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PREFACE 

People sometimes say that behind every great man there stands a 

great woman, or in some cases another man. In the most platonic 

sense this was true for Martin Luther King Jr., at least during 

King’s rise to power as the leader of the civil rights movement. 

The man behind the man in this case was an unlikely hero by the 

name of Bayard Rustin.  

 

When researching the Civil Rights Movement as it emerged dur-

ing the 1950’s one’s focus is easily directed towards Martin Lu-

ther King Jr. However, at the start of the Montgomery Bus Boy-

cott King was only 26 years old and fresh out of university. He 

had started working as a pastor at the Dexter Avenue Baptist 

Church in 1954, while at the same time working on his doctoral 

studies, for which he received his Ph. D. in June 1955. The bus 

boycott started only a few months after that. Even though King’s 

influence on the fledgling movement is undeniable, he did not 

work alone and he did not invent the method of nonviolent re-

sistance practiced by the movement. When it comes to organiza-

tion of the movement as well as creating a substantial philosophy 

to base the movement on, King had much help. Several different 

pacifist groups and organizations attempted to aid and influence 

the Montgomery movement through King by sending people 

down to Montgomery. Some were more influential than others. 

One of the most influential was Bayard Rustin. He met with King 

for the first time in late February 1956 and they stayed in contact 

over the following years.  
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Rustin was a pacifist and a proponent of Gandhian nonviolent 

protest. He was also an agitator, a Northerner and a socialist. Fur-

thermore, he had already been actively protesting social and racial 

injustice for over a decade at the time of his first meeting with 

King. However, Rustin had also already fallen from grace more 

than once during his career.  

 

In order to put the research of this thesis in a historiographical 

context, a historiographical essay precedes the main historical 

content of this thesis, in which I will discuss the most important 

sources that I have used for this thesis. The introduction is more 

or less a short bio of Bayard Rustin, which will focus on Rustin’s 

background, education and other influential forces in his life in 

order to understand what kind of person travelled all the way 

south from New York to Montgomery to meet King in early 

1956. In the following two chapters of this thesis, Rustin’s influ-

ence on Martin Luther King, Jr. will be examined, using the fol-

lowing method:  

(1) Each chapter examines an aspect of Rustin’s influence on 

King: the first chapter examines Rustin’s influence on the devel-

opment of nonviolence as an ideology or way of life for King, the 

second chapter examines Rustin’s influence on the practical, or-

ganizational aspect of the emerging movement; (2) each chapter 

consists of two parts, in the first part Rustin will be examined: 

who/what influenced him, and in the second part Rustin’s influ-

ence on King will be examined. 

Following these two chapters I will try to draw (a) conclusion(s) 

about the main research question of this thesis: 

To what extent did Bayard Rustin specifically influence 

Martin Luther King, Jr. during his first years as leader of the 

Civil Rights Movement? 
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HISTORIOGRAPHICAL ESSAY 

Many different historians have written extensively about King as 

well as Rustin. Writing this thesis I have read and researched sev-

eral biographies of both men as well as other source material: pri-

mary and secondary. In order to put this thesis in a historiograph-

ical context, I will introduce and discuss the most important of 

these sources here in chronological order.  

 

In his book The Political Philosophy of Martin Luther King, Jr. (1971) 

Walton Hanes, Jr. describes meticulously how, he believes, King’s 

ideas, strategies and nonviolent dogma’s are formed. The writer is 

obviously a big fan of King’s and although Walton mentions 

King’s predecessors in the field of nonviolent resistance in the 

United States, these are to be seen as mere preludes to the man 

himself. Clearly disregarding the real world, the writer finds 

King’s intellectual roots in great philosophers and gurus, com-

pletely disregarding the reality of the Montgomery situation, and 

the situation among Southern black leaders which, at least, con-

tributed to King’s rise to power within the movement. The lack 

of credit given to other black leaders as well as taking into ac-

count that King was guided not only from above, but also from 

much closer sources on which he relied and who sometimes (reg-

ularly) did the thinking and planning for him. However this book 

can be useful to paint a picture of how King was and is seen by 

most of the public and media. 

 

The next book to be discussed in this bibliographical essay is 

Down the Line (1971) by Bayard Rustin. This book contains a col-

lection of writings selected by Rustin and ordered chronologi-

cally. Overall these writings present a nice view of the history of 
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the Civil Rights Movement from Rustin’s perspective. In the part 

about the fifties there is an article from Liberator magazine con-

cerning the Montgomery Bus Boycott, which Rustin wrote in di-

ary-style. Rustin reports on the spirit of the African American cit-

izens of Montgomery and shortly mentions his presence become 

unwelcome towards the end of the journal, however he does not 

exactly connect the dots between this development and his depar-

ture soon thereafter.    

 

Another collection of primary sources can be found in My Soul is 

Rested, The Story of the Civil Rights Movement in the Deep South (1977) 

by Howell Raines. This is a unique collection of interviews carried 

out by Raines. In his book he has tried to establish a balanced 

record of all participants in the struggle for civil rights in the 

South from the Montgomery Bus Boycott to the assassination of 

Martin Luther King, Jr. in 1968. By presenting history solely 

through interviews, Raines forces the reader to be content with 

limited information, while at the same time providing an interest-

ing opportunity to find out what these participants of these very 

well-known events were feeling and thinking. 

 

An in-depth study of the formation of the SCLC can be found in 

Adam Fairclough’s To Redeem the Soul of America (1987). The first 

chapter describes the origins of the Southern Christian Leader-

ship Conference, thereby giving an account of the Montgomery 

Bus Boycott and the rise of King to power as the leader of the 

civil rights movement and thus the ideal man to lead the SCLC. 

On page 23 Rustin is introduced and a short biography follows. 

On page 29 Fairclough shortly describes Rustin’s influence on 

King and the founding of SCLC. Although he recognizes the in-

fluence of proponents of nonviolence, such as Rustin, Smiley and 
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Levison on King’s development and coming to terms with the 

idea of adopting nonviolence as the main strategy of the move-

ment, he also notes that it took King months to gradually accept 

the idea of nonviolence, and that the concept at first confused 

blacks in Montgomery, making it difficult for them to accept this 

new strategy. However, they had put faith in their new leader and 

supported him almost blindly, which made it a lot easier for King 

to implement the ideas provided by the pacifists. 

 

In order to gain some perspective on the extent of Rustin’s influ-

ence on King, I have also studied and made use of two biog-

raphies of Martin Luther King, Jr. Parting the Waters (1988) by 

Taylor Branch and Bearing the Cross (1986) by David J. Garrow. 

Both works are very complete and thoroughly researched. How-

ever, they differ in approach. For example, in their treatment of 

the development of King’s ideology of nonviolent resistance. 

Branch discusses the history of the church that King grew up in, 

Ebenezer Baptist Church in Atlanta, and in which his maternal 

grandfather had been the preacher, succeeded by his father. He 

then continues with King’s formal education, putting an emphasis 

on the duality between the passionate, soulful Baptist upbringing 

King had enjoyed and the theoretical, scientific and intellectual 

approach of religion that King encountered at Crozer Theological 

Seminary. This duality would remain visible in King’s speeches 

and writings throughout his life. When discussing the Montgom-

ery Bus Boycott, Branch mentions Rustin and Smiley and their at-

tempts to instill the need for a strategy of nonviolence to King 

and the other leaders of the boycott. Branch, however, remains 

rather skeptical about the extent of King’s belief in a nonviolent 

strategy. He argues that it would take years before King actually 

formulates his nonviolent strategy. Garrow, on the other hand, 
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uses a different approach. He limits his description of King’s life 

to his active years as leader of the Civil Rights Movement. This 

automatically means that he treats the matter of King’s intellec-

tual development differently. Garrow seems to be more focused 

on events and facts, than on theoretical explanations of the ideas 

behind the events. In his treatment of the Montgomery Bus Boy-

cott and the formation of the Southern Christian Leadership 

Conference, Garrow does discuss how Rustin, Smiley and later 

Levison try to get King to adopt an all-out nonviolent strategy, 

with matching tactics supported by theory or experience. How-

ever, Garrow is successfully trying to remain as objective as possi-

ble, and provides no opinion or statement about King’s belief in 

nonviolence. He sticks to reporting what King and those trying to 

influence him have said or written about this, leaving it up to the 

reader to draw his own conclusions. When it comes to Rustin’s 

influence on the organization of the new movement, Garrow and 

Branch agree that Rustin was of vital importance to the success 

of the movement.   

 

Stewart Burns’ Daybreak of Freedom (1997) contains collected pri-

mary sources concerning the Montgomery bus boycott. Rustin 

features in several of these. First of all Rustin is introduced in the 

overview on pages 20 – 23. On pages 26 and 27 Rustin’s influ-

ence on the forming of King’s ideas is shortly pointed out. On 

pages 28 – 30 is described how Rustin, even though now no 

longer physically at King’s side is still able to help construct the 

ideas of complete social and racial reform instead of just attaining 

the right to sit in front of the bus. On page 37 no. 61 Burns 

shows Rustin’s plans weren’t always followed to the letter by 

King. On page 159 is described how Rustin got involved in 

Montgomery, supported by a letter on sending him there. On 
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pages 164 – 171 a copy of Rustin’s diary whilst in Montgomery is 

printed describing is thoughts and impressions. On pages 171 and 

172 letters are printed which indicate the reasons for Rustin’s de-

parture. On page 195 King’s tradition from biblical non-violence, 

which did allow violence as a last resort in self-defense, to the 

more Gandhi-like complete rejection of all forms of violence. On 

pages 199 – 201 a report by Rustin is printed, which describes a 

meeting between him and King in Birmingham on March 7 1956. 

This report contains three basic uses of non-violence followed by 

a list of practical suggestions how to achieve these goals. On 

pages 204 and 205 two letters are printed showing leaders ex-

pressing doubts about the use of Rustin’s expertise publically. 

Pages 207 – 211 show a report by Rustin on the Montgomery sit-

uation written for the War Resisters League. Pages 236 – 249 

contain a letter from Rustin to King after his sudden departure 

from Montgomery, an article in Rustin’s magazine Liberation out-

lining the ideas of the American radical pacifist movement, and 

an article written by Rustin for King, which was printed after 

slight revision by King in Liberation. On page 255 A.J. Muste 

writes about the ways in which an “outsider”, like Rustin, might 

be able to assist the Montgomery movement. Pages 329 – 331 

show a memo written by Rustin to King offering his views on the 

Montgomery situation and the formation of the movement. On 

pages 330 and 331 another meeting between Rustin and King at a 

banquet in Baltimore is described. On pages 335 – 341 several 

“working papers”, written by Rustin, were sent to King in order 

for him to catch up on the current status of organization of the 

movement outside of Montgomery.  

 

The first biography of Bayard Rustin that I will discuss is Bayard 

Rustin and the Civil Rights Movement (2000) by Daniel Levine. This 
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book differs in many aspects from the second biography of Rus-

tin that I used and which will be discussed next, Lost Prophet by 

John D’Emilio (2003). First of all, it is a lot more concise, its 

pages numbering about half compared to D’Emilio’s tour de 

force. Therefore it feels as though Levine is sometimes rushing 

through events. In his treatment of the Montgomery Bus Boy-

cott, Levine seems to have mixed up dates and events, as he 

places Rustin in Montgomery twice. According to Levine, Rus-

tin’s well recorded trip to Montgomery from 21 to 29 February 

1956 was actually his second trip there. The first trip was sup-

posed to have taken place in the days before Christmas in 1955. 

The events that Levine describes during this trip actually match 

the events of the second trip, and the timeline matches as well. 

According to D’Emilio, Rustin’s recollection of the events lead-

ing up to him going to Montgomery “was strikingly inaccurate.”1 

However, Levine adheres to Rustin’s account, which explains the 

inconsistencies. On the whole, Levine’s book might be consid-

ered a good place to start researching, keeping in mind that it is 

not always as accurate as one might expect. It provides a quick 

overview of the events of 1956 and 1957 and is useful as such. 

 

In his biography of Bayard Rustin, Lost Prophet (2003), John 

D’Emilio extensively discusses the relationship between Rustin 

and King in the early years of the movement, 1956-’57. D’Emilio 

is strongly convinced that Rustin’s influence on King was of great 

importance and that it played a decisive role in the development 

of King’s style of nonviolent resistance. In chapter eleven of his 

book, D’Emilio states that “Rustin left a profound mark –on the 

unfolding of the Montgomery boycott as a national story, on the 

                                                           
1 John D’Emilio, Lost Prophet (New York, 2003), 213 
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evolution of King’s role as a national leader, on the particular as-

sociation of nonviolence with Montgomery and King.”2 How-

ever, this statement is rather difficult to prove, because “finding 

Rustin’s imprint is not easy”3. D’Emilio points out that Rustin’s 

role has often been overlooked, neglected or ignored by others 

describing this period, contemporaries and historians alike. Ac-

cording to D’Emilio this is caused mainly by Rustin’s sexual ori-

entation and the 1953 conviction after the Pasadena incident, 

which involved Rustin’s homosexuality. He argues that “Rustin 

affected a pose, his own version of the mask that gay men of this 

era wore”4 and that “his skill at concealment was a concession to 

the dangers to which his sexuality exposed both him and the 

movements he cared about.”5 D’Emilio seems to attribute Rus-

tin’s behind the scenes role at the start of the Movement in 1956 

solely to anti-gay prejudices and the fear among fellow activists 

that Rustin’s activity in support of the Montgomery Bus Boycott 

might be counterproductive or even damaging if information 

about him and his background would become public knowledge. 

D’Emilio also argues that Rustin’s acceptance of this role was not 

by choice, but “in these post-Pasadena years, working in the 

shadows was forced on him.”6 This focus on Rustin’s homosexu-

ality is typical for Lost Prophet. Throughout the book D’Emilio is 

making the point that Rustin was a victim of homophobia. By 

looking at Rustin from this particular perspective, D’Emilio 

sometimes overlooks, neglects or ignores other factors at play. In 

                                                           
2 Ibid, 212 
3 Ibid, 213  
4 Ibid, 213 
5 Ibid, 213 
6 Ibid, 213 
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the case of the Montgomery Bus Boycott, by putting the empha-

sis on homophobia as the main reason for Rustin to leave Mont-

gomery, D’Emilio leaves little room other factors that might have 

contributed to Rustin leaving, for example Rustin’s association 

with the communists and other radical socialists, or the simple 

fact that Rustin was a Northerner, which in itself was suspicious 

in the eyes of many Southerners, black and white alike. 

However, D’Emilio does provide a detailed and in-depth look 

into the relationship between Rustin and King as it developed 

over 1956-’57. 

 

The third and last Rustin biography to be discussed is Bayard Rus-

tin American Dreamer (2009) by Jerald Podair. This book is even 

more concise than Levine’s, but it has a completely different ap-

proach. Little more than halfway through the book Podair is 

done with his biography and fills the remainder of the book with 

documents written by Rustin, which are meant to support the 

conclusions at the end of the biography. This is an interesting ap-

proach, which provides a new way of looking at Bayard Rustin 

and a different way of writing history. In his treatment of the 

Montgomery Bus Boycott and the formation of the Southern 

Christian Leadership Conference, Podair remains factual and dis-

tant.  

 

I Must Resist (2012) collected and edited by Michael G. Long is 

another collection of primary sources. Its subtitle is Bayard Rus-

tin’s Life in Letters and it contains an interesting collection of pri-

mary sources. The letters are mainly written by Rustin, but there 

are also ones he received, or ones that concern him. I was able to 

use this collection to find many useful primary sources.  
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INTRODUCTION 

…Bayard was like a brick wall. He was tough, but he was the 
greatest person to recite classical poetry I’ve ever heard! 8 

I.  

Bayard Rustin was born in West Chester Pennsylvania in 1912 to 

the sixteen year old Florence Rustin, who was often called Cissy9. 

Because of Rustin’s mother’s young age and his father abandon-

ing her when she was still pregnant, his grandparents adopted 

him as if he were their son, albeit reluctantly at first. One of 

Bayard sisters recalled:  

At first my mother [Julia “Ma” Rustin, Bayard’s 

natural grandmother] 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.
10

  

“Ma” Rustin’s ideas and the way that she acted on these ideas 

were of great influence on the development of her son’s activism. 

She believed that through protest she could achieve change. She 

                                                           
8 Video footage of an interview with John Rodgers, one of Rustin’s 
teammates from his high school football team, in the documentary 
Brother Outsider: The Life of Bayard Rustin (2001), Nancy Kates and Ben-
nett Singer [13:09-13:18] 
9 Daniel Levine, Bayard Rustin and the Civil Rights Movement (New Bruns-
wick, 2000), 7 
10 Devon W. Carbado, ed. and Donald Weise, ed., Time on Two Crosses 
(New York, 2015), 11 
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joined the fledgling NAACP (National Association for the Ad-

vancement of Colored People) in 1910 and during Bayard’s child-

hood the Rustin home was visited by many prominent figures of 

the African American community, who were also frontrunners in 

the struggle for racial equality, like W. E. B. Du Bois11. 

The other element of “Ma” Rustin’s upbringing that was of great 

influence is the Quakers, also called the Society of Friends, is a 

form of Protestantism that is based on the idea that all people are 

equal and related in one “human” family. Quakers are therefore 

mostly pacifist, because they believe that humans should not at-

tack or kill each other. This idea forms the basis for Rustin’s paci-

fism and ideas of nonviolent protest. In a speech at a protest rally 

later in his life Rustin proclaims:  

I am not ready to die. I want no Negro to die. I 

want no human being to die or to be brutalized, 

because I thoroughly believe that this struggle can 

be won without brutalization.
12

 

Rustin went to an integrated high school in West Chester. How-

ever, being integrated at school did not mean West Chester was 

not segregated. Outside the school grounds the children were for-

bidden to mix with children of the other race. All public places 

were segregated and according to Rustin in a speech he held at 

his hometown later in life, he was not allowed to enter and eat at 

even one of West Chester’s restaurants. Rustin recalls:  

I once went into the little restaurant next to the 

Warner Theater and can you believe it? There 

                                                           
11 Carbado and Weise, Time on Two Crosses, 11 
12 Video footage of a speech by Rustin in the documentary Brother Out-
sider, [00:30-01:00] 
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was absolute consternation. That was the first oc-

casion on which I knew West Chester had three 

police cars. They surrounded the place as if we 

were going to destroy motherhood!
13

 

 In the early twentieth century racism was institutionalized in the 

North as much as in the South, even though the South was still 

home to the largest concentrations of black population.14 Perhaps 

the absence of African Americans in the North even fueled the 

racist ideas of the white population, simply because they were not 

used to having African Americans around. While in high school 

Rustin excelled in academics as well as sports and music. He ran 

for the track team, which competed all over the region. Some-

times it was necessary to stay overnight in order to compete in a 

certain event, but this was problematic for Rustin and another 

black teammate because most accommodations did not accept 

black clientele.  

 

One example of Rustin’s early willingness to protest against racial 

discrimination is his refusal to run at a state track contest in Al-

toona, unless he and the other black teammate were housed in 

the same hotel as their teammates. Eventually they got their way 

and both won first prices.15  

The other sport Rustin excelled at was American football. One of 

his former teammates refers to the duality in Rustin’s character, 

being both a scholar and a jock:  

                                                           
13 Video footage of a lecture or speech given by Rustin in the documen-
tary Brother Outsider, [06:23-06:50] 
14 D’Emilio, Lost Prophet, 18 
15 Levine, Bayard Rustin and the Civil Rights Movement, 12 
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I first met Bayard on this field. He played left 

tackle and I played right guard and in the practice 

games it was my job to take Bayard out. We never 

made any yardage on my account, because Bayard 

was like a brick wall. He was tough, but he was the 

greatest person to recite classical poetry I’ve ever 

heard. And on the field he’d knock somebody, 

he’d knock them half-dead – he’d get up and say a 

little poem for them, while they were coming to.
16

 

This comment can also be seen as an early manifestation of the 

idea of using physical presence and strength as a powerful 

weapon in the struggle for civil rights. In a lecture later in his life 

Rustin says:  

Our power is in our ability to make things un-

workable. The only weapon we have is our bodies 

and we need to tuck them in places, so wheels 

don’t turn.
17

  

However, it should be noted that even though in some cases in 

those early years Rustin evidently protested the racial segregation 

and second-class treatment of African Americans, in general he 

did not seem to suffer too much oppression in high school. Even 

so, some of his former classmates described the situation in and 

especially around the school as hostile. One of Rustin’s former 

classmates, Mary Thomas, recalls: “We were just a clan, holding 

on to each other, and surviving this racist atmosphere.”18 In spite 

                                                           
16 Video footage of an interview with John Rodgers, one of Rustin’s 
teammates from his high school football team, in the documentary 
Brother Outsider, [13:09-13:18] 
17 Video footage of a lecture given by Rustin in the documentary Brother 
Outsider, [03:19-03:48] 
18 D’Emilio, Lost Prophet, 15 
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of this seemingly constricting environment Rustin was able to 

fully spread his wings and participate unhindered in every aspect 

of school life, including sports, drama, speaking and writing con-

tests, and music. The fact that Rustin’s high school experience 

differed from those of his fellow African American students, can 

perhaps be attributed to him being placed in a special class for 

gifted children, having shown great intellectual and academic 

promise. This class followed the traditional classical curriculum 

including Greek, Latin and (Classical) literature, but at the same 

time focusing on science and mathematics.19 Astonishingly Rustin 

excelled in every curricular and extra-curricular activity he under-

took. It is therefore more fact than opinion to conclude that Rus-

tin’s school career was an overall success. Rustin apparently ex-

celled in all topics; he was a valedictorian of his graduating class 

in 1932 and many of his peers expected nothing but greatness 

from him. Contributing to this idea of great expectations, the edi-

tors of Rustin’s high school yearbook wrote in 1932, the year that 

Rustin graduated: 

Yes, Bayard, “thou art a hero on many a field”, ris-

ing to the sublime in all because of determination 

to be the best and to give the best. Here’s to your 

success in college and in later life.
20

 

 

 

 

                                                           
19 D’Emilio, Lost Prophet, 15; Levine, Bayard Rustin and the Civil Rights 
Movement, 12 
20 Quoted from photocopy of Rustin’s high school yearbook, 
http://wcborodems.org/2012/02/18/historys-people-remembering-
bayard-rustin 
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II.  

Having graduated high school with flying colors, Rustin enrolled 

in Wilberforce University in 1932. Wilberforce University, being 

named after 18th century British abolitionist, was one of the coun-

try’s leading historically black universities. It was founded in 1856 

by a collaboration of church leaders of the Cincinnati Conference 

of the Methodist Episcopal Church and the African Methodist 

Episcopal Church. The college provided classical education and 

teacher training for black youth. It is located in the southwestern 

part of Ohio. Before the Civil War, this had been a region where 

freed slaves would settle after having crossed the Ohio River 

from the South. Wilberforce University used to function as a des-

tination point of the Underground Railroad. After the Civil War 

Wilberforce University grew to become one of the nation’s most 

Photocopy of a page from Rustin’s high school yearbook, 1932: 

the year of his graduation. For the source see footnote 20. 
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prominent black universities, hosting professors such as W. E. B. 

Du Bois.  

Being a gifted singer, Rustin became a music major specializing in 

vocals. He sang in the Wilberforce Quartet and for a while he 

seemed happy. According to Rustin, the only thing that was really 

bad at Wilberforce was the food.  

 

After two years Rustin was forced to leave Wilberforce under 

mysterious circumstances. According to Rustin in the PBS docu-

mentary Brother Outsider,   “The food at Wilberforce … , was very 

bad and I organized a strike to improve it and as a result of that I 

was asked to leave.”21 In the book Time on Two Crosses the authors 

offer not one but two different explanations.   

Rustin left Wilberforce University after only two 

years – according to him – because he lost his 

scholarship for refusing to join the ROTC [Re-

serve Officers’ Training Corps]. However, a for-

mer classmate offered a very different explanation: 

that Bayard left Wilberforce because he had fallen 

in love with the son of the college president.
22

   

Whichever is true is unclear. If the latter explanation is true, Rus-

tin was lucky to get off with just being expelled from the Univer-

sity as homosexuality was still a serious criminal offense at the 

time. The bottom line is that Rustin’s obstinate behavior – 

whether it was concerning his sexuality, his pacifism or his love 

for challenging authority – had gotten him in trouble again.  

 

                                                           
21 Voice over reading a quotation of Rustin in the documentary Brother 
Outsider, [08:50-09:05] 
22 Carbado and Weise, Time on Two Crosses, 13 
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After the Wilberforce debacle Rustin went back home to West 

Chester feeling down and out. His biographer D’Emilio writes 

that “the door to the future seemed to close: when he left Wilber-

force in the depths of the Depression and returned to West Ches-

ter with no prospects before him.”23  

 

However, as downtrodden as Rustin may have been over his leav-

ing of Wilberforce, he seemed to realize that the only way to get 

anywhere in life was to move forward: he enrolled in Cheyney 

State Teachers College in September 1934. Rustin would eventu-

ally spend three years at Cheney, and this is where many of his 

later ideas and beliefs seemed to have taken shape. In contrast to 

Wilberforce, which was orientated to vocational studies, Cheyney 

State offered a wider array of studies to choose from. Rustin used 

this opportunity to study philosophy, besides continuing his mu-

sical career singing in the school’s chorus. Cheyney State was run 

by Dr. Lesley Pinckney Hill, a Harvard graduate and leading intel-

lectual figure in the African American community and beyond. 

Dr. Hill had studied at Harvard at a time when famous philoso-

phers such as George Santayana and William James were teaching 

there.24 Hill was able to convey his love of philosophy and critical 

thinking to his students and especially Rustin, through the works 

of the masters that had inspired him all those years before. After 

reading The Last Puritan, the only novel Santayana ever wrote, 

which was his most accessible and most successful work, Rustin 

wrote to a friend: “I came to respect Santayana not only for his 

                                                           
23 D’Emilio, Lost Prophet, 206 
24 Ibid, 29 
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prodigious mind and his contributions to thinking but also be-

cause he seems to defy being stamped or pigeonholed.”25 This 

idea seems to have resonated well with Rustin, who later based 

his philosophy and strategy on nonviolent direct action. He did 

not believe in looking the other way, or ignoring injustice, wher-

ever, whenever and however he encountered it. This resonates in 

the words of one of his fellow pacifists: “Our position was that 

racial injustice is violence and one should attack it wherever it ex-

ists.”26  

 

At the same time another major influence in Rustin’s develop-

ment was rekindled: Quakerism. Cheyney State had been estab-

lished by Quakers and was still very much influenced by Quaker 

ideas and ideals. Especially the pacifist aspect of the religion came 

into play in the second half of the 1930’s as Europe seemed to be 

heading for war with totalitarian regimes in fascist-Italy, Nazi-

Germany and communist-Russia wreaking havoc within and 

across their borders. US politics had been focused on isolation-

ism and staying clear of involvement in the Old World’s squab-

bles and intrigues. Many US citizens had not yet forgotten the 

horrors of the trenches of the First World War. Congress even 

enacted a number of neutrality acts which were supposed to pre-

vent the US from being dragged into war.27 Whether it was the 

strong presence of Quakerism on campus, or the influence of his 

grandmother, Julia Rustin, or the threat of an international violent 
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conflict which drove him towards religion, is hard to determine. 

However, the fact that something must have clicked for Rustin at 

that time and place is clear since he officially joined the Society of 

Friends in 1936, declaring himself a Quaker and embracing the 

idea of pacifism. By then pacifism was no longer just a Quaker 

ideal, but it had grown out into a national movement. Antiwar 

protests were sweeping across schools and college campuses and 

mass protests showed the publics antipathy towards militarism 

and territorial aggression.28 

 

III.  

In late 1937 Rustin left Cheyney State to pursue his goals and ide-

als in New York. By then he had developed into an activist, 

spokesman and leader of the college antiwar movement. Earlier 

that year, Rustin participated on behalf of his school in a program 

called Institute of International Relations, which brought students 

and professors from all across the nation to Cheyney State to dis-

cuss the state of the world and the threat of all-out worldwide 

war, which seemed, at that time, to be imminent. An important 

conclusion of the Institute was that class-inequality and unregu-

lated capitalism were, at least in part, to blame for the rise of mili-

tarism, nationalism and imperialism leading to the current insta-

bility around the world.29 This realization marks the beginning of 

Rustin’s move to the left towards socialism and even com-

munism. During the summer of 1937 Rustin joined the Peace 

Brigade organized by the American Friends Service Committee 

(AFSC). The Peace Brigade was an experiment which sent stu-

dents to teach about peace and pacifism through immersion in 
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the life of a local community. Rustin was sent to Auburn in up-

state New York where he spent the summer honing his skills in 

speaking, writing and teaching.30 After returning from the Peace 

Brigade Rustin decided to move to New York, even though he 

only had to follow one year worth of classes to earn his degree 

from Cheyney State.  

 

The reasons for Rustin to leave Cheyney this close to completion 

are unclear and different sources, several of them contradictory, 

only add to the mystery.  In Bayard Rustin American Dreamer, Po-

dair seems puzzled about Rustin’s decision, because his career at 

Cheyney State had been successful so far and he seemed to be fit-

ting in there. Podair suggests that Rustin’s sexual escapades could 

once again be the source of his departure.31 This is supported, in 

an interview with Davis Platt, Rustin’s long-term lover between 

the early 1940’s and 1950’s. Platt recalls there being an incident 

wherein Rustin was caught having sex with a boy from one of the 

leading, white families in town.  

And Bayard and he had sex together in a public 

park, on the edge of a golf course, I’m not exactly 

sure. And they go caught. I forget what happened 

to Bayard, but it was very very unpleasant. Noth-

ing happened to the white guy.
32

  

However, there is no evidence supporting or refuting these 

claims. 
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The fact that Rustin chose New York as his next destination is a 

lot easier to understand. Rustin had stayed there during his years 

at Wilberforce, living with his sister Bessie, who was actually his 

aunt. Bessie lived in Harlem, which was home to the largest, most 

concentrated black population outside of Africa.33 Rustin later re-

called visiting Bessie in Harlem: A totally exciting experience. I’ll 

never forget my first walk on 125th Street…. I had such a feeling 

of exhilaration.34  

During the 1920’s Harlem had grown out to be the center of a 

blossoming of African American culture. This period has come to 

be known as the Harlem Renaissance. Even in the late 1930’s 

Harlem was still the epicenter of African American culture. This 

inspiring and exciting environment was a strong pull-factor for 

Rustin, and the city seems to have retained its attractiveness as 

Rustin called this city home for the rest of his life.  

 

In New York, Rustin’s life continued to be based on the two pil-

lars music and activism. The New York of the 1930’s happened 

to be the national nexus of culture and political activism. During 

the Great Depression, the poverty stricken population of New 

York proved to be the ideal breeding ground for left-wing groups 

and organizations. Among the African American population the 

Communist Party of the United States of America (CPUSA) had 

the largest following. Their fervent support of civil rights had 

earned them serious credits among the black population. This 

was, however, not done out of idealistic support of racial equality, 

but as part of the larger strategy for North America, which was 

conceived by the Comintern or Communist International. This 

                                                           
33 Ibid, 34/35 
34 Ibid, 29 



25 

political device provided strategic, tactical, military and economic 

support from the Soviet Union to communists around the world. 

The CPUSA stood under strict supervision of the Comintern and 

thus the Soviet Union. Therefore the American Communists al-

ways followed the exact party line as issued from Moscow.  

 

The larger strategy for the USA entailed the creation of an alli-

ance between the African Americans and the white working-class. 

The Communists believed that this alliance would be able to suc-

cessfully challenge the nation’s elite and bring about a Marxist 

revolution in the United States. To this end the African Ameri-

cans and their struggle were just a means, but in order to gain 

their support the Communists were ready to combat racial and 

social injustice with all they could. And they were very successful 

in doing so.35 For these reasons the CPUSA also appealed to Rus-

tin, and he joined the Young Communist League (YCL) soon af-

ter arriving in New York. Rustin’s life-long struggle was not just 

about racial injustice and inequality, but about injustice and ine-

quality in general. A third factor was the aim to achieve peace, 

and thus to oppose war, which clearly has its roots in Rustin’s 

Quaker upbringing and education.  

 

For a while the American Communists seemed to offer the total 

package: they were actively fighting for the civil rights of the poor 

and oppressed, whether they were black or white; they were try-

ing to combat the class differences within American society and 

they were opposed to American involvement in the inevitable up-

coming conflict in Europe. At the same time the Soviet Union 

had formed a non-aggression pact with Nazi-Germany, which 
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meant that the official party line dictated that the American Com-

munists were supposed to try and steer the Americans away from 

involvement in Europe. This was the main reason for the com-

munists to involve themselves in the struggle for civil rights, of-

fering an alternative to American racism.  However, as the war in 

Europe progressed and the Germans launched their attack on the 

Soviet Union in 1941, the Communist leadership ordered the 

American Communists to change tactics and start supporting 

American involvement in the war. This meant playing down the 

cause of racial equality and civil rights.  Many African-Americans 

who had joined or supported the Communists before this change 

of policy, left feeling abandoned by the Communist leadership. 

Rustin was among those leaving in 1941. Afterwards Rustin never 

again associated himself with the Communists, but his short-lived 

membership would prove to be grounds for mistrust and attack 

by opponents later on in the struggle for civil rights. 

 

After parting ways with the Communists, Rustin joined forces 

with A. Philip Randolph, a black socialist and union leader, who 

approached the struggle for civil rights in a context of class strug-

gle. This meant that he was not afraid to team up with white so-

cialists and unions. Randolph and Rustin were like-minded also 

when it came to non-violence. These similarities made it easy for 

Rustin and Randolph to form a successful partnership and they 

worked together on several projects.36 

 

At the same time Randolph introduced Rustin to A. J. Muste – 

the pacifist leader who broke with Rustin after the incident in 

Pasadena in 1953 – who had recently become the leader of the 
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Fellowship of Reconciliation (FOR). Muste transformed the FOR 

based on the idea of nonviolent direct action. He combined the 

ideas of civil disobedience of Henry David Thoreau, the social re-

sponsibility of the Quaker faith, and the mass protest tactics of 

Gandhi. Nonviolent direct action relies on public protests where 

protesters deliberately violate laws and practices in order to show 

their evil effects to the public. The protesters would then undergo 

the consequences and endure the punishments, thereby showing 

that they were protesting the rules, not the rule makers.37 Muste’s 

idea of nonviolent direct action spoke to Rustin and he joined 

FOR, which subsequently sprouted its secular counterpart: the 

Congress Of Racial Equality (CORE) concerned with the civil 

rights struggle. With the CORE, Rustin’s activist’s talents really 

came to fruition until the Second World War brought this to a 

temporary halt. When Rustin refused to participate in the draft 

process as a conscientious objector, he was sentenced to three 

years in prison.38 

 

After prison Rustin resumed his activities in the FOR and CORE. 

However, these activities would get him in trouble again as he 

participated in an act of nonviolent direct action, which later be-

came known as the Journey of Reconciliation. Inspired by the Su-

preme Court of the United States’ decision in the case of Irene 

Morgan versus the Commonwealth of Virginia, which stated that 

segregation on interstate buses was unconstitutional, Rustin and 

15 fellow CORE members journeyed to the Upper South to test 

whether this decision was being upheld. In his book Down the Line 

Rustin recalls the event. 
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In 1947, after repeated reports that the various 

states were ignoring the Morgan decision, the Fel-

lowship of Reconciliation set out to discover the 

degree to which such illegal separation patterns 

were enforced. In what has since become known 

as the Journey of Reconciliation, sixteen white and 

Negro young men, in groups ranging from two to 

four, traveled through North Carolina, Virginia, 

Kentucky, and Tennessee making test cases. It was 

on one of these cases that I was arrested. Finally, 

after the North Carolina supreme court upheld 

me thirty-day sentence, I surrendered and spent 

twenty-two days at Roxboro.
39

  

As a result of this arrest and the subsequent prosecution, Rustin 

was sentenced to thirty days on a chain gang. He was released af-

ter twenty-two days however on good behavior.  

By 1949 he had become such a well-known pacifist and leader, 

that he was personally invited to attend an international pacifist 

conference in India led by Gandhi himself. However, Gandhi was 

assassinated before the meeting could take place. Nevertheless 

Rustin did travel to India to meet up with other important paci-

fist leaders. One young Indian intellectual recalls: “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.” 

 

IV.  

After his return from India, Rustin’s career reached new heights 

as he was now regarded as an international pacifist leader and alt-

hough he remained based in America, Muste allowed Rustin to 
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travel to Africa in the hope of assisting several African leaders to 

free themselves from British colonial rule  through Gandhian tac-

tics. After a tour of West Africa, Rustin wished to return there to 

continue his work. However, before he would be allowed on a 

second trip – Rustin requested an assignment of a year in Africa 

to set up a center devoted to nonviolence and the teaching 

thereof –he was sent on several tours around the country lectur-

ing and giving workshops for the FOR.40 In January 1953 Rustin 

was sent on a tour of the West Coast which brought him to Pasa-

dena, which brings the story back to its start, since it was after 

this particular meeting that Rustin decided to wander off into 

town where he was later arrested for performing sexual acts on 

two men in a car. 

This ultimate low-point in the life of Bayard Rustin, it might have 

seemed like the end of the world, but it wasn’t. Slowly, and with 

the help of the War Resisters League (WRL) Rustin was able to 

rise once again to the stature of civil rights leader. Although he 

would no longer operate on the foreground as much as he had 

before, which became evidently clear when in 1956 Rustin was 

sent to investigate a boycott of public busses in Montgomery Ala-

bama, of which the organization was apparently being led by a 

young and yet completely unknown preacher by the name of 

Martin Luther King Jr. 

 

 In early 1953 Bayard Rustin’s career and life as a political activist 

seemed to have come to an abrupt and bitter end. After having 

fought strenuously for the civil rights of African Americans for 

decades the Pasadena incident suddenly jeopardized everything 
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Rustin had worked for. His reputation and career seemed dam-

aged beyond repair.  

 

In January 1953 Rustin, who had been on a lecturing tour of the 

American West Coast after having spent some time in Africa vis-

iting African leaders fighting for freedom and independence, was 

the main speaker at an event sponsored by the American Associa-

tion of University Women in Pasadena, California. Afterwards he 

spent the evening – well into the night – wandering the streets of 

Pasadena. In the early morning of the following day Rustin was 

arrested by county police while performing sexual acts with two 

local white men in the backseat of their car. This arrest resulted in 

a swift conviction and Rustin, along with his fellow defendants, 

was sentenced to sixty days in the Los Angeles County Jail.41 

 

Another and much more damaging result of the arrest and con-

viction was the termination of Rustin as a staff member of the 

Fellowship of Reconciliation (FOR), the organization he had so 

vigorously been working for the years prior to this incident. Ac-

cording to Glenn Smiley, AJ Muste, Rustin’s boss, friend and 

mentor, felt that Rustin had left the organization no other option 

saying: We have a real problem here because this has happened 

so frequently that I have given Bayard an ultimatum that if it hap-

pened again he would have to resign.42  

In an interview with Open Hands magazine in 1987, shortly before 

his death, Rustin recalls his fall from grace a little differently, say-

ing:  
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It was amongst the Fellowship people that there 

was hypocrisy. […] It was there that I found some 

of the worst attitudes to gays. […] I experienced 

this personally after I’d been released from work-

ing with the Fellowship when I was arrested in Cal-

ifornia on what they called a “morals charge.” 

Many of the people in the Fellowship of Reconcil-

iation were absolutely intolerant in their attitudes. 

When I lost my job there, some of these nonvio-

lent Christians despite their love and affection for 

humanity were not really able to express very 

much affection to me.
43

 

Having to spend time in prison for something other than his ac-

tivism was very difficult for Rustin. David McReynolds, a mem-

ber of the FOR, who went to visit Rustin in jail recalls: It broke 

him, it just broke him. To be in prison but not for something he 

believed him, but to be just in prison.44  

Rustin was clearly critical of himself. In a letter from prison he 

wrote:  

In God’s way of turning ugliness and personal de-

feat into triumph, I have gone deeper in the past 

six weeks than ever before and feel that I have at 

last seen my real problem. It has been pride in 

self. In the big ways I ways, I was prepared to give 

all … But in the small and really primary ways I 

was selfish as a child.
45

  

Rustin had been struggling with his sexual orientation for a long 

time and felt guilty and conflicted about his feelings and actions. 
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Homosexuality was not only frowned upon, in the 1950’s it was 

still illegal and described in terms of mental disorder. Certainly 

Rustin felt as though his behavior was problematic not just for 

him, but also for the movement and he blamed himself for that. 

In 1953 Rustin wrote about the incident: I know now, that for me 

sex must be sublimated if I am to live with myself and this world 

longer.46 

 Later, in 1987, Rustin explains that he was struggling with the re-

sistance to acceptance of homosexuality in the movement: I 

found that people in the civil rights movement were perfectly 

willing to accept me as long as I didn’t declare that I was gay.47 

And in the African American community:  

Well, I think the community felt that we have, as 

blacks, so many problems to put up with, and we 

have to defend ourselves so vigorously against be-

ing labeled as ignorant, irresponsible, shufflers, 

etc., there’s so much prejudice against us, why do 

we need the gay thing too?
48

   

A third result of the incident was negative attention in the media, 

at least along the West Coast. This further damaged Rustin’s pro-

spects of continuing his promising career as his reputation suf-

fered seemingly irreparable damage.49 

 

Indeed, for the first couple of months after Rustin had been re-

leased from jail it seemed hard to imagine him back on top as the 
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civil rights activist and leader had been and wanted to be still. Af-

ter having worked the odd job in order to sustain himself for sev-

eral months, Rustin was hired by the War Resistance League 

(WRL) in the fall of 1953. This group had close ties to the FOR, 

but saw itself as more of a political group than the religious FOR. 

However, the WRL’s executive committee would not necessarily 

agree with the proposal to hire Rustin as two of its members were 

also the ones who dismissed Rustin from the FOR. The main 

problem was posed by AJ Muste, also the leader of the FOR, 

who vowed to resign his position if the WRL were to hire Rustin. 

According to the report on the discussion Muste spoke out vehe-

mently against hiring Rustin.  ”[Muste] did not have sufficient 

confidence to feel that Bayard could now handle a WRL job 

without future embarrassment to the League and himself and 

possible risk to young people.”50  

 

This did not put off WRL leader Roy Finch, who sought support 

from David Dellinger, a well-respected, veteran member of the 

League, who wrote:  

I see no sense in trying to force on Bayard a Puri-

tanical abstinence from the form of sex which ap-

parently is natural to him, however unnatural it 

may be to some of the others who will be con-

cerned with Bayard’s positioning in the League… 

If a strong stream is flowing through a channel that 

it has cut out for itself over a number of years, you 

dam it only at the risk that it will break out, as it 

did in California, in another harmful more place. I 

always felt that the FOR insistence on rigid absti-

nence led to an impossible situation which was 
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dangerously close to encouraging hypocrisy (on 

the part of both Bayard and the FOR), guilt feel-

ings, and the explosion. […]I can’t think of anyone 

else who can approach Bayard. I know of no one 

who is a more inspirational speaker… Bayard is 

available for long-term service, with his excep-

tional talents and dedication. Further, the League 

has gone further downhill, to the point that unless 

it steps up its program and has an infusion of new 

life and imagination (such as I am confident 

Bayard can bring), it will not be a vital force in the 

world.
51

  

This last point was a point well understood by the members of 

the both WRL advisory council and executive committee. Roy 

Finch, leader of the WRL, recalls: In a way we had nothing to 

lose. We didn’t have the reputation.52  

 

In a way this provided Rustin with a fresh start and he was back 

on his way up in the world. Even though things seemed to look 

up for Rustin he still was a long ways away from being the leader 

he wanted and hoped to be. 

 

However, in just two years’ time Rustin would become instru-

mental in the rise of the most well-known and well-regarded civil 

rights leader, Martin Luther King Jr. and instead of serving as 

civil rights leaders himself, Rustin would grow to be the most im-

portant man behind the scenes.    
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RUSTIN’S IMPRINT 

I.  

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. 53 

Although Bayard Rustin seems to have been born with an innate 

capacity for organization, his ideas for bringing about social and 

racial justice, and his firm belief in nonviolent direct action as the 

way to achieve reform were not new or original. It is possible to 

distinguish between several major sources of influence on Rus-

tin’s ideological development.  

 

The first and foremost influential figure in Rustin’s early develop-

ment was his adoptive mother, Julia Rustin. Being an activist her-

self, she instilled into young Bayard the importance of nonviolent 

social protest. She was an early member of the NAACP, hosted 

an integrated garden club, founded a community center for blacks 

and opened her home to prominent African Americans when 

they stayed in town.54  

 

Secondly, the ideology of socialism, personified in A. Philip Ran-

dolph, to whom Rustin was introduced during his first years in 

New York, provided important theoretical support as well as 

schooling Rustin in the practicalities of organizing protest. The 
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latter will be treated in the next chapter, Rallying the Troops. In 

1942 Rustin was asked to come and work for Randolph, helping 

to draft plans, strategies and tactics, which greatly stimulated Rus-

tin. Furthermore Randolph’s decision to adopt nonviolent direct 

action (NVDA) as the main method and strategy for his March 

on Washington Movement (MOWM) in 1943 propelled the de-

velopment of Rustin’s concept of Gandhian nonviolence into 

strategy and tactics applying to the specifics of the American 

struggle against racial injustice.  

  

The third important source of influence were the teachings of the 

Indian activist and freedom fighter Mohandas Gandhi and his 

nonviolent struggle for India’s independence from Great Britain. 

Rustin read all he could find written by Gandhi and his followers. 

Gandhi’s ideas, strategy and tactics are at the base of Rustin’s ide-

ology. In the October 1942 edition of the pacifist magazine Fel-

lowship: The Journal of the Fellowship of Reconciliation Rustin describes 

the necessity for coming up with a strategy of nonviolent direct 

action in his article titled “The Negro and Nonviolence”. Rustin 

refers to India and Gandhi’s struggle for freedom multiple times 

using Gandhi’s words to persuade the reader, as well as using the 

comparison between the ongoing struggle in India and the ongo-

ing struggle for racial equality in America to create a sense of ur-

gency by describing two movements gaining momentum.55  

  

The fourth influence is the Quaker religion, with its emphasis on 

trying to achieve equality and world peace through nonviolent 
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protest, which was also the basis for Julia Rustin’s ideas, and 

which Rustin rediscovered on his own through religious organiza-

tions as the Fellowship of Reconciliation (FOR) and the Ameri-

can Friends Service Committee (AFSC), and later in a more secu-

lar form in the War Resisters League (WRL). The leader of the 

FOR, A.J. Muste was a mentor and father figure to Rustin, until 

the unfortunate incident in Pasadena in 1953, after which Muste 

severed all ties to Rustin. As an unintended consequence of this 

abandonment Rustin seemed to have been moving away from re-

ligion from that moment onward. Rustin biographer Daniel Lev-

ine notes that:  

After 1953, it is very rare to find words like “God” 

or “Jesus” in Rustin’s speaking or writing” and that 

“in his hour of need, organized Christianity had 

failed him. After 1953, he became more and more 

a secular man.
56

  

On the other hand, fellow Rustin biographer John D’Emilio pre-

sents the relationship between Rustin and Muste as only tempo-

rarily interrupted by the 1953 Pasadena incident. He argues that 

by 1954 Muste and Rustin were once again working closely to-

gether, Muste as a member of the governing body of the WRL 

and Rustin as its executive secretary.57 Apparently the earlier is-

sues causing the rift between mentor and pupil had been re-

solved. According to D’Emilio, fellow FOR-members have pro-

vided different explanations for this peculiar relational recovery. 

Ralph DiGia recalls knowing that Rustin was hurt by Muste’s 

stance and therefore reasoned that Muste must have apologized 

to Rustin shortly after his appointment to the FOR’s governing 
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body. However, as D’Emilio points out, no evidence suggests an 

apology or retraction of his position by Muste. Another FOR-

member who was present at the time is Dave McReynolds. He 

worked closely with Muste and Rustin for a decade and offers a 

more nuanced explanation. His explanation is twofold.  

[Firstly,] those two men needed each other very 

badly. Bayard had a genuine ability to understand 

tactics that Muste never grasped. AJ had a very 

profound sense of the moral center of things.
58

  

Secondly, DiGia recalls Rustin explaining that Muste and he 

shared the experience of a life devoted to revolutionary change, 

which at some point had broken each of them.   ”AJ was broken 

by the Trotskyist movement. He was disillusioned. And I’ve been 

broken partly by the physical beatings, but just by events.”59   

Which is Rustin’s way of referring to the issue of his sexuality, ac-

cording to D’Emilio. All in all, the recovery proved successful 

and the two men worked together for the remainder of Muste’s 

life, who died in 1967. 

 

The fifth source of influence is Rustin’s vast network, which pro-

vided, but at the same time was the result of the contact and co-

operation with fellow activists Rustin engaged in during his long 

career. All the different parts of this network influenced Rustin to 

some extent. Because of its size and the number of different par-

ticipants of Rustin’s network, it is impossible to map it all, let 

alone assess the amount of influence of individual members of 

the network on Rustin’s development. One can easily assume, 
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however, that Rustin must have been influenced by his network – 

as would any man.  

There were undoubtedly many more factors in Rustin’s life, 

which were of influence on his development as a driving force 

behind the Civil Rights Movement over the course of the twenti-

eth century. However, a simplification of reality by focusing on 

these five sources of influence, and branding them the most im-

portant, helps to achieve a better understanding of Rustin’s most 

fundamental ideas and their origins, as many direct links to each 

of these four factors can be found in Rustin’s words and actions.   

 

II.  

“Thank God I was in that struggle with him,” he said, “for like 
you, I will now be a footnote to history.” 60 

In early 1956 Rustin met Martin Luther King, Jr. for the first 

time. At the young age of 26, King could already look back on an 

astonishing academic career. He had finished Morehouse College 

in Atlanta, Crozer Theologian Seminary in Philadelphia and Bos-

ton University. This would make him qualified to start teaching at 

a university or college, but instead King chose to pastor a rela-

tively small Southern church, a choice that resulted in King be-

coming the national leader of the black Civil Rights Movement. 

He chose small but ended up larger than life. His education 

which had been a mixture of his roots in the folk traditions of the 

African-American Baptist Church and higher education at the 

seminary and university. This mixture combined with his inher-

ited gift for oratory made him the perfect, well-educated minister 

with ambition reaching beyond the pulpit. The acceptance of a 

                                                           
60 Howell Raines, ed., My Soul is Rested (New York, 1977), 53 



40 

pastorate in a segregated environment would not seem the most 

logical choice,  but this would be the place were King’s talent 

might be best put to use. In Stride Toward Freedom King explains 

his choice out of a feeling of moral obligation to share his 

knowledge and experience with the country that had been his 

home for so long, despite the evident disadvantages of living in 

the South.61   

 

The bus company in Montgomery used segregated buses. In addi-

tion to this the Montgomery bus drivers had developed some ra-

ther nasty methods of harassing and intimidating their African-

American clients. The black community leaders had since long 

been trying to fight these circumstances and a chief fair treatment 

by the bus company. As Martin Luther King Jr. accepted the pul-

pit of Dexter Avenue Church, Montgomery ministers such as 

Ralph Abernathy and lay activist E. D. Nixon had been trying to 

find the right case in order to start their battle with the city’s bus 

company and government. Nixon was an active union-based pro-

tester, with a day job as a porter on the railroad. He had con-

structed a vast social among the African-American as well as the 

white community of Montgomery. He used these connections to 

aid fellow, black townsmen in need.62 He was also active in the lo-

cal NAACP chapter where he had served as a president for five 

years.63 His network gave him the power to reach certain parts of 

the Montgomery society that even the powerful black ministers 

were unable to penetrate and which would prove indispensable 

during the upcoming boycott. He was the one who set the wheels 
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in motion of the unstoppable machine the protest movement was 

going to become by calling the various actors together after the 

arrest of Rosa Parks. He would play a pivotal role in the selection 

of King as the leader of the Bus Boycott. 

 

The second important player and influence on the development 

of King during the bus boycott was Ralph Abernathy. Abernathy 

was, just as King, a young minister, whose pastorate was the First 

Baptist Church: in earlier days this church had been the direct 

competitor of King’s Dexter Avenue Church, which was origi-

nally established after an argument within First’s congregation in 

1877.64 However in the 1950’s the churches were no longer real 

rivals and in the short time King had lived in Montgomery before 

the Bus Boycott he and Abernathy had become friends, which 

they would stay and Abernathy would be one of King’s closest 

advisors.65 

 

After the arrest of Rosa Parks the plans for a citywide protest 

against the Montgomery Bus Company could be set in motion. 

Parks provided the perfect starting point for a protest action. As 

Jo Ann Robinson, one of the founders of the idea of a bus boy-

cott, recalls “We had planned the protest long before Mrs. Parks 

was arrested.”66 In reaction to hearing of the arrest Miss Robin-

son and some of her colleagues at Atlanta University assembled 

at the campus were they wrote a pamphlet announcing a citywide 

boycott of the buses. Nixon provided the local newspaper with 
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the story of an upcoming boycott67 and all of the ministers agreed 

to support the protest in their sermons. The leaders of the black 

community had agreed to a meeting on Monday December 5 

1955 to discuss the further course they were going to follow. Af-

ter this meeting there was going to be a mass meeting at Holt 

Street Church were the course would be explained to the people. 

At the meeting the leaders of Montgomery’s black community 

decided to form a new organization to guide and organize the 

protest: it would be the Montgomery Improvement Association 

(M.I.A.) and King is chosen as president. King recalls this event 

as taking him by surprise and does not go into detail about the 

how and why he was chosen.68  

 

Garrow largely follows King’s accounts,69 but Branch tells an-

other story. Supposedly King arrived late at the meeting in the 

middle of an outburst of Nixon about the cowardly behavior of 

the ministers who wanted to keep their role as organizers of the 

bus boycott a secret. After hearing Nixon, King declared not to 

be a coward and this sparked the reaction of Nixon’s great com-

petitor as leader of the lay segment of the Montgomery civil 

rights workers, who immediately proposes King to be the presi-

dent of the new organization. King accepts on the spot and is 

unanimously chosen. Rivalry between competing leaders in 

Montgomery, combined with the fact that since King was new he 

did not have a lot of enemies (yet) and on top of that he was a 
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gifted speaker, as many of the leaders had found out when King 

had delivered a thrilling speech at a NAACP gathering earlier.70  

 

In the evening of Monday December 5 1955 Martin Luther King 

Jr. as the newly elected president of the, only hours old, M.I.A. 

delivered one of his more memorable speeches at the Holt Street 

mass meeting. In this address King uses harsh words to describe 

the hardships African-Americans endure under the system of seg-

regation and he is clear about his intentions regarding the protest, 

as he says:  

We who have been oppressed so long, are tired of 

going through the long night of captivity [and] we 

are determined here in Montgomery to work and 

fight until justice runs down like water and right-

eousness like a mighty stream…
71

  

It is King’s first performance as the new civil rights leader and it 

is interesting to see how he recalls this and his speech in Stride To-

wards Freedom. The literal text of this speech resembles the ser-

mons of the African-American Baptist tradition. King uses the ty-

pology of the oppressed Hebrew people projected onto his own 

situation and people. Furthermore, in his book, King uses the 

knowledge he has gained about protest from the writings of Nie-

buhr and the actions of Gandhi to show a determined though not 

too aggressive attitude towards the situation. One has to keep in 

mind that King wrote the book years after the Montgomery Bus 

Boycott ended. By then King was the leader and spokesman of a 

nationally operating civil rights movement, which main strategy 
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was civil disobedience and nonviolent direct action, openly in-

spired on the Gandhian movement of the 1930’s and ‘40’s. The 

idea that King really based this speech on Gandhian principles 

seems highly unlikely at this point in time. King had not been in 

contact with any of the Northern pacifists who later came to his 

aid, and could therefore not yet have been influenced by any of 

them. Furthermore, the speech as it can be read in the book, dif-

fers from the actual speech King wrote in December 1955. In his 

book King tones down the words of his speech by saying that he 

warned the people that “our method will be that of persuasion, 

not coercion.”72 In the original speech King had been more ag-

gressive:  

Standing beside love is always justice, and we are 

only using the tools of justice. Not only are we us-

ing the tools of persuasion, but we’ve come to see 

that we’ve got to use the tools of coercion.
73

  

Keeping the argument in mind that King was trying to reach a 

white audience with his book, and to convince them of the non-

violent nature of the Montgomery protest, it is clear that King 

was trying to temper the fire of his own words in order not to 

scare white readers. On the other hand King was not yet decided 

on the right approach, strategy and tactics of the protest. How 

were he and his followers supposed to deal with violence aimed 

at them and their communities? King had definitely not yet devel-

oped a completely nonviolent strategy and many of his peers 

would carry weapons and King himself had armed guards when 

                                                           
72 King, Stride, 60 
73 http://kingencyclopedia.stanford.edu/encyclopedia/documentsen-
try/mia_mass_meeting_at_holt_street_baptist_church/ web link to a 
transcript of the original speech. 

http://kingencyclopedia.stanford.edu/encyclopedia/documentsentry/mia_mass_meeting_at_holt_street_baptist_church/
http://kingencyclopedia.stanford.edu/encyclopedia/documentsentry/mia_mass_meeting_at_holt_street_baptist_church/


45 

threats and actual attacks on his home took place in the course of 

the enduring Bus Boycott. This conflict, as evidenced in King’s 

words and his thoughts as he put them on paper, is a result of the 

meetings and discussions King had with, among others, Northern 

Civil Rights activists Bayard Rustin and Glenn Smiley. They in-

troduced King to a wealth of practical and theoretical material on 

the matter of nonviolence, as well as sharing the knowledge and 

experience they had gathered over the years. 

 

As the Montgomery Bus Boycott proved to be a success, it 

started to gain more attention in the media. Northern activists 

such as Rustin kept a close eye on all race related news and events 

in the South. In the early 1950’s the South had seen a sharp rise 

in the number of incidents involving acts of defiance and re-

sistance to racial inequality. At the same time the nature of the 

protests was also changing. What had been sporadic acts of re-

sistance by individuals, became a more collective enterprise.74 

Several boycotts of either public transport or white businesses in 

different Southern cities are testament to this development.  

 

The increased number of race related incidents in the South dur-

ing the early 1950’s inspired the formation of a coalition of 

Northern activists, which would prove to be of great importance 

for the development of the Civil Rights Movement. This coalition 

consisted of Rustin, Ella Baker – a seasoned civil rights activist, 

who had been very active in the South as field secretary for the 

NAACP during the 1940’s, and the third member was Stanley 

Levison – a lawyer and activist working for the American Jewish 

Congress. Among the three of them they could rely on a rather 
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impressive network of activists, politicians, union leaders, pres-

sure groups and liberal religious leaders.75 They chose a non-

threatening name for their group, ‘In Friendship’ and invited A. 

Philip Randolph to serve as chairman76. The In Friendship group 

tried to support protesters and their groups financially, using its 

large network to fund this activity. Although the official goal of 

the group was economic in nature, the fact that Rustin was also 

still very active in the WRL – which was combining forces with 

Randolph – blurred the lines between the organizations.  

 

After the houses of King and Nixon were bombed in consecutive 

attacks in January 1956, a meeting was held at Randolph’s office 

at which the various groups were represented. Together they de-

cided to send Rustin to Montgomery. Officially, Rustin travelled 

south under the banner of the WRL, and his trip was funded by a 

wealthy WRL contributor.77 The official goal of the trip was to 

organize workshops on the subject of nonviolence. In a letter 

Rustin sent to an editor at Oxford University Press on February 

21, he explained why he will not be able to meet with her in the 

following weeks, “since I have just been called to Alabama to 

consult with Negro leaders about the possibility of setting up a 

workshop, the purpose of which is to bring the Gandhian philos-

ophy and tactic to the masses of the Negroes in the South.”79  

 

The Northern leaders were afraid that the situation in Montgom-

ery would escalate into a violent clash. So far, the violence had 
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only come from the ‘white’ side, but there were signs of escala-

tion. After the bombing of King’s house “it could have been a 

riot, a very bloody riot. If that had happened I think the whole 

cause could have been lost, and it would have been very tragic for 

everyone,”80 according to King’s wife, Coretta Scott King. 

D’Emilio describes how the sense of urgency for the need of 

nonviolent teaching had become even stronger by the time Rustin 

departed, because the news had reached him that an arsenal of 

weapons had been smuggled into Montgomery by ministers and 

porters.81 The possibility of an outbreak of all-out violence was 

something both sides feared. In his ‘Montgomery diary’ Rustin 

described in his entry for February 25 that even the white liberals 

in the South were afraid of what might happen, if the black popu-

lation would return the violence inflicted upon them. So much so, 

that they were fearful of supporting the boycott in Montgomery.  

For generations the status quo has been based on 

violence with the Negro as victim. A few whites 

have managed to be a liberal without feeling a di-

rect threat to their social position. Now, as the Ne-

groes reach the stage where they make specific, if 

minimum, demand, a new and revolutionary situa-

tion has developed. […] Even the non-violence of 

the Negroes has not counterbalanced their horror 

of the violence which they fear will break out 

sooner or later. The result is that they are immobi-

lized by confusion and fear.
82

  

In the next entry, February 26 (Sunday), Rustin recalled discuss-

ing the issue with King and his wife.  
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I asked King if he felt that the activities of the 

White Citizens Council would lead to further 

bombings and other violence and whether he felt 

some elements in the Negro community would re-

turn violence with violence. He said that he felt 

the behavior of the White Citizens Council could 

very easily lead to serious violence and that the re-

sults might be catastrophic.
83

   

 Soon after arriving in Montgomery on February 21, Rustin found 

out that there was no considered nonviolent strategy behind the 

boycott.  

 

Rustin quickly became convinced, however, that the religious 

spirit of the boycott would prove receptive to nonviolence.  This 

represented a shift in his thinking.  The idea that enduring hard-

ship and pain in this earthly life would be rewarded in the hereaf-

ter, as King preached, was deeply rooted in the Southern Baptist 

tradition. In fact, Rustin had up to that point identified this reli-

gious dogma as a counterproductive force, crippling any attempt 

at organizing resistance. In 1942 Rustin wrote an article on this 

subject, in which he vented his frustration.  

Certainly the Negro possesses qualities essential 

for nonviolent direct action. He has long since 

learned to endure suffering. He can admit his own 

share of guilt and has to be pushed hard to be-

come bitter. He has produced, and still sings, such 

songs as “It’s Me, Oh Lord, Standin’ in the Need 

of Prayer” and “Nobody Knows the Trouble I’ve 

Seen.” He follows this last tragic phrase by a salute 

to God – “Oh! Glory, Hallelujah.” He is creative 
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and has learned to adjust himself to conditions 

easily. But above all he possesses a rich religious 

heritage and today finds the church the center of 

his life.
84

 

D’Emilio points out that in contrast to Rustin’s Quaker upbring-

ing, where there was a heavy emphasis on social change in this 

world, the Baptist tradition was essentially focused on the re-

wards that awaited faithful Christians in heaven.85  

 

However, over the course of just days during his stay in Mont-

gomery, Rustin became convinced that a change had occurred 

within the Baptist church, which could very well be a game 

changer. In a letter Rustin wrote to his WRL colleagues, Arthur 

Brown and Ralph DiGia, on February 25 he stated:  

I am convinced that perhaps one of the really ma-

jor results of Montgomery will be a revolution in 

the Negro church. The ‘come to Jesus’ approach 

that has almost degraded the Negro church since 

1910 is now being replaced by a social action 

peace.
86

  

Rustin furthermore came to believe that for any civil rights organ-

ization to succeed in gaining mass support in the South, it would 

have to be based on Southern religious leaders. This is significant, 

because it represents a drastic change in Rustin’s way of thinking 

about effecting social change in the South, and this concept lay at 
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the heart of the formation of the SCLC, which shaped the Civil 

Rights Movement for a long time. 

 

However, in 1956 Rustin also realized that the idea of nonvio-

lence as presented by the Southerners “courses at this central reli-

gious core which these people respect and comprehend.”87 This 

implies the absence of a real philosophical understanding of and 

belief in nonviolence as taught by Gandhi. As a result of this lack 

of conviction Rustin observed many conflicting situations during 

his stay in Montgomery. In a 1969 interview with T. H. Baker, 

Rustin claimed that King had no knowledge of nonviolent tactics 

when he first met King.88 Baker continued by asking Rustin 

whether he saw himself as a mentor to King in these matters. 

Rustin agreed and supported his claim of King’s nonexistent 

knowledge of nonviolent tactics by describing how he and Bill 

Worthy, who according to Rustin was “a writer and did some 

things for the Post,”89 visited the King residence for the first 

time. Rustin recalled that Worthy almost sat down on a gun 

which was on a chair, and used this incident to conclude that 

King permitted himself and his children to be protected by guns, 

which contradicted the ideas about non-violence and pacifism 

that constituted Rustin’s ideology.90 

 

                                                           
87 Bayard Rustin to Arthur Brown, February 23, 1956 in Long, I Must 
Resist, 164 
88 Interview of Bayard Rustin by T. H. Baker in 1969, 20 
http://web2.millercenter.org/lbj/oralhistory/rus-
tin_bayard_1969_0617.pdf   
89 Ibid, 21  
90 Ibid, 21  

http://web2.millercenter.org/lbj/oralhistory/rustin_bayard_1969_0617.pdf
http://web2.millercenter.org/lbj/oralhistory/rustin_bayard_1969_0617.pdf


51 

Rustin continued to tell about an almost fatal incident, which ab-

ruptly changed King’s perspective.  

There was almost a near tragedy outside Dr. 

King’s house because late one night a telegram 

was being delivered by a young kid. The two 

watchmen were there, and one of the watchmen 

almost shot the kid, thinking it was--. At any rate, 

that incident brought Dr. King up against the im-

plications of these guns. We talked many, many 

hours about tactics and nonviolence. I presume 

that Dr. King may have learned something from 

those discussions.
91

  

In this part of the interview Rustin clearly suggested that he was 

having an influence on King in terms of him becoming ac-

quainted with the full extent of nonviolent protest. Of course, it 

is very difficult to claim that Rustin was King’s biggest influence 

when it comes to the development of King’s nonviolent ideas. 

However, it is possible to say that in the early days of the Mont-

gomery Bus Boycott, the young reverend had not yet said farewell 

to the possibility of violence as a means of defense. That is why 

true pacifists such as Rustin tried to educate King and his fellow 

leaders in the ways of Gandhian nonviolence. They believed that 

would be the only way this movement was going to succeed. That 

is why Rustin was the perfect candidate with his specifically ex-

tensive knowledge of Gandhian methods. In the first days after 

his arrival he spent a lot of time at the King residence, speaking 

to both King Jr. and his wife, Coretta.  
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Rustin’s stay was to be short-lived however as the press got wind 

of his presence and an Alabama journalist claimed that Rustin 

had falsely presented himself as a correspondent for two Euro-

pean newspapers. As a result of this controversy Rustin was 

forced to leave Montgomery in a hurry. In an interview with 

Howell Raines in 1976, Rustin recalled that “that Dr. King 

whisked me out of town in a car, with a car in front and a car be-

hind, to Birmingham.”92  

 

The fact that King had Rustin taken to Birmingham, close 

enough to easily remain in contact, implies that King wanted to 

make further use of him. From his new base of operations in Bir-

mingham Rustin kept in touch with King and other M.I.A. lead-

ers. On March 7, King traveled to Birmingham to meet with Rus-

tin. Rustin’s notes of this meeting provide further evidence that 

King had wanted to retain Rustin’s services, and that sending him 

away was merely for show.  

However, he [King] is sensitive to the effort on the 

part of white people in general in the South and 

newspapers and vested interest in particular to give 

evidence to their feeling that New Yorkers, North-

ern agitators, and communists are in reality lead-

ing the fight.
93

  

In a letter Rustin wrote to King on 8 March 1956, 

he explained  that the allegations against him were 

untrue.  I [Rustin] called your wife [Coretta King] 

today and told her that I had gotten the matter 
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cleared up with the Manchester Guardian. Actu-

ally, they had never offered any reward for my 

identification. In regard to Le Figaro, we are in 

process of getting that cleared up. For the record, 

at no time did I say that I was a correspondent for 

either of these papers. I did say that I was writing 

articles which were to be submitted to them and 

this is now in the process of being done.
94

 

This shows that Rustin was not about to give in to the harassing 

tactics of the opponents of the Boycott. On the other hand, it 

shows that anyone involved in leading the Boycott risked being 

targeted by its opponents. Rustin would be an easy target with his 

history and background, and the decision was therefore made to 

have him move to the background, from where he could play an 

advisory role. In his notes from the meeting with King in Bir-

mingham on March 7, Rustin explains:  

It was his [King’s] view therefore that all commu-

nications, ideas, and programs that can be devel-

oped, as they directly pertain to activities in Mont-

gomery, come through him or Mr. Nixon rather 

than directly to the Improvement Association. It 

was agreed that this was a… necessary procedure.
95

 

However short Rustin’s time had been in Montgomery, the im-

pact of his visit can be measured by the words of his contempo-

raries. In the book I Must Resist, the editor, Michael G. Long, 
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quotes Homer Jack, a co-founder of CORE, who traveled to 

Montgomery shortly after Rustin’s departure and reported in 

March:  

Bayard Rustin of the WRL was there for two 

weeks ending March 7
th

. He seemed especially ef-

fective in counseling with the leaders of the protest 

during the crucial 2 weeks after the mass arrests 

for the boycott. His contribution to interpreting 

the Gandhian approach to the leadership cannot 

be overestimated.
96

  

Rustin may have been the first Northern activist to arrive in 

Montgomery, but he would not be the last. At the same time that 

Randolph and the WRL were discussing who to send to Mont-

gomery, their colleagues at the FOR were doing the same. When 

hearing of the WRL’s decision to send Rustin, the FOR leader-

ship became worried that his presence would harm the move-

ment more than help it. The FOR’s chairman Charles Lawrence, 

and executive secretary, John M. Swomley, Jr., started warning 

people of the perceived danger of Rustin’s presence in Montgom-

ery, arguing that his history of getting in trouble with law enforce-

ment because of his sexual behavior, made him an easy target for 

the local police. In a letter to FOR’s southwestern regional secre-

tary, Wilson Riles, Swomley voices these concerns by stating: 

[Our chairman, Lawrence,] feels strongly that it 

were better if Bayard did not go south, that it 

would be easy for the police to frame him with his 

record in L.A. and New York, and set back the 

whole cause there. He [Lawrence] mentions 

frame-up though there could be an actual incident 
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or dramatic effort in which he becomes the focal 

point.
97

  

When Rustin’s position in Montgomery came under fire from 

malicious local reporters, Rustin’s original backers became in-

creasingly concerned about the wisdom of their earlier decision.  

 

On February 27, Randolph held a meeting at his office to discuss 

how to proceed. Besides members of the WRL, Randolph had 

also invited the leaders of the FOR and the AFSC, and Arthur 

Brown, Rustin’s roommate. At this meeting Lawrence and 

Swomley continued their anti-Rustin campaign, playing into the 

worries of others, such as Randolph. In a letter Swomley wrote to 

Glenn Smiley, who had recently arrived in Montgomery on the 

FOR’s orders, that the group meeting at Randolph’s office “felt 

that there were serious elements of danger to the movement 

there for Bayard to present.”98 Swomley also expressed the 

group’s feeling that the local leaders were doing a good enough 

job, and that assistance from outsiders was not needed and even 

unwanted. Strangely, in the same letter, Swomley asks Smiley to 

continue his work there, thus implying that by ‘outsiders’, he had 

meant ‘Rustin’.  

 

Smiley, however, was no stranger to Rustin, as in both their al-

ready impressive careers they had had worked together before. 

Also, Smiley later admitted: “I don’t forbid well.”99 Smiley was a 
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white minister from California who originated from Texas. He 

was as a Gandhian as much as Rustin had been and would serve 

from March 1956 to the end of the Boycott as one of King Jr.’s 

most trusted advisors. Smiley saw King Jr.’s potential as early as 

their first meeting. In a letter Smiley recalled:  

God has called Martin Luther King to lead a great 

movement here and in the South [and] King can 

be a Negro Gandhi [.] Of his own free will, he has 

sought counsel from some of us older. May he 

burst, like fruit out of season, into the type of 

leader required for this hour.
100

  

Together with Rustin, Smiley helped shape King’s strategy and 

tactics, and thereby the strategy and actions of the movement, 

which seemed to be forming around the Montgomery Bus Boy-

cott. When asked about Rustin’s role in Montgomery he recalled 

that he “continually depended on Bayard,”101 and that “Bayard 

has had a very good influence on King, wrote the much quoted 

speech of week, and was in on all the strategy.”102 

 

All throughout the Boycott Rustin and King kept in contact. In a 

letter to Rustin written by King on 20 September 1956,103 King 

reported on the situation in Montgomery at the time. Apparently 

Rustin had asked him several questions, which he answered sys-

tematically. The answer to question 4 is especially interesting as 

King refers to Rustin’s teachings.  
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4. What is the attitude of the people in the Negro 

community? The people are just as enthusiastic 

now as they were in the beginning of the protest. 

They are determined never to return to jim crow 

buses. The mass meetings are still jammed and 

packed and above all the buses are still empty. 

Every now and then we will hear a complaint, but 

the vast majority of the people are dedicated to 

sacrificing and sticking out to the finish. I think 

also there is a growing commitment to the philoso-

phy of non-violence on the part of the Negro com-

munity. Even those who were willing to get their 

guns in the beginning are gradually coming to see 

the futility of such an approach.
104

 

It seems that by then King had not only embraced the idea of 

nonviolent resistance himself, but had also been spreading the 

idea, with success. Also in this letter King showed that by then 

the idea, that this bus boycott might by the springboard to a 

much broader movement, had started taking shape.:  

We are hoping to instill within the minds of the 

people the great implications of the bus protest. 

We are seeking to show that it is much larger than 

a bus situation, but that it is just one aspect of the 

total question of integration in the south.
105

 

Further evidence of Rustin’s influence and ideology can be found 

in an article King submitted to the magazine Christian Century in 

November 1956. The magazine ran with the article and published 
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it as the main story in an issue devoted to race relations.106 The ti-

tle of the article is “Nonviolence and Racial Justice”. In it King 

explained his views on the nonviolent resistance movement. Af-

ter a short African American history lesson King compared the 

struggle for integration and equality for African Americans with 

the struggle against colonialism in Africa and Asia.  

The determination of Negro Americans to win 

freedom from every form of oppression springs 

from the same profound longing for freedom that 

motivates oppressed peoples all over the world. 

The rhythmic beat of deep discontent in Africa 

and Asia is at bottom a quest for freedom and hu-

man dignity on the part of people who have long 

been victims of colonialism.
107

  

With this comparison King gave body and meaning to the move-

ment as part of the struggle for freedom in general and interna-

tionally. This had always been Rustin’s aim, which was broader 

than merely improving the situation for African Americans in the 

South. He also wanted to help workers, women and other minori-

ties in an all-out struggle against inequality and injustice. Rustin 

often acted as ghostwriter for King, writing speeches and articles 

such as this one for King, which King would then have pub-

lished. These speeches and articles are evidence of the direct in-

fluence of Rustin on King.   

 

King also referred to the origin of his proposed method of nonvi-

olent resistance.  “The alternative to violence is nonviolent re-

sistance. This method was made famous in our generation by 
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Mohandas K. Gandhi, who used it to free India from the domi-

nation of the British Empire.”108  

 

King  description of nonviolent resistance was remarkably devoid 

of religious references compared to the rest of the article. This 

shows Rustin’s influence as it was mostly based on Gandhian 

principles, which are not Christian as Gandhi was not a Christian. 

However, in the last paragraph of the article King returned to 

Christian theology and applied the Gandhian principles by con-

cluding that at the heart of nonviolent resistance lay the Christian 

idea of God’s love for all men. As God loves all men, nonviolent 

resistors would have to love their oppressors in order to achieve a 

lasting solution to the problems facing the world. This shows 

how King was able to blend Gandhian nonviolent resistance and 

Christian theology, and formulate this into the successful ideol-

ogy behind the Civil Rights Movement.  
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RALLYING THE TROOPS 

I.  

As mentioned in the last chapter, Rustin was influenced heavily 

by A. Philip Randolph in terms of providing theoretical and ideo-

logical support for the struggle for racial equality as well as 

schooling Rustin on the practical side of organizing protest 

movements and events, attracting media attention and connecting 

people and organizations in order to achieve higher goals. The 

latter, more practical side came to fruition during the early 1940’s 

when Rustin seemed to be naturally drawn to Randolph and his 

organizations, especially after Rustin broke off his association 

with the American communists in 1941. Randolph, being a dem-

ocratic socialist and thus an anti-Stalinist, had been clashing with 

the communists since the early 1930’s. By the 1940’s it became 

clear that the American communists were acting under close su-

pervision and direct command of Moscow, which meant that the 

situation in Europe directly influenced and guided the policies of 

the American chapter. The invasion of the Soviet Union by Nazi-

Germany in July of 1941 resulted in a complete change of strat-

egy for American communists. They immediately ceased their ef-

forts in the struggle for equal rights for minorities and instead 

started to promote the idea of forming a united front against 

Nazi-Germany. They now actively supported American engage-

ment in the thus far largely European Second World War. This 

meant that many African American communists felt betrayed by 

the organization, resulting in them terminating their member-

ships.  

 

Rustin, who had been a member of the Young Communist 

League since 1939, was no exception. In 1942 he started working 
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for Randolph’s MOWM (March on Washington Movement). 

Randolph was looking into the possibilities of nonviolence as a 

strategy. Rustin eagerly started working on formulating such a 

strategy. At a national convention of the MOWM in 1943, Rustin 

presented the results, detailing the range of tactics encompassed 

by nonviolence.109 Randolph was impressed with Rustin’s work 

and requested more of Rustin’s time. The FOR’s leader at the 

time, AJ Muste, granted Randolph’s request, and Rustin was al-

lowed to spend half of his time to work for Randolph. During 

this time Rustin honed and expanded his organizational skills to a 

remarkably high level, which would serve him well in later years, 

as it made his value often exceed the risks of working with such a 

controversial figure.  

 

Besides his organizational skills, Rustin also possessed an enor-

mous network of politicians, fellow activists, organizations, re-

porters and publishers, and other associates. The fact that he had 

held many key positions within a large number of organizations, 

made him into a nexus of activist activity. On top of that, in late 

1955, Rustin formed the organizational supergroup ‘In Friend-

ship’ with fellow activists Ella Baker and Stanley Levison, both of 

whom had large networks as well. Together they could provide all 

kinds of support: organizational, economic, financial, and ideo-

logical. Through the efforts of this group, Rustin was able to pro-

vide the necessary organizational support to the budding move-

ment, making it possible for it to grow into a lasting, national 

movement.     
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II.  

 

The increased number of race related incidents in the South dur-

ing the early 1950’s, which had inspired the formation of the In 

Friendship group, seemed to culminate in the Montgomery Bus 

Boycott in late 1955. Looking back on this time, Stanley Levison 

recalled that the Montgomery situation had the potential of finally 

creating a broad movement, whereas before “a handful of very 

brave people were ready to take their lives in their hands and go 

out onto the street in small demonstrations. But the mass of peo-

ple were not involved.”110 Most activists agreed that they only way 

they were really going to affect change was with a movement that 

commanded massive popular support. This is why the widespread 

support for the Montgomery Bus Boycott among the local Afri-

can-American population was a sign for Northern activists to act. 

The members of In Friendship were looking for ways to support 

and aid the Montgomery protesters. The official goal of the group 

was to raise money for people who had suffered economic dam-

age as a result of civil rights activity. Over the course of 1956 and 

1957, however, the combination of Rustin, Baker and Levison in 

the In Friendship group would provide essential support to the 

budding Civil Rights Movement. Rustin seems to have been in-

trigued by the fact that the boycott in Montgomery was instigated 

and led by mostly religious leaders, instead of civil rights groups 

or other professional activists.  

The absence of local activist groups is quite easily explained, be-

cause under the oppressive regime of institutionalized racism it 

had been virtually impossible to set up any form of organized re-

sistance. Despite this, in many states the NAACP, being a large 
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nationwide organization, had been able to set up some form of 

resistance. However, in Alabama and Louisiana, the states’ perse-

cution of the NAACP had virtually suppressed the organization.   

Opposition to desegregation spawned private organizations called 

Citizen Councils or White Citizen Councils. These councils were 

put in place to preserve racial segregation and act against any and 

all resistance. In practice this meant that civil disobedience or de-

fiance of the racial laws provoked a strong reaction from the au-

thorities, often a violent one. In addition the family members of 

protesters were often targeted as well. 

 

Violence, intimidation and economic pressure was in often effec-

tive. Yet something was different about the Montgomery situa-

tion, since this protest did not stop in the face of violence. The 

local government systematically used force, coercion and institu-

tionalized violence against the protesters, supported by a nightly 

terror campaign by the KKK. However, the protest continued.  

For Rustin and King, this persistence clearly demonstrated the 

power of nonviolent protest. 

 

The suppression of the NAACP in the South provided an oppor-

tunity for Rustin. Right after his arrival in Montgomery, he puts 

himself to work. First of all he arranged meetings with Ralph Ab-

ernathy and E.D. Nixon to discuss the situation and possible next 

steps, followed by a meeting of the M.I.A. committee in charge of 

coordinating the protest activities, in which three of Rustin’s rec-

ommendations were accepted. This shows that Rustin’s input was 

certainly appreciated. It also showcases Rustin’s ability to perform 

a lightning fast assessment of a certain situation, after which he 

immediately was able to produce solutions to seemingly all imagi-

nable problems in various scenarios. However, Rustin’s talents 
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were not confined to strategizing alone. He also excelled in coor-

dinating activities, as well as carrying out tasks himself. On top of 

all that, Rustin was a gifted and prolific writer, providing the lead-

ers of the movement with articles, speeches and songs. In his let-

ter to Brown and DiGia, Rustin reports: 

Plans for the Monday night mass meeting are 

drawn up and two main speeches on nonviolence 

will deal with more specific aspects of its philoso-

phy and practice. I am working tomorrow with the 

two men who will give these.
112

  

Another example of Rustin’s direct influence is his initiative to 

come up with a plan or strategy for spreading the philosophy of 

nonviolence. This shows that Rustin was not only trying to per-

sonally influence the leaders of the movement, but also mustering 

mass support for nonviolent protest, realizing that he alone 

would not be able to accomplish that. In his ‘Montgomery Diary’, 

Rustin reports, in his entry on February 23, that several proposals 

were accepted to spread the philosophy of nonviolence.113 One of 

these proposals concerned an essay contest for high-school stu-

dents on the question why we use nonviolence in our struggle. In 

his letter to Brown and DiGia, Rustin proudly mentions that he 

was able to convince two businessmen to provide $100 for 3 

prizes for the best essay by a high school youngster.114 
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All these examples provide proof of Rustin’s practical influence 

on the movement in Montgomery, especially when taking into ac-

count that he only stayed there for little more than a week.  

After being forced to leave, Rustin was no longer able to provide 

the on the spot, hands on support that he had provided during 

his stay in Montgomery. However, this does not mean that Rustin 

was no longer able to provide any practical support. On the con-

trary, during his stay in Birmingham Rustin continued to discuss 

strategy and philosophy with King, providing intellectual support 

to the movement’s leaders. At the same time, Rustin started to 

use his connections to raise money and awareness. Constant re-

ports to his Northern colleagues and allies contributed largely to 

this goal. The ‘Montgomery Diary’, an article Rustin wrote for the 

April issue of ‘Liberation’, a pacifist magazine with nationwide 

coverage, became one of the most iconic texts concerning the 

Montgomery Bus Boycott. On top of that, Rustin used his con-

nections at ‘Liberation’ and other magazines to publish articles by 

King. Most of these articles were in fact written by Rustin, but 

published under King’s name, since he was the spokesman and 

figurehead of the movement.  

 

Lastly, Rustin used his network, and especially his contacts from 

the In Friendship group, to introduce King to Northern leaders, 

such as AJ Muste and A. Philip Randolph. This provided King 

with a network of his own, which would serve the movement for 

the years to come. 
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CONCLUSION 

With the help of Smiley and Rustin, King Jr. was able to apply 

nonviolent, Gandhian tactics and able to guide King Jr. to perse-

vere in the face of growing violence by the frustrated white ad-

versaries of the Bus Boycott, unable to get a grip on the situation 

and to stop the civil disobedience. Their influence becomes evi-

dent when King Jr.’s first speech, which used incendiary language, 

arousing the people to action, is compared to King Jr.’s address 

to a meeting at Ebenezer Church in January 1957, right after the 

ending of the Boycott in which King says that “we are convinced 

that the great majority of white Southerners are prepared to ac-

cept and abide by the Supreme Law of the Land. They like us 

want to be law-abiding citizens.”115 Interestingly in this entire 

transcript the word protest never appears and instead of threaten-

ing talk of people no longer willing to bow to oppression he says 

that in reaction to violence and racism “we call upon them to ac-

cept Christian Love in full knowledge of its power to defy evil.”116 

He continues to talk about the nonviolent nature of his move-

ment and trying to call on the morality of the nation to help end 

segregation. Now King Jr. has found the ideal way of speech 

which appeals to white audiences as well as call on the old typolo-

gies of the traditions of the African-American Baptists, which en-

abled King Jr. to gather the enormous following that he did in the 

1960’s. All the while Rustin remained active in supporting King, 

albeit from the shadows. This placed Rustin right back at the top 
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of the Civil Rights Movement. The hopelessness of Rustin’s situ-

ation after the 1953 Pasadena incident seemed to have been suc-

cessfully overcome, giving Rustin’s career a new lease on life. 

 

Rustin can be credited for at least partially providing the intellec-

tual basis for King’s policies and approach to the struggle for civil 

rights, which had non-violence at its core. In addition to this in-

tellectual influence, Rustin applied his impressive talent for or-

ganization to the budding Civil Rights Movement, aiding the 

Montgomery Bus Boycott, as well as helping found the Southern 

Christian Leadership Conference, which became a spearhead of 

the civil rights movement in the early 1960s. The non-violent ap-

proach, combined with a tightly-ran organization headed by a 

charismatic leader, transformed the struggle for racial equality.  

Rustin played a pivotal role in this bringing about this transfor-

mation. 
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