. 1 U.S. pacifist.” The teachings of Mahatma Gandhi on nonviolent direct action had an especially profound impact on Muste. Whereas pacifism and other forms of nonparticipation involved passive resistance to societal ills, nonviolent direct action required confrontation precisely at those pressure points found to be most oppressive. Central to nonviolent direct action was the idea that only in meeting oppression head on could it be challenged and overcome. Taking his cue from the liberation movement in India, Muste and fellow FOR members introduced nonviolent direct action to America in the 1930s. Sit-down strikes were particularly successful in redressing labor grievances during the Great Depression.


  Rustin was an heir to this protest tradition when he became FOR’s youth secretary and Muste’s chief acolyte in late 1941. In the words of a former member, Rustin was Muste’s “hands and feet and eyes.” The adoration was mutual. Muste predicted that his protégé would have “a national influence in helping to solve the racial discrimination problem in the United States.”12 Further, the FOR leader served as a father-figure to the younger man, whom one activist labeled Muste’s “fair-haired boy.”13 So close were their relations that a portion of the FOR membership even believed Rustin might succeed his elder as national leader.


  Rustin’s rise to leadership in FOR made him both politically visible and vulnerable. His refusal in 1943 to comply with the Selective Service Act landed him a three-year prison sentence, which he served at the Federal Correctional Institution in Ashland, Kentucky. Almost immediately upon his arrival in prison, he launched a series of civil disobedience campaigns to integrate the prison dining room and chapel. For him, politics was where you found yourself. And because he found himself in prison, he determined to use that location as a site from which to engage in political mobilization and agitation. It was not long before he earned a reputation among prison officials as a troublemaker.


  But it was not Rustin’s race organizing alone that marked him as a troublemaker. He made frequent passes at fellow prisoners, and participated in numerous sexual encounters. After two inmates complained to administrators, he was diagnosed as “a psychopathic personality” and placed in an isolated cell. Rustin was mortified. He was convinced that he had betrayed the movement, not to mention Muste’s faith. Moreover, he was angry with himself for failing to exercise discretion with respect to his sexual orientation, even after he had successfully concealed the true nature of his relationship with an outside lover, Davis Platt—to whom he wrote letters addressed to “Marie.” In a letter to Muste, he attributed his lapse in judgment to “my own weakness and stupidity,” and he worried that his conduct had “jeopardized immeasurably the causes for which I believe I would be willing to die.”14 Muste’s response to Bayard was swift, and did little to ease Bayard’s sense of weakness and stupidity. “You have been guilty of gross misconduct, specially reprehensible in a person making the claims to leadership and—in a sense—moral superiority…. You have engaged in practices for which there was no justification.”15 But in the same letter Muste, ever the radical Christian, was also consoling. “My admiration for your courage and estimate of your possibilities has never been greater,” he wrote. “God is our refuge and strength.”16


  Muste’s confidence and faith in Rustin were prescient. Upon his release from prison in March 1947, he began one of the most productive phases of his life. Chief among his accomplishments during this period was the Journey of Reconciliation, FOR’s first attempt to bring nonviolent direct action to the attention of the masses. “There has probably never been a genuine nonviolent campaign against the evil of race prejudice,” wrote white FOR member George Houser in 1944. “This is due partly to the fact that the method is not well known. It is impossible to know if the campaign would be successful…. However there are enough persons who have heard of the nonviolent direct action procedure…that there is a good probability of the success of such an organized campaign.”17


  Up until this point, segregation laws had been put to the test in the North in local cases with limited visibility. In 1942, FOR race relations secretary James Farmer founded the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) with the goal of challenging local restrictions in public accommodations, with sit-ins at restaurants and swimming pools. Farmer hoped his local campaigns would spur on other activists interested in challenging Jim Crow laws in their communities. Houser and Rustin took Farmer’s vision a step further. Under the auspices of CORE, they broadened the campaign, spreading the strategy of nonviolent direct action to communities throughout the South.


  CORE’s mobilization of civil disobedience beyond the North was facilitated by a 1946 Supreme Court decision, Morgan v. Virginia, which held that a Virginia statute requiring segregation of interstate buses was unconstitutional. Morgan was part of a growing body of Supreme Court cases striking down segregation practices that it perceived either to violate antidiscrimination provisions of the Interstate Commerce Act or to burden commerce. In part, the Journey of Reconciliation was conceived of to exploit the political opportunity these legal developments created. Jointly orchestrated by FOR and CORE, the Journey was to take the form of a series of interracial “freedom rides” through the upper South to determine the extent to which bus companies were complying with the requirements of Morgan. In April 1947, a planning committee selected fifteen men—eight of whom were white, the other seven being African American—to travel through fifteen cities in Kentucky, North Carolina, Tennessee, and Virginia. Pairing off in interracial couplings, demonstrators intentionally crossed racial boundaries. Whites sat in black-designated sections of the bus, while blacks chose seats reserved for whites.


  Rustin was ideally suited to perform this race-switching strategy. Once, in 1942, more than ten years before Rosa Parks was arrested in Montgomery, Alabama, he had been forcibly removed from a bus after refusing to move to the rear of the vehicle. The arresting officers, in spite of their threats, could not shake his composure. Finally, an exasperated station captain shouted at him, “Nigger, you’re supposed to be scared when you come in here!” Rustin’s rejoinder was quick and sharp: “I am fortified by truth, justice, and Christ…. There is no need to fear.” He exhibited the same defiant spirit in the Journey of Reconciliation. Neither he nor the other protestors were shaken by threats from police, bus drivers, even fellow passengers. Over the course of the two-week trip, twelve of the protestors were arrested, including Rustin, who was sentenced to thirty days on a chain gang for violating various “Jim Crow” ordinances. For Rustin, this kind of direct action, and consequent incarceration, was a necessary predicate to dismantling the legal, social, and political edifice of Jim Crow.


  By the late 1940s, Bayard Rustin had become an internationally recognized pacifist, whose opinion on nonviolence in U.S. race relations was sought by antiwar groups around the world. It is a little-known fact that Gandhi himself invited him to attend an international pacifist conference scheduled to take place in India in February 1949. The Mahatma’s assassination in 1948, however, nearly led his followers to cancel the pending conference. But Gandhi’s son carried on his father’s plans, and Rustin was warmly received among pacifist circles. “He sang spirituals that won everybody’s heart,” remembered one young Indian intellectual. “The Martin Luther King phenomenon had not yet started, but we got the very profound impression that Bayard was doing Gandhi’s work in North America.”18


  According to the British FOR ambassador and Gandhi devotee Muriel Lester, Rustin’s impact in India was “three times as much as [that of] a white pacifist.” In a letter to Muste, she requested that FOR extend Rustin’s stay. “He’s getting into the very centre of power here, and perhaps no one else could work so effectively with [Indian Prime Minister] Nehru against militarism.”19 Muste declined. He felt Rustin needed “to dig into the American situation, at least for several years, before coming to be regarded as a person who can be called out of that situation for extended periods of time.”20 Further, Muste believed, as did most FOR members, that the organization should prioritize domestic issues above foreign affairs.


  But Muste did permit Rustin to be “called out” of the American struggle for short pacifist interventions abroad. The Indian victory over British colonialism suggested to pacifists that nonviolent techniques might also assist West African independence movements. The African National Congress in South Africa organized a civil disobedience campaign to end apartheid in 1952, and the anticolonial struggles in Ghana and Nigeria offered promise for nonviolent movements as well. As a diplomatic gesture, FOR sent Rustin to Africa in 1952 on a mission to foster pacifist coalitions with both Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana and Nigerian independence leader Nnamdi Azikiwe. There, Rustin was once more welcomed as a leading proponent of nonviolent direct action in America. Nkrumah’s advocacy of nonviolent resistance impressed the American, even if he remained unconvinced of the Prime Minister’s commitment to pacifist ideals. Azikiwe’s political debt to Gandhi suggested strong possibilities for a nonviolent independence struggle in Nigeria, too.


  And it was not only the pacifist orientation of Nkrumah and Azikiwe, among other African leaders, that connected Rustin to Africa. On a personal level, he discovered what he called “staggering” ancestral links with the continent. For example, in Accra, the “dirty, poor, ambitious” capital of Ghana, he found “much that I find in Harlem. We [African Americans] left here in 1619, yet the people here sing, walk, laugh, cry, dance, and strive in a way that is like 125th Street and Lenox Avenue. I seem to know and to understand them as I do nowhere else but in Harlem.”21 This sense of ancestral ties was one of the reasons he remained interested in, and committed to, African politics and decolonization efforts. Thus, it was with little difficulty that Rustin accepted Azikiwe’s invitation to return to Nigeria in June 1953. Little did he know that, in a dramatic turn of events, his plans would be dashed.


  To help finance his return to Africa, Rustin embarked on a six-month fundraising tour of the United States, the centerpiece of which was a series of public speaking engagements. On January 21, 1953, he had given a talk to the American Association of University Women in Pasadena, California. Following the lecture, two white men asked him to join them for a party. The threesome ended up outside Bayard’s hotel in a parked car, where Bayard engaged in sex with the two strangers. Police appeared on the scene, and the men were arrested on lewd conduct charges. The Los Angeles Times later announced to readers that Bayard—“a 40-year-old nationally known Negro lecturer”—was sentenced to sixty days in county jail.


  “To be in prison, but not for something he believed in…broke him, just broke him,” recalled a fellow gay FOR member.22 Muste was outraged. Although he did not interfere with the private lives of his staff, he objected to actions that jeopardized the reputation of FOR. No longer tolerant of what he saw as Rustin’s transgressions, Muste accepted his resignation from FOR. The incident brought Rustin a new understanding of his vulnerability as a gay man. “I know now that for me sex must be sublimated if I am to live with myself and in this world longer.”23


  At the time of Rustin’s arrest in 1953, Martin Luther King, Jr., was a divinity student at Boston University. King arrived in Montgomery, Alabama, the following year to assume his first ministerial post as the pastor of Dexter Avenue Baptist Church. Although a bus boycott in Montgomery had been discussed for months, NAACP secretary Rosa Parks set the long-awaited protest in motion with her arrest in December 1955. The boycott was coordinated by the Montgomery Improvement Association (MIA), a grassroots organization formed by local black activists to lead some 42,000 African Americans in protest. According to MIA member Jo Ann Gibson Robinson, King was named president because of his respected intellect—or, as Robinson put it, “He was the only minister in Montgomery with a Ph.D. degree.”24 However, when the twenty-six-year-old was placed in charge he had had no experience with either nonviolent direct action or social protest. “If M. L. King had never been born this movement would have taken place. I just happened to be here,” King observed. “You know there comes a time when time itself is ready for change. That time has come in Montgomery, and I had nothing to do with it.”25


  A. Philip Randolph thought that black Northerners should be a part of what he viewed as a historic struggle in Montgomery. He communicated as much to Rustin, with whom he had long since reconciled. His thinking was that King could benefit from their (Randolph’s and Bayard’s) combined “experience in nonviolence.”26 To facilitate this Southern/Northern black political cooperation, Randolph recommended to the black Northern civil rights establishment that Rustin should travel to the South as an emissary. The NAACP leadership objected, arguing that his arrest and former Communist affiliation made him too controversial a figure to represent black northern political interests. Randolph did not indulge this sentiment, and dispatched Rustin to meet with Southern leaders, including King.


  Randolph was able to dismiss the concerns of the NAACP because he was arguably the preeminent African American civil rights leader of the time. His victory over racial discrimination in defense industry employment in 1941 was followed by another major triumph in 1948 when he threatened President Harry Truman with mass demonstrations of civil disobedience unless the armed forces were desegregated. Truman succumbed to pressure and issued an order stipulating “equality of treatment” in the armed forces. The President’s declaration thrilled Randolph but failed to satisfy the demands of young activists like Rustin, who argued that the order fell short of specifically mandating desegregation. As in 1941, Rustin found himself once again being publicly critical of Randolph. At a press conference, Rustin insisted that the civil disobedience campaign would continue—even against Randolph’s wishes—until the President issued a formal declaration of military desegregation.


  “We were crazy,” Rustin later said of this stance.27 But at the time, it seemed to him to be the politically principled thing to do. “It was nearly three years before I dared to see Mr. Randolph again, after the terrible thing I had done to him.” Randolph was completely forgiving, greeting Rustin by saying, “Bayard, where have you been? You know I’ve needed you.” According to Rustin, from that day “until the day he [Randolph] died he never once said a word about what I had done to him.”28 When


  Rustin reached Montgomery in February 1956, he was the first of King’s entourage of political advisers from the North to arrive. His sudden appearance marked him as an outsider. White city officials had attempted to diffuse the force of the boycott by charging that civic unrest was the result not of efforts of local African Americans but of the work of northern agitators. In spite of his mission to set up workshops to teach nonviolent direct action—or perhaps because of it—Rustin stayed in the background. He wrote to colleagues in New York that “there must be no talk of my being here, and reports should be made confidential in terms of no one here knowing that I am so closely tied in.”29


  His arrival in Montgomery was well timed. In a new scheme to break the boycott, city commissioners indicted leaders of the Montgomery Improvement Association on criminal charges of illegal organizing. King and fellow members gathered their courage, choosing to continue the protest. Taking civil disobedience one step further, Rustin proposed that in the spirit of Gandhi the accused should turn themselves in to authorities voluntarily before arrest warrants were issued. The tactic proved liberating, as protestors defiantly entered the police station amid cheering crowds of African Americans.


  Rustin also discreetly advised the MIA on organizational matters. The group voted to call the demonstration a nonviolent protest rather than a boycott, and perhaps under Rustin’s influence adopted the motto “Victory Without Violence.” Nevertheless, both King and the MIA had an imperfect understanding of Gandhian principles, employing nonviolence strictly as a political means to an end rather than as a way of life. Rustin was dismayed to find King’s home secured by a barrage of armed guards, and he once even had to remove a gun from a living room chair before taking a seat. Although King had encountered Gandhi’s teachings in college textbooks, the finer points of the Indian philosophy of Satyagraha, or “love force,” had eluded him. “I had merely an intellectual understanding and appreciation for the position,” King remarked, “with no firm determination to organize it.”30 Rustin explained Satyagraha to him in detail, arguing that the presence of guns in the home of a self-proclaimed leader of a nonviolent struggle was a contradiction of beliefs. “[King] was still working out of the framework of Christian love,” Rustin recalled. “His attachment to nonviolence reflected his belief that only the blood of Jesus could clarify the world…. I believe he came soon to see what I had recognized while working with Gandhi’s movement in India—that you ought not separate the secular from the religious.”31 Following Rustin’s advice, King banished firearms from his household, marking a radical turn in the moral temper of the movement.


  Rustin’s position at the center of King’s inner circle drew the attention of authorities, who confronted him outside the home of a bus boycott defendant. Officers demanded to know his identity. “I am Bayard Rustin,” he stated grandly. “I am here as a journalist working for Le Figaro and the Manchester Guardian.” In naming two foreign newspapers, he became an even greater source of curiosity for local officials. “This afternoon I received word that the white community has learned that I am in Montgomery, that I am being watched, and that efforts will be made to get me out of town,” he wrote. “I was warned under no circumstances to go into the white areas of the city.”32 Sensing that he might be forced to leave at a moment’s notice, he telephoned A. J. Muste for support. Although Rustin no longer had ties to his former employer, he knew that FOR would send a representative to Montgomery who could eventually replace him if necessary.


  FOR indeed provided a representative as requested, but the group was unwilling to risk further liability by working directly with Rustin. “There are some here who feel the local leaders ought to know about Bayard’s personal problem but [we] dare not mention it over the phone,” the FOR representative wrote upon his arrival in Montgomery. “They ought to know the risks that are being taken and if they are prepared to accept those risks then it is not our responsibility.” 33 Rustin had already disclosed his “personal problem” to King, who felt that the value of Rustin’s political acumen, not to mention his access to financial resources in the North, outweighed any threat his gayness or radical past posed to the boycott. The MIA did not agree. When a black reporter threatened to expose him as a homosexual and ex-Communist, Rustin was unceremoniously smuggled out of town in the trunk of a car.


  Since Rustin could not participate in the bus boycott in person, he did so by proxy from New York. There, he rallied the support of sympathetic northerners under the banner “In Friendship,” an organization he cofounded in March 1956. In Friendship orchestrated a high-profile fund-raiser at Madison Square Garden, where 20,000 people came to hear Eleanor Roosevelt, Harry Belafonte, and Sammy Davis, Jr., speak on civil rights.


  If Rustin felt bitterness toward the MIA over his expulsion from Montgomery, he concealed those sentiments. In fact, he kept in steady contact with King by letter and telephone. As with other pacifist leaders who came to King’s assistance, Rustin understood that an MIA triumph entailed more than the mere desegregation of city buses, writing: “I felt that without a victory at Montgomery, the southern protest movement, then showing its first signs of life, would die stillborn.” Just as critically, however, he saw the boycott as a stepping-stone to mass nonviolent social protest throughout America. He believed that “a victory at Montgomery would have no permanent meaning in the racial struggle unless it led to the achievement of dozens of similar victories throughout the South…. [T]his meant that the movement needed a sustaining mechanism that could translate what we had learned during the bus boycott into a broad strategy for protest in the South.”34


  That sustaining mechanism was born in January 1957 with the inaugural meeting of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC). The widely reported events in Montgomery had inspired acts of civil disobedience in other southern states, and the nascent SCLC united the leaders of these neighboring movements. The organization was launched as an assembly of black southern ministers who sought to “redeem the soul of America” through nonviolent direct action. According to Rustin, the SCLC was first discussed with King in fall 1956. “I think Gandhi would very definitely conclude that Montgomery cannot win unless satellite protests take place all over the South, not in one or two places, but a couple of dozen places,” he told King. “…[Y]ou’ve got to set up a South-wide organization, which will support Montgomery AND simultaneously all these other places.”35 At first King did not understand Rustin’s intentions in practical terms, but he soon came to share his colleague’s vision that the bus boycott was merely an inaugural political event in a long drive to completely desegregate southern politics and everyday life.


  In spite of its clerical orientation and regional emphasis, SCLC was conceived by secular-minded activists in New York City. Rustin and In Friendship cofounders Stanley Levison and Ella Baker presented to King a series of working papers that served as the basis for the organization. Their outline called for mass direct action against racial oppression, combined with voter education and outreach. Although Rustin, Levison, and Baker were neither the first nor the only activists to foresee the possibilities for a southern movement beyond Montgomery—among others, FOR proposed replicating the bus boycott elsewhere—the three offered unsurpassed practical expertise, which King readily embraced. Levison was a liberal attorney who belonged to the American Jewish Congress and the NAACP and was supportive of Communist Party politics during the “red-baiting” campaigns of Senator Joseph McCarthy in the early 1950s. Working behind the scenes with Rustin, Levison drafted King’s speeches, press releases, and articles and even coordinated his public appearances.


  Baker was an outspoken feminist whose grassroots activism dated back to the 1930s. She was the first woman president of the New York chapter of the NAACP, before resigning in 1946 over her assertion that the group was preoccupied with building its coffers rather than leading a mass movement. While Baker had affiliations with the Communist Party, she was not marginalized for that involvement by the civil rights establishment to the extent that Rustin was. In fact, she was appointed Executive Director of SCLC in February 1958.


  Baker did, however, encounter sexism in SCLC that mirrored Rustin’s political tribulations as a gay man. SCLC ministers, few of whom had ever before taken directions from a woman, resisted her authority, while King disregarded Baker’s input on substantive matters. Sharing Rustin’s vision for a South-wide movement, she pointed out to King that time was of the essence. It was her sense that SCLC was in a political position to create and sustain the kind of “mass action” required to ensure that legal victories like Brown v. Board of Education were respected. She warned that if SCLC failed to perform this function, “some other group will.”36 According to Baker, SCLC was fast becoming a “cult of personality” devoted solely to the upkeep of King’s celebrity status. When she raised this concern directly with King, he replied, “Well, I can’t help what people do.”37 As Baker explained, “The combination of my being a woman and an older woman presented problems…[and] there would never be any role for me in a leadership capacity.”38 Another woman on the SCLC executive committee, Septima Clark, affirmed Baker’s point of view: “[T]hose men didn’t have any faith in women, none whatsoever. They just thought that women were sex symbols and had no contribution to make…. Like other black ministers, Dr. King didn’t think too much of the way women could contribute. But working in the movement he changed the lives of so many people that it was getting to the place where he would have to see that women were more than sex symbols.”39 Baker resigned from SCLC in April 1960, taking her talents to the burgeoning student protest movement.


  At about the same time, Rustin left SCLC as well, but under even more contentious circumstances than did Baker. Once again Rustin’s homosexuality was a subject of controversy, only now the accusation directly implicated King: namely, that King and Bayard were sexually involved. Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., the influential African American Congressman from Harlem, threatened to announce to the press a fabricated homosexual coupling of Rustin and King unless their plan to organize a march at the Democratic national convention was called off. The march had been proposed by A. Philip Randolph to keep civil rights issues at the forefront of the 1960 presidential election. He expected 5,000 demonstrators would descend on the convention, and the Democratic Party is believed to have ordered Powell, who hoped to win a cabinet position, to stop the protest. Rather than attack Randolph, the lofty elder statesman of the movement, Powell went after King, who was more vulnerable to blackmail. King had an overwhelming fear of the press, and he was already facing rumors of heterosexual extramarital relations. Rustin recalled that FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover had been “spreading stories, and there were very real efforts to entrap him. I think at a given point he had to reach a decision.”40 Desperate, King solicited advice on Powell’s ultimatum from Randolph, who answered, “We simply deny [the allegations] and go about doing our business.”41 But other advisers urged King to sever ties with Rustin.


  King procrastinated, unable to reach a decision—or perhaps wishing that Rustin would make the decision for him. When Rustin realized that a decision from King was not forthcoming, he read between the lines. Putting the “greater good” of the movement before his own interests, he voluntarily stepped down from SCLC and quit his position on the march committee. Much to Rustin’s bitter surprise, King quickly accepted his resignation. Few observers expected such swift acquiescence from the famed civil rights leader who had exhorted blacks in Montgomery “to let your conscience be your guide.”42 James Baldwin wrote that King had “lost much moral credit…in the eyes of the young, when he allowed Adam Clayton Powell to force the resignation of his extremely able organizer and lieutenant.”43 And Muste, in a political about-turn, said that he was “personally ashamed of Martin.” 44


  Although Rustin felt utterly betrayed by King, his bitterness toward him eventually softened. As Rustin later explained in an interview, “Dr. King came from a very protected background. I don’t think he’d ever known a gay person in his life. I think he had no real sympathy or understanding. I think he wanted very much to. But I think he was largely guided by two facts. One was that already people were whispering about him. And I think his attitude was, look, I’ve got enough of my own problems…. Secondly, [by the late 1960s] he was surrounded by people who, for their own reasons, wanted to get rid of me—Andy Young, in particular, and Jesse Jackson.”45 Rustin also described a sexual double standard at work that condoned promiscuity for heterosexual activists but denied the same freedom to gays. “Oh, the crap that was going on in those motels as the movement moved from place to place was acceptable. The homosexual act was not.”46


  Rustin’s rift with King was symbolic of an overall political shift occurring in the movement itself in 1960. African American students began to wrest political control away from church leaders with the creation of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). The organization was started in April in alliance with SCLC, and soon challenged King and the rest of the civil rights establishment with an interracial brigade of nonviolent freedom fighters. Ella Baker was instrumental in launching SNCC, and Rustin provided “inestimable help” to the fledgling group.


  On the opposite side of the ideological spectrum, Malcolm X added armed militancy to the fray. King was opposed to Malcolm’s advocacy of violence, and an SCLC aide was once so overwrought with anger that he was nearly involved in a fistfight with the then-emerging Black Muslim leader. Although Rustin objected to armed self-defense on principle, and rejected Malcolm’s by-any-means-necessary mantra, he nevertheless managed friendly relations with the firebrand minister. He was even responsible for bringing Malcolm to speak at Howard University in 1962, after administrators refused him access to students. “I told Malcolm,” he recalled, “that I could arrange his appearance on the campus but strictly on my terms. ‘What are your terms?’ he asked. I said, ‘We’ll have a debate. You’ll present your views, and then I’ll attack you as someone having no political, social, or economic program for dealing with the problems of blacks.’ He said, ‘I’ll take you up on that.’”47 Ultimately, Bayard remained critical of Malcolm’s separatist rhetoric. African Americans faced more pressing concerns, he argued, namely jobs and civil rights protection under the law.


  Indeed, employment issues and civil rights legislation were the impetus for the March on Washington, which Rustin organized, on August 28, 1963. A. Philip Randolph, acting in the capacity of president of the Negro American Labor Council, had chosen to mark the centennial of the Emancipation Proclamation with a mass demonstration against African American unemployment. Randolph tapped Rustin to lead the march, asking him to draw up an agenda. “We should emphasize the theme that the Emancipation Proclamation of 1863 has failed to bring real freedom for the Negro; no worker in America is genuinely free,” Rustin suggested in his blueprint. “We now demand a program of action in 1963 that will ensure the emancipation of all labor, regardless of color, race, or creed.” He called for congressional lobbying over two consecutive days of nonviolent direct action, including a ceremonial march down Pennsylvania Avenue followed by a rally at the Lincoln Memorial. Although the gathering began as a labor demonstration, the Emancipation March for Jobs, as the event was originally named, assumed greater breadth of purpose once participation was solicited from the civil rights establishment. The “Big Six” selected by Randolph to cochair the march were: James Farmer, director of CORE; John Lewis, chairman of SNCC; Roy Wilkins, executive director of the NAACP; Whitney Young, president of the National Urban League (NUL); and, of course, King under SCLC. The sixth opening was filled by Randolph himself.


  In spite of well-ordered preparations, Rustin’s agenda was soon dismantled by political rivalries and personal differences. King, too, had plans for a march on Washington, he told Randolph, adding that the primary concern of SCLC was not unemployment but civil rights. Wilkins and Young expressed similar reservations. Wilkins argued that civil disobedience would jeopardize President John F. Kennedy’s comprehensive civil rights bill pending in Congress. Moreover, the President personally warned the Big Six at a White House conference that the march might “create an atmosphere of intimidation,” wherein even supporters of his bill would be “forced to vote for it at the point of a gun.”48 Wilkins instead favored “the quiet, patient lobbying tactics that worked best on Congress.”49 As for the NUL, Young reminded Randolph that the tax-exempt status of his organization prohibited his involvement in political lobbying.


  Long-standing resentments among the civil rights leaders also divided the committee. “Martin, some bright reporter is going to take a good look at Montgomery,” Wilkins said caustically, “and discover that despite all the hoopla your boycott didn’t desegregate a single bus. It was the quiet NAACP-type legal action that did it.”50 Still, even Wilkins recognized that King’s participation was essential—certainly Randolph did, if only for reasons of prestige. In a gesture to allay some of King’s concerns and ensure King’s cooperation, Randolph renamed the event the “March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom.” He also struck civil disobedience and mass lobbying from the agenda in deference to Wilkins and Young. As it turned out, these changes also mollified President Kennedy, who publicly endorsed the march in July. What later became the 1964 Civil Rights Act moved closer to passage that summer.


  Still, the Big Six remained in disharmony. They needed to name a march director, and Randolph’s assumption that Rustin would lead the event was hotly contested. Wilkins was worried that Rustin’s sexual orientation would “provide ammunition for our enemies, who were doing all they could to attack the march.”51 Rustin discussed the matter privately with him. “I think the time has come when we have to stand up and stop running from these things,” he reportedly told the NAACP leader. “And I don’t believe that if this is raised by any of the southern Democrats, that it will do anything but spur the people on.”52 Although Wilkins’s concern was not unreasonable—after all, Rustin had left SCLC under precisely these circumstances—the rest of the committee, including King, supported Bayard’s appointment. “This was going to be a massively complex undertaking, and there was no one more able to pull it together than Bayard Rustin,” John Lewis recalled.53 “The consensus was that he be involved, and Wilkins relented.” A compromise was brought about in July, when Young suggested that Randolph be placed in charge. Randolph agreed to the motion, but cautioned, “I want to warn you before I vote that if I’m made leader, I’m going to be given the privilege of determining my staff. I also want you to know that I’ll make Bayard my deputy.”54 In reply, Wilkins issued his own warning to Randolph: “We’re going to hold you responsible for any embarrassment that might befall the March on Washington.” 55


  Wilkins’s warning proved to be prescient. With the march only two weeks away, FBI Director Hoover disseminated a transcribed telephone recording in which King made disparaging comments about Rustin. According to the confidential wire-tapped conversation, King expressed concern to an unidentified colleague that opponents of the march would seize on Rustin’s personal life just as Wilkins had feared. “They’re going to make a hell of a mess of it,” King lamented. Worse, he added that he hoped Rustin would not drink before the march, “and grab one little brother. ’Cause he will grab one when he drinks.”56 Senator Strom Thurmond of South Carolina, a rabid segregationist, denounced Rustin as a sexual degenerate on the floor of Congress. In response, Randolph rushed to his deputy’s defense. “I am sure I speak for the combined Negro leadership in voicing complete confidence in Bayard Rustin’s character, integrity and extraordinary ability,” Randolph asserted. “Twenty-two arrests in the fight for civil rights attests, in my mind, to Mr. Rustin’s dedication to high human ideals. That Mr. Rustin was on one occasion arrested in another connection has long been a matter of public record.” He continued, “There are those who contend that this incident…voids or overwhelms Mr. Rustin’s ongoing contribution to the struggle for human rights. I hold otherwise.”57 Randolph’s unconditional support of Bayard was exemplary, and his faith in his protégé remained steadfast for life. As Rustin remembered, an activist was once shocked to find a known homosexual working as Randolph’s aide. When the disgruntled activist demanded an explanation, Randolph answered, “Well, well, if Bayard, a homosexual, is that talented—and I know the work he does for me—maybe I should be looking for somebody else homosexual who could be so useful.”58


  The March on Washington was a turning point in American protest history. Under Rustin’s direction, the movement peacefully coalesced for the first time ever, articulating its demands for economic empowerment and civil rights with one voice. Even Malcolm X, who had publicly ridiculed “the farce on Washington,” attended, telling reporters, “Well, whatever black folks do, maybe I don’t agree with it; but I’m going to be there, brother, because that’s where I belong.”59 More than 250,000 people attended the march, while millions of television viewers watched from home. However, the proceedings did not lack controversy. In spite of the formative role that Rosa Parks and Ella Baker played in the movement, no woman activist was invited to give a major address. Writer Pauli Murray complained to Randolph, “It is indefensible to call a national March on Washington and send out a Call which contains the name of not a single woman leader.”60


  And there were two unanticipated political fires that Rustin had to put out. One was Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy’s objection to what he perceived to be the inflammatory tone of Lewis’s speech. At Rustin’s request, Lewis modified his comments, ending that conflagration. But there was another: complaints from SCLC that Rustin had purposely marginalized King by placing him last in the program. Rustin denied the accusation, explaining that “almost all the other speakers had asked me to make sure they didn’t follow King…they realized that the minute King finished speaking the program would be over, that everybody would be heading home.”61 As it turned out, Rustin was entirely right. King’s “I Have a Dream” speech was the pinnacle of the march, if not a symbolic culmination of the movement. While Congress has yet to heed King’s call to “let freedom ring,” the march helped to secure the passage of the Civil Rights Act in July 1964. Moreover, the gathering created a visible moment of nation building. In Rustin’s words, the march “made Americans feel for the first time that we were capable of being truly a nation, that we were capable of moving beyond division and bigotry.”62


  The March on Washington was equally a personal triumph for Bayard. He called the march “the most exciting project I’ve ever worked on”63 In only seven weeks, he orchestrated the largest public protest in American history, and discovered that the fanfare surrounding his accomplishment would help open doors previously closed to him. Rustin was pictured along with Randolph on the cover of Life magazine, which proclaimed in September 1963, “For all the dissension that has split Negro organizations, the march was an astonishingly well-executed product of leadership.” King considered Rustin for an executive role in SCLC, querying an aide in an FBI wire-tapped phone call “whether it would be possible for Rustin to come back in the civil rights movement, inasmuch as he has now received good press publicity as a result of the March on Washington.”64 Although King communicated to Rustin that SCLC was interested in his joining the organization, it is not clear whether SCLC ever presented him with a formal offer.


  And it was not only King who made political overtures to Rustin. The NAACP did as well, offering him a permanent position on its staff. However, the prospect of working for Wilkins discomforted Rustin almost as much as that of working with the SCLC; aside from Rustin’s troubled past with these groups (not to mention the likelihood that his homosexuality would continue to undermine his authority), he understood that he was ill suited to what he perceived to be their narrow civil rights agendas. As King had explained to Randolph, SCLC was largely disinterested in labor issues, and the NAACP was focused on the courts. Concerned also that the offer from the NAACP was an attempt to control him—and having no formal offer from SCLC—Rustin remained, as the Saturday Evening Post put it, “The Lone Wolf of Civil Rights.”


  In 1965, he took a formal position as executive director of the newly created A. Philip Randolph Institute. Started with a founding grant from the AFL-CIO, the institute marked an important transition in the protest movement. As Rustin explained, “The civil rights movement is evolving from a protest movement into a full-fledged social movement— an evolution calling its very name into question. It is now concerned not merely with removing the barriers to full opportunity but with achieving the fact of equality.”65 The A. Philip Randolph Institute devoted itself to public works and national economic planning, including, among other activities, the development of an apprentice training program that placed people of color in the predominantly white building trade unions. The political strides of nonviolent direct action had dismantled the legal foundation of segregation in America, but landmark legislative victories alone could not create jobs for unemployed blacks. For Rustin, eliminating discrimination under the law was not enough. His new social movement was invested in ending de facto discrimination as well, including discrimination in the opportunities people had to educate themselves and earn a decent living. He asked: “What is the value of winning access to public accommodations for those who lack the money to use them?”66


  Rustin’s quest to broaden the reach of civil rights activism was not uncontroversial. James Farmer of CORE wondered “how Bayard could go to the length he did in saying that the fight against race problems was now secondary to the fight against economic problems?”67 Other observers felt that Rustin had abandoned the civil rights movement for the AFL-CIO. Still other activists interpreted his transition more generously as an opportunity for forging bonds between the protest and labor movements.


  Black militants were especially dismayed by Rustin’s new politics, even those activists who at one point deeply respected him. Stokely Carmichael, for example, recalled that “Bayard was one of the first persons I had direct contact with [of whom] I could really say, ‘That’s what I want to be.’”68 But Carmichael wanted nothing to do with the Bayard Rustin of the Randolph Institute. The problem wasn’t simply Rustin’s commitment to integration, which the emerging Black Power movement was beginning to vigorously contest; more fundamentally, the problem was that he seemed to be against organizing solely around race—and more specifically, blackness. Rustin was a staunch critic of black nationalism and black power. “I contend not only that black power lacks any real value for the civil rights movement, but that its propagation is positively harmful. It diverts the movement from a meaningful debate over strategy and tactics, it isolates the Negro community, and it encourages the growth of anti-Negro forces,” he argued.69 Thus, he even challenged the need and legitimacy of black studies programs, which he thought suffered from a similar separatist orientation. For his part, Carmichael believed that Rustin was distancing himself from African Americans at precisely the moment when black people were beginning to embrace their blackness and claim their rights to political and economic autonomy. As Carmichael saw it, Rustin’s economics-first approach undermined black power and threatened the establishment of a community within which blacks could identify as a group.


  Carmichael’s critique of Rustin was part of broader challenge to what he and other black nationalists perceived to be a reformist approach to civil rights. As SNCC chairman, Carmichael maintained that no national civil rights group represented the concerns of the black underclass. None spoke to the African Americans rioting in the ghettos of Harlem and Watts. Nor could they, Carmichael suggested, as long as these groups were part of an interracial coalition. Carmichael was convinced that “the white man is irrelevant to blacks, except as an oppressive force.”70 Rustin disagreed. “The relevant question,” he wrote, “is not whether [a] politician is black or white, but what forces he represents.”71


  Increasingly, this was the question being asked of Rustin, particularly about his reevaluation of pacifism in 1965. He accounted for his evolution as follows: “Whereas I used to believe that pacifism had a political value, I no longer believe that…. I do not believe you can organize a society in which men will refuse to fight, until they have a proven alternative to war. Therefore I’m a pacifist to this extent: I believe that the first and most important thing we can do is to discover the means of defending freedom that men can use. It is ridiculous, in my view, to talk only about peace.” Central to Rustin’s thinking was the idea that freedom was “more valuable to people than peace.” His political project, therefore, was “to find a peaceful way to defend democratic freedom.”72


  Part of the problem with peace activism, as Rustin saw it, was that the movement was structured around a series of vague slogans, such as “end the war.” The larger question, he observed, was: how, precisely, does one end war? “[M]any groups in the peace movement fail to provide a step-by-step method by which the US can get out [of Vietnam] and still have national pride,” Bayard wrote in the New York Times in 1967. “Now it may be that they are right and I am wrong, that there is no way to gradually educate people for a way out. I happen to believe, however, that there is, and therefore I call for sitting down with everybody involved.”73 But when he advised King against merging civil rights concerns with the antiwar movement, pacifists charged Rustin with pandering to the Johnson administration. Certainly some of his offhanded remarks to peace groups (“You guys can’t deliver a single pint of milk to the kids in Harlem, and Lyndon Johnson can”) did little to dissuade others from this interpretation.74 Pacifist colleagues, most notably those leading the peace movement to end the war in Vietnam, were aghast. “How can you live with yourself?” one former associate clamored.75


  While Rustin’s political pragmatism alienated him from political radicals, his preoccupation with economic matters was a concern shared by both SCLC leaders and other members of the civil rights establishment. Most notably, King conceived the Poor People’s Campaign, an ambitious plan to bring thousands of poor Americans to descend upon Washington, D.C., lawmakers in summer 1968. As was his practice, he first sought input from Rustin, who responded in January that the campaign lacked focus. He cautioned King, “We are not now in the period we were in 1963 at the time of Selma, Birmingham and the March on Washington, when there was absolute clarity in everyone’s mind as to objectives. The confusion today around economic questions and the splintering of the movement, I am convinced, requires a clear statement as to objectives, strategy, and tactics.” Nonetheless, King remained vague in his course of action, and Rustin politely bowed out.


  He then turned his attention to Memphis, Tennessee, where a group of black sanitation workers were on strike against racial discrimination. To support their demands, Rustin joined the Community on the Move for Equality (COME), and the strike was bolstered further by King’s arrival on April 3 to lead a march on their behalf. When the next day King was assassinated outside his motel room, the nation was dealt a tragic blow. Rustin along with millions of Americans was overcome by grief. Unlike the other mourners, however, his anguish was personal, and he was unable to prevent himself from crying during television interviews. Paradoxically, King’s murder created a civil rights opportunity, an occasion, Rustin insisted, to remind mourners that “it is up to us, the living, the black and white, to realize Dr. King’s dream.”76


  According to Bayard, full employment and a living wage were one important manifestation of that dream. King had told an AFL-CIO audience in 1961 that the African American protest movement and the labor movement were the “two most dynamic and cohesive liberal forces in the country,” adding, “I look forward confidently to the day when all who work for a living will be one…. This will…bring into full realization the American dream—a dream yet unfulfilled.”77 Rustin quoted these remarks at length in an article published one month after the assassination. He echoed King’s sentiments for the purpose of underscoring that a black/labor coalition was essential to defeat Richard Nixon in the 1968 Presidential election; otherwise, he warned, “we may find ourselves in a decade of vindictive and mean conservative domination.”78


  Although Rustin claimed that unions were “the most integrated institution in American society,” organized labor was by no means free from racial discrimination.79 African Americans were underrepresented in leadership positions, while blacks filled a disproportionate number of low-paying jobs. In spite of these shortcomings, Rustin maintained that of all American institutions the labor movement was the one best equipped to meet the needs of African Americans. “What is needed…is not only a program that would effect some fundamental change in the distribution of America’s resources for those in the greatest need of them but a political majority that will support such a program as well,” he wrote in 1971. “[T]here is one social force which, by virtue of both its size and its very nature, is essential to the creation of such a majority—and so in relation to which the success or failure of the black struggle must finally turn. And that is the American trade union movement.”80


  Rustin’s ties to organized labor, combined with his outspoken dismissal of black nationalism at the height of the Black Power era, earned him a reputation as a political conservative. His reputation would be further undermined by what many perceived to be his uncritical support of Israel. Detractors pointed out that while he opposed black nationalism, he had no problem with nationalism when it came to the state of Israel. Some members of the radical left accused Rustin of having been bought out by “Jewish money.”


  He countered by saying that many Jews had “stood side-by-side” with the black civil rights movement. “One of the more unprofitable strategies we could ever adopt is now to join in history’s oldest and most shameful witch-hunt, anti-Semitism,” he told the black press in 1967.81 Three years later, the A. Philip Randolph Institute ran a full-page advertisement in the New York Times calling for U.S. military aid to Israel. Rustin even launched a formal organization, Black Americans to Support Israel Committee (BASIC), in 1975. To those who chanted that Zionism equals racism, he replied, “Zionism is not racism, but the legitimate expression of the Jewish people’s self-determination.” This in a second advertisement in the Times asserting that “blacks and Jews have a common interest in democracy and justice.”82


  By this time, former allies were openly hostile to Rustin’s position on Israel; former comrades suggested that his support was “probably good business for the APRI Institute.”83 For his part, he maintained that the issue was indeed economics but of another sort: the creation of jobs. As he explained to the Anti-Defamation League, “We must get on with the fight for a coalition of labor forces, of religious forces, of businessmen, of liberal and civil rights groups standing together. White fear, Negro frustration, and anti-Semitism will disappear not because we rail against them but because we bring about a social and economic program to neutralize them.”84


  By the late 1970s Rustin’s humanitarian concerns encompassed not only Israel but also human rights matters throughout the world. Whereas he had traveled widely during his years as a representative to FOR and later as an adviser to King, his trips abroad were now no longer undertaken to carry the message of the American civil rights struggle to foreign countries. He became an internationally recognized proponent of free elections everywhere, as well as of aid to Southeast Asian refugees. Under the auspices of Freedom House, an international human rights group, he served as an election observer in Barbados, El Salvador, Grenada, and Zimbabwe. As vice chairman of the International Rescue Committee (IRC), a nonpartisan refugee aid organization, he visited Pakistan, Puerto Rico, and Somalia. However, his most prolonged engagement overseas was under the Citizens Commission on Indochinese Refugees, which provided refugee camps with IRC monitors, doctors, and provisions. Over the next ten years Bayard traveled to Thailand five times; notably in February 1980, when he participated in a March for Survival with Joan Baez, Liv Ullmann, and Elie Wiesel, among others. Rustin was also credited with uniting human rights groups with American labor unions. Aside from offering IRC financial support, the AFL-CIO was instrumental in persuading President Jimmy Carter to liberalize immigration restrictions for Southeast Asians. Rustin ran a full-page ad in the New York Times, imploring “President Carter and the United States Congress to facilitate the entrance of these refugees into the United States in the same spirit that we have urged our country to accept the victims of South Africa’s apartheid.”85


  Rustin witnessed apartheid first-hand when he made his first visit to South Africa at the invitation of Zulu Chief Gatasha Buthelezi in 1983. Disregarding leftist orthodoxy of the day, Rustin espoused the politically unpopular position of limited sanctions for South Africa, arguing that total sanctions might devastate its economy and harm the movement for democracy. According to him, the primary objective was ensuring a nonracial democracy in postapartheid South Africa. He was particularly concerned about who might lead the South African government after apartheid had ended. A second visit under the auspices of IRC in 1986 did not allay his concerns about leadership. It was his sense that the African National Congress (ANC) was only “fairly democratic.” He qualified his views in this way because of the organization’s practice of guerilla warfare, which, he pointed out, was not “the democratic process.”86 As for Nelson Mandela, Rustin did not think that he was a viable leader. For one thing, Mandela was still imprisoned. For another, even if Mandela was released from prison, his advanced age and failing health would prevent him from effectively leading the nation. Finally, with respect to the candidacy of Buthelezi, Rustin described him as a man who “had great leadership qualities” but “cannot stand any form of criticism.”87 This suggested to Rustin that Buthelezi was unlikely to be a proponent of democratic rule. Unable to play a direct role in facilitating the establishment of democratic leadership in South Africa, Rustin played an indirect role by coordinating a foreign aid program in 1986 called Project South Africa, which matched U.S. humanitarian groups with some seventy South African grassroots organizations dedicated to the furtherance of democracy through peaceful means.


  In the late 1980s, at the same time he was working internationally, Rustin became publicly vocal about his homosexuality. Of course, his gayness had been well-known throughout civil rights and humanitarian circles for years, and he never denied the truth of his sexual orientation when asked. But his “coming out” in the national press of the 1980s marked an important transition. “[T]here is a double responsibility for people like myself to come out. Because we are highly respected in a number of areas,” Rustin told the Village Voice in 1987. “I think the gay community has a moral obligation…to do whatever is possible to encourage more and more gays to come out of the closet.”88


  Rustin turned to the gay press to elaborate on his motivations for coming out, telling black gay editor Joseph Beam, “[E]very gay who is in the closet is ultimately a threat to the freedom of gays. I don’t want to seem intolerant to them, and I think we have to say that to them with a great deal of affection, but remaining in the closet is the other side of prejudice against gays. Because until you challenge it, you are not playing an active role in fighting it.”89 Speaking specifically to African American lesbians and gay men, Rustin recommended that they “try to build coalitions of people for the elimination of all injustice.”90


  As a gay elder statesman of the African American civil rights struggle, Rustin was often called upon by gay people to compare the black movement with the gay rights struggle. “The gay movement is much simpler; it only seems harder,” he explained. “The homosexual struggle is only to fight prejudice under the law. It does not require billions of dollars for an economic program.”91
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