The Most Important Civil Rights Leader
You’ve Never Heard Of

A Celebration of the Centennial of Bayard Rustin (1912—2012)
AT THE LILLIAN GOLDMAN LAW LIBRARY, FALL 2012

Recent historical accounts have credited Bayard Rustin (Hon. Yale Ph.D 1984)
with crafting the pacifist strategy of the modern Civil Rights Movement (1954-1965).
Acknowledgement of Rustin’s essential role in this American Movement has, in turn,
reinforced Rustin’s reputation in international circles committed to human rights. In
addition to organizing the March on Washington, Rustin introduced Martin Luther
King, Jr., to Ghandian nonviolence and is credited with inspiring King’s decision to
critique economic inequality as well as racial discrimination. Rustin’s life and
accomplishments are little known to the American public, however. Historians now
seem to agree that Rustin’s story has stayed relatively obscure because he was gay.
Although Rustin never concealed his sexual orientation, other leaders of the Civil Rights
Movement concealed his membership in the most elite circles of the Movement, because

During fall 2012, the Lillian the leadership did not support homosexual rights (an idea that began to take shape
Goldman Law Library and during the 1920s, in the United States, on the margins of U.S. social thought). Many Civil
several Yale Law School Rights leaders, in fact, disapproved of homosexuality on legal, moral, religious, or
student organizations will personal grounds. In addition, some leaders of the Civil Rights Movement believed that

celebrate the Centennial
of Bayard Rustin in
exhibits and events at the
Law School and on the
Yale campus. Image used with permission from the Estate of Bayard Rustin

Rustin’s homosexuality posed a security risk by drawing added attention from the FBI,
which already monitored the behavior of the Movement’s participants at every level of
involvement.
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In 1941, Rustin deepened his engagement with paci-
fism by taking a full-time job with the Fellowship of
Reconciliation (FOR), an interfaith, international anti-
war organization. As field secretary, Rustin was tasked
to work toward the Organization’s newest antiwar
goal, namely to forestall the outbreak of racial war-
fare inside the United States. Rustin traveled the
U.S.—including the South—giving workshops on race
relations, conscientious objection, and civil disobedi-
ence and non-violence to black citizens. In the early
1940s he wrote an “Interracial Primer: How You Can
Help Relieve Tensions Between Blacks and Whites.”
The pamphlet set forth what would become a few of
Rustin’s characteristic political themes: calling for
social accountability from each American, valuing
work in itself, and viewing the workplace as one of
the most important situations where racial tensions
must be alleviated.

Image used with permission from the Fellowship of
Reconciliation

- Acts 17:26

Bayard Rustin, an African American, was raised a
Quaker by his grandparents after his mother ran away
when Rustin was ten days old. Rustin engaged daily in
Quaker meditation beginning in his twenties and dedi-
cated himself, through committee work and peace tes-
timony, to the principles of respect for every human
being; non-violence in one’s behavior; and assertion of
one’s own dignity. During his twenties, Rustin further
reinforced his understanding of Quakerism by travel-
ing as a volunteer throughout New York State teaching
pacifism for the American Friends Service Committee.
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Rustin was arrested in 1944 for refusing to join the U.S.
Army.While imprisoned at a federal penitentiary in
Kentucky, he organized other imprisoned conscientious
objectors to engage in hunger strikes in order to
desegregate the dining hall, recreation areas, and the
chapel. A highly trained musician, he worked with as
many as 50 other prisoners to present operettas in the
prison. A former WPA schoolteacher, he taught civics to
mixed race classrooms of prisoner-students during his
28 months of incarceration.
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Immediately after his release from fedéral prison in June ;
1946, Rustin plunged into planning a test of the enforcement

U.S. 373 (1946). Rustin recruited 16 black and white men who

would sit in interracial pairs in the white front and the black i
rear sections of buses that would leave Washington, D.C., S
headed for Richmond, Virginia, during April 1947. The trip, g aaatlis -

named The Journey of Reconciliation, is now known as the _ }:‘.‘u’ : ‘* ' - =
first Freedom Ride. On a final stop in North Carolina, police" e
arrested Rustin and two of the white Freedom Riders, and a

judge sentenced them to a chain gang. (Rustin pictured in

center, with bowtie.)

Images used with permission from the Estate of Bayard Rustin

The Montgomery bus boycotts ended in December
1956 when the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that segre-
gated seating in city buses was illegal. Immediately
Rustin put his attention to institutionalizing the kinds
of efforts that had made the Montgomery boycotts
succeed. He traced the boycotters’ success to their
development of a program for action and their insis-
tence on a pacifist strategy of non-violent direct
action.The written product of Rustin’s efforts at insti-
tutionalization was the 7 Working Papers for the entity
that would become the Southern Christian Leadership
Conference. In these Working Papers, Rustin envisioned
an organization that would challenge racism and pov-
erty, as well as assert workers’ rights under the leader-
ship of the black Southern church. The Working Papers
were endorsed by Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.
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“WE SHALL OVERCOME"'

The pacifist project for which Rustin is most well
known is the 1963 March on Washington, which
he organized largely under his own direction,
although officially he reported to A. Phillip
Randolph. Three weeks before the scheduled
date of the March, Senator Strom Thurmond
denounced Rustin from the floor of the Senate
by declaring that the leader of the March was a
sexual pervert. By this time Rustin had con-
vinced the supporters of the March that he
could accomplish it. As a result, Rustin managed
to keep his job and carry the March through to
its triumphant completion.

The Library will showcase the work of a
number of Rustin’s pacifist colleagues. Among
them are two graduates of the Yale Law School:
Pauli Murray ‘65 1sp and Eleanor Holmes Norton
'64 LL.B. Murray was a member of FOR and used
its published guidelines to organize sit-ins in
Washington, D.C., during the 1940s, near Howard
Law School. Norton worked at the Harlem office
of the March on Washington and in a recently
published 1968 letter to Rustin described him as
her “original political mentor.”
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Like his fellow prisoners on the North Carolina
chain gang, Rustin dug holes in the earth one day,
and the next day he re-filled them. He worked on
road projects that seemed never-ending. Rustin
also gathered data from his fellow prisoners about
their educational levels,employment backgrounds,
and previous arrests and incarcerations. He made
detailed mental notes on the torturous punish-
ments meted out arbitrarily by guards, as well as
the petty signs of deference the guards demanded
of the prisoners. He wrote down the lyrics to work
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songs made up spontaneously by the chained crew-

members. Released in 22 days for good behavior, he

drafted a five-part series for the New York Post titled

“22 Days on a Chain Gang.” The series’ grinding
recapitulation of day-to-day details, combined with
Rustin’s recommendations for change, led to the
abolition of the chain gang in North Carolina.
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