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Chapterr six 

TRANSNATIONALL DIFFUSION IN ABEYANCE 

1948-1954 4 

Afterr his assassination by a Hindu extremist on January 30, 1948, Gandhi became an icon 

off  peace and humility. Throughout the world, and particularly in the United States, 

peoplee chose to remember Gandhi's saintliness and idiosyncrasies, not his anti-

imperialistt stance or nonviolent militancy. Ironically, the result of this "reputational 

purification""  was that respectable American opinion leaders no longer needed to take the 

oppositionall  discourse and protest methods associated with Gandhi seriously (Bromberg 

andd Fine 2002; Chatfield 1976: 53). They could point to the riots between Hindus and 

Muslimss to support their claim that the Gandhian repertoire was irrelevant in India, its 

countryy of origin. And they could stress the role of the United States in preserving global 

freedomm and democracy to back up their argument that the Gandhian repertoire was 

unnecessaryy at home. Unlike at the start of the 1940s, when progressive Americans were 

ablee to make a strong case for satyagraha as a viable solution for the "race problem," the 

1948-19544 period was hostile to any attempts at direct action—no matter how nonviolent. 

Recently,, prominent scholars have found historical evidence indicating that the 

Americann political context for civil rights activism was favorable during the initial years 

off  the Cold War (Plummer 1996; Skrentny 1998; McAdam 1999; Dudziak 2000; Layton 

2000).. While president Roosevelt had brushed the problem of racial segregation aside, 

theyy contend, the ideological battle with the Soviet Union pressured president Truman 

andd internationally oriented departments within his administration into legislative action 

thatt promoted African-American interests. Sociologist John David Skrentny (1998: 240, 

251).. for instance, argues that: 

[Tjhee conflict between America's professed ideals of democracy and domestic racism was a 
problemm because it dealt a serious blow to American moral legitimacy in the world....The 
legitimacyy imperative encouraged and shaped White House administration mobilization for a 
performancee of human rights that included modest, symbolic, but undeniably real civil-rights 
izains—alll  intended as much for the world as for black Americans. 
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Butt while Skrentny and others have made some important discoveries, they tend to shed 

lightt on only one side of the issue. They emphasize the enabling characteristics of this 

era'ss political environment—the political opportunities—without fully accounting for 

powerfull  constraining forces Furthermore, they do not specify who benefited from the 

openingss in the Truman and Eisenhower administrations, and what kind of protest 

methodss proved successful. In other words, they do not clarify whether the political 

opportunitiess only applied to African-American leaders who employed the moderate 

repertoiree of the NAACP and the NUL, or also to Marxist "extremists" and radical 

Gandhianss in the United States." As I hope to demonstrate in the following paragraphs, 

thee "chilling effect" of the Cold War was at least as significant as the leverage gained 

throughh propaganda, while the symbolic openings encouraged lobbying and legal efforts 

ratherr than nonviolent direct action or the formation of a Gandhi an movement (Sitkoff 

1981:: 17-27). 

Contemporaryy researchers correctly draw attention to the enabling aspects of 

Truman'ss Committee on Civil Rights and its publication of To Secure These Rights in 

Octoberr 1947 (Skrentny 1998: 254). This report called for positive federal involvement 

inn resolving the race issue and increasing the number of African-American voters. It not 

onlyy urged the administration to desegregate the armed forces, public housing, 

governmentt agencies, and interstate transportation, but also led to the formation of the 

Civill  Rights Division in the Department of Justice (Lawson 1991: 33; Egerton 1994: 415-

416).. Acting upon these recommendations, moreover, Truman publicly promoted a 

strongg civil rights agenda at home, and application of the United Nations1 Declaration of 

Universall  Human Rights abroad, during the presidential campaign in 1948. Prior to the 

elections,, he signed executive orders that established a fair employment policy for the 

federall  government and led to the foundation of a committee for integrating the armed 

forcess (McAdam 1999). 

African-Americann leaders in moderate civil rights organizations like the NAACP 

andd the NUL tried to take advantage of Truman's statements and decisions. In order to 

expandd their access to mainstream channels of political influence, they initiated court 

""  For more on the role of Marxist civil rights activists during these years, see e.g.. Naison (1971); Foner 
(19SII  ): Robinson (1983): Buhle (1987); Korstad and Lichtenstein (1988); Kelley (1994). 

153 3 



challengess of discriminatory laws, drew the American public's attention to clear instances 

off  racial inequality, and appealed to the world audience at United Nations meetings 

(Marablee 1991: 26; Skrentny 1998: 256-257). Even radical civil rights activists initially 

hopedd to capitalize on Truman's concessions. Aided by the FOR and CORE, for 

example,, A. Philip Randolph founded the Committee Against Jim Crow in Military 

Servicee and Training in 1947 and the League for Non-Violent Civil Disobedience 

Againstt Military Segregation in 1948, calling on young African Americans to disobey the 

draftt law, voluntarily enter jail, and participate in a massive civil disobedience campaign. 

Butt after Truman's Executive Order 9981 in August 1948, which officially prohibited 

raciall  discrimination in the military, Randolph cancelled the campaign, disbanded the 

League,, and began concentrating on legal work for the Committee (Pfeffer 1990: 165; 

Winnerr 1969: 185-186). Afterwards, the legitimacy of the NAACP's moderate repertoire 

off  contention went largely uncontested, particularly when, in 1954, they produced the 

greatestt legal victory in African-American history: the Supreme Court decision in the 

Brownn v. Board of Education case declaring school segregation unconstitutional. 

Theree was also a dark side to the Cold War, though. After winning the 

presidentiall  elections with the help of African-American voters, Truman set his sights on 

internationall  politics. In his rhetoric, he started framing everything the Soviet Union and 

itss satellite countries did as evil and everything the American-led "Free World1' did as 

good.. The Cold War, according to the Truman doctrine, was a moral struggle between 

tyrannyy and freedom, totalitarianism and democracy, civilization and barbarianism. God-

fearingg people and atheists. To thwrart communist expansion in Asia, the United States 

gott involved in the Korean War in 1950. And to avoid dissent at home, senator 

McCarthyy inaugurated a war on "un-American" activities in the same year, stifling all 

formss of progressive activism. As Chafe and Sitkoff (1987: 51) note: "McCarthyism cast 

aa pall over the land, chilling political debate for a decade and making it virtually 

impossiblee for many Americans to actively espouse any cause, domestic or international, 

thatt could be distorted as sympathetic to socialism or communism" (see also, Marable 

1991:: 18; Sitkoff 1981: 17-18; Lawson 1991: 39; Hixson 1997; Schrecker 1998; 

Saunderss 1999). With such enormous pressure for patriotism, conformity, and loyalty, 

onlyy rightwing and conservative civil rights organizations could be effective. Leftwing 
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groupss (even those with relatively mild and reformist agendas) suffered drastic losses or 

evenn folded as members stopped participating, financial supporters withdrew their funds, 

thee mass media ceased paying attention, and the newly established Central Intelligence 

Agencyy (CIA) kept tabs on suspected dissidents (Egerton 1994: 443-448, 457; Winner 

1969:: 182-239). 

Onlyy a small core of radical pacifists and civil rights activists persisted in this 

repressivee political climate. They could not prevent that Truman's declarations and 

executivee orders failed to lead to significant civil rights bills or de facto desegregation 

(Egertonn 1994: 518-519,582). They could not even prevent the retreat of civil 

institutionss such as labor unions, churches, universities, and the liberal press, which had 

previouslyy paid lip service to social and political reform. Yet, despite the lack of 

organizationall  strength and political opportunities, several critical communities kept the 

transnationall  diffusion process going. By protecting their repository of knowledge and 

, - . . - ~ » ^ , - .. . - , * - ,^-», - , t l - . - ~ . i r n M n . i ^ n ^ +1- . / - .+ f l i r t rtrttnntml 4-J~%** 0 * " l A *-VS *- i * - t r> r\*-\ P r t i ^ i n l *T1 / " \T ?<21 W l Q « + / T l l l / l a / l V \ T T 
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thee Gandhian repertoire survived these years "in abeyance" (Taylor 1989: 761; Rupp and 

Taylorr 1987; Gusfield 1981). 

Chapterr six illustrates how and why the Gandhian repertoire's transnational 

diffusionn retreated from relocation to abeyance between 1948 and 1954. Section one 

depictss the mainstream field of reception, highlighting its idolization of Gandhi and 

emasculationn of his protest methods. The following section discusses what the critical 

communitiess did to preserve Gandhian networks, knowledge, and experience throughout 

thesee years in the doldrums (Rupp and Taylor 1987; Gusfield 1981). In a social climate 

thatt strongly discouraged any hint of direct action, critical communities preserved their 

Gandhiann collective identities without adopting confrontational Gandhian strategies in 

thee public arena. And finally, section three emphasizes the contrasts between classical 

diffusionn theory's mechanisms and my own. Transnational diffusion did not proceed 

linearlyy from partial to full implementation, as Everett Rogers and likeminded scholars 

wouldd predict, but unexpectedly receded from relocation during World War II to the 

suspensionn of militant activities during the Cold WTar. 
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I.. Mainstream field of reception 

Mainstreamm opinion leaders and media expressing interest in the diffusion item were not 

immunee from pressures to conform to hegemonic discourse (Fosl 1999: 30). After 

India'ss liberation in 1947, most conservative observers and publications regarded 

Gandhi'ss radical methods as outdated, irrelevant, and no longer worth discussing 

(Chatfieldd 1976:52-53). While their coverage had never been positive, they now stopped 

contributingg to transnational diffusion altogether. The moderate and African-American 

press,, meanwhile, accommodated to reactionary political conditions by expressing their 

(highlyy inflated) admiration for Gandhi as man and nonviolence as spiritual idea without 

seriouslyy considering the Gandhian repertoire's implications for civil rights activism in 

thee United States. "By the time of his assassination in 1948," as Penny von Eschen 

convincinglyy argues, "Gandhi had become in the hands of the American press a 

'moderate'""  (1997: 162). After Gandhi's death, they only paid attention to the Gandhian 

repertoiree when prominent white pacifists or African-American leaders publicly 

promotedd its application in the United States. More often than not, however, they 

stronglyy disagreed with these ambitious plans, preferring gradual and legalistic solutions 

forr domestic problems. Thus, although progressive mainstream media continued to pay 

somee attention to the diffusion item, they did littl e to counter the stereotypical images of 

Gandhii  or stimulate nonviolent direct action.'"4 

TheThe moderate press 

Priorr to Gandhi's death, sympathetic journals and columnists continued to support his 

leadershipp and political program—but more cautiously than in previous decades. On 

Januaryy 26. 1948, for instance. Time magazine highlighted his efforts to guarantee 

freedomm and safety to the Muslims who remained in India after the Partition, despite calls 

forr cracking down on them within the Indian National Congress (28). After the fateful 

day.. there was a surge of condolences and eulogies in the printed press. Life reported that 

""  As Chatfield (1976: 5}) notes: "With rare exceptions, the images of Gandhi the nationalist were not 
employedd instrumentally by Americans to examine the adequacy of their own conceptions of world rea!it>. 
Wee laughed at him, we revered him, we were fascinated by him. But, insofar as the reality of our world 
vleww was concerned, we were not confronted by him." 
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"Indiaa Loses Her "Great Soul.'" while Shiva Rao hoped that the legacy of "Gandhi's 

magnificentt idealism and broad humanity11 would allow Nehru to bring peace to India (in 

Chatfieldd 1976: 552-553). When the flood of articles on Gandhi subsided, however, the 

mainstreamm moderate press only sporadically referred to the Gandhian repertoire. In July 

off  1048. for example, the New York Times reported on Randolph's League for Non-

Violentt Civil Disobedience Against Military Segregation and in 1949 the Washington 

PostPost informed its readers that Dr. Mordecai Johnson of Howard University would travel 

too India to study satyagraha (Wittner 1969: 186). Basically, though, these popular 

publicationss toed the line of the country's establishment, promoting domestic stability 

andd civil obedience rather than nonviolent direct action. 

TheThe African-American press 

Minorityy journals1 coverage of the Gandhian repertoire during this period was 

remarkablyy similar to the moderate media's coverage. Faced with sharp reductions in the 

numberr of subscribers, African-American journals prudently avoided statements that 

couldd be construed as radical (Von Eschen 1997: 118). In the wake of his assassination, 

thee Pittsburgh Courier (February 7, 1948: 1, 4) proclaimed that Gandhi had been god-

likee and had closely resembled Jesus Christ himself.55 It argued that his brand of 

nonviolentt direct action essentially called for "love, brotherhood, and peace" instead of 

collectivee struggle against British rule. In the same issue Frank Bolden, who had been 

thee Courier's war correspondent in India, similarly asserted that Gandhi had been "a saint 

amongg politicians and a politicians among saints." 

AA few months later, when A. Philip Randolph announced his plans for a Gandhian 

campaignn against army segregation, African-American papers responded hesitantly. 

Althoughh they respected Randolph's moral commitment and courage, they opposed his 

approachh for practical reasons. The NUL's Lester Granger, for instance, in his column 

forr the Amsterdam News, repeated the old bias against satyagraha in the United States: 

sincee the Indian population struggled against a small white majority while African 

Americanss confronted an "entrenched majority in possession of all the political, 

^^ See also. Baltimore Afro-American, February 7, 1948; 4; Pittsburgh Courier. February 7, 1948: 4, 1; 
Xnrfolk.JournalXnrfolk.Journal <&  Guide. February 14, 1948: 9; The Crisis. March. 1948: 82-83, 91}. 
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economic,, and military controls," Gandhian civil disobedience in the United States could 

neverr work. Moreover, he felt that Randolph's strategy would cause conflict during a 

timee when the country required harmony in the face of international Communism (quoted 

inn Pfeffer 1990: 157-158). Walter White of the NAACP agreed with Granger that the 

BSCPP leader's stance was laudable but impractical (idem). The Chicago Defender 

editors,, on their part, were relieved when Randolph later cancelled the campaign, because 

theyy had never believed in the Gandhian repertoire's effectiveness to begin with (idem: 

160-161).. Over the next six years, the African-American mainstream's interest in 

satyagrahaa declined precipitously and columns on the diffusion item became extremely 

rare.. Only critical community members were willin g to suffer the consequences for 

promotingg Gandhian ideas at this time, but even they dared not engage in dramatic 

Gandhiann practices. 

II.. Critical communities 

Thee critical communities that survived the McCarthy era remained committed to the 

Gandhiann repertoire, but their language and activities became more cautious. In order to 

preservee their networks and organizations, religious pacifists, African-American 

theologians,, and CORE members turned to less dramatic experiments with satyagraha 

andd tried to avoid any association with "communist elements." The only new critical 

communityy was the Highlander Folk School, an educational center tucked away in the 

mountainss of Tennessee. While leaders of Highlander helped prepare students for 

activismm in their own localities, though, they did not initiate or participate in direct action 

campaigns.. Between 1948 and 1954, therefore, critical community members generally 

revertedd to the moderate repertoire of action forms and organizational styles, and severed 

alll  ties with extremist groups, in order to evade outright repression by hegemonic 

institutionss (Winner 1969; Sitkoff 1971, 1981). 

ReligiousReligious pacifists 

Thee Cold War threw the religious-pacifist critical community into disarray. Most 

moderatee members believed that curbing Soviet expansion was more pressing than 
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maintainingg peace and supported the Truman doctrine (Ingle 1998). Many radical 

pacifistss also lost faith in the possibilities for international reconciliation, leading to 

massivee defections from organizations such as the WRL. the Peacemakers, and the FOR 

(Wittnerr I960: 187-188, 210-212, 220; Tracy 1996). m the eyes of Roy Kepler, a WRL 

secretary,, all that remained of the peace movement in 1949 was "a kind of creeping 

paralysiss of defeatism and despair among pacifists which leads to inaction in other than 

littl ee fellowship groups of mutual commiseration and fear" (WRLC: box 11). The 

outbreakk of the Korean War and inauguration of Senator Joseph McCarthy's anti-

communistt campaign in 1950 only exacerbated the situation, pushing the few opponents 

off  American involvement into the fringes of society (Wittner 1969: 201, 207). 

Withh such bleak prospects for social change, A.J. Muste and a small group of 

likemindedd religious pacifists clung to the Gandhian repertoire as to a buoy in perilous 

waters.. Despite their disapproval of Marxist ideology, they fought hard to safeguard the 

civill  liberties of American communists and thereby confirm their Gandhian collective 

identity.. As an FOR pamphlet emphasized in 1953: 'Those with whom we differ, 

whetherr at home or abroad, as well as our national or class 'enemies/ are still without 

anyy exception human beings.. .and not categories" (FORC: box 4). And they continued 

too experiment with Gandhian strategies—although in a less confrontational way— 

agreeingg with Muste that resistance was "a necessary and indispensable measure of 

spirituall  self-preservation, in a day when the impulse to conform, to acquiesce, to go 

along,, is the instrument which is used to subject men to totalitarian rule and involve them 

inn permanent war" (in Wittner 1969: 226; Hentoff 1967). The Peacemakers, for instance, 

initiatedd a Fast for Peace in 1950 to protest against nuclear armament and organized street 

demonstrationss in 1951 to oppose American involvement in the Korean War. In 1952, 

moreover,, the FOR shifted some of its attention to Africa, sponsoring a group called 

Americanss for South African Resistance and sending Bayard Rustin as an emissary to 

Ghanaa and Nigeria (Anderson 1997: 136-149). While its ranks and militancy declined, 

therefore,, the religious-pacifist critical community remained loyal to the Gandhian 

repertoire'ss action forms, organizational styles, and discursive language. 
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AfricanAfrican -A in erican th eologian s 

Similarly,, for African-American theologians, the period between 1948 and 19 4̂ was a 

timee of consolidation. By seeking shelter in indigenous institutions and avoiding 

confrontationall  direct action, they were able to share their knowledge of the Gandhian 

repertoiree with a growing number of Christians and African Americans. Benjamin Mays, 

forr instance, followed Gandhi in attacking the Christian church's tendency to morally 

opposee racism but refrain from public denunciations. "It wil l be a sad commentary on 

ourr lif e and time." he noted at a World Council of Churches assembly, "if future 

historianss can write that the last bulwark of segregation based on race and color was 

God'ss church" (Mays 1971: 351; Carter 1998). Howard Thurman continued his spiritual 

experimentss at the Fellowship Church in San Francisco and finished Jesiis and the 

DisinheritedDisinherited in 1949. This groundbreaking book invoked Gandhian nonviolence to 

criticizee the Christian church for standing on the side of the strong and powerful rather 

thann on the side of the oppressed. Quoting a letter from Gandhi, he urged fellow African 

Americanss and Christians to: 

Speakk the truth, without fear and without exception, and see everyone whose work is related to 
yourr purpose. You are in God's work, so you need not fear man's scorn. If they listen to your 
requestss and grant them, you wil l be satisfied. If they reject them, then you must make then 
rejectionn your strength (reproduced in Fluker and Tumber 1998: 1 57). 

Impressedd by the originality of his arguments, Boston University's School of Theology 

persuadedd Thurman to become the first African-American dean of its chapel in 1953. 

Bothh Mordccai Johnson and William Stuart Nelson, moreover, went to India in 1950 and 

returnedd home with fresh insights into satyagraha (Miller 1992: 262: Kapur 1992: 136-

137,, 145-149; Carter 1998: 234). In short, this African-American critical community 

employedd nearly the same collective identity and strategies as in previous decades to 

promotee the Gandhian repertoire's action forms, organizational styles, and discursive 

language. . 

CongressCongress of Racial Equality 

Thee Journey of Reconciliation in 1947 inspired CORE members to develop ambitious 

planss for nationwide and massive Gandhian direct action against racial segregation in the 
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armedd forces, transportation companies, housing, and the YMCA (Meier and Rudwick 

1073:: 41). When these strategies failed to materialize due to repressive circumstances, 

however,, they started holding interracial workshops to prepare potential leaders for 

grassrootss activism and organizing educational campaigns to inform individuals 

interestedd in nonviolence. Since neither of these efforts led to large-scale radical protest, 

though,, CORE began to decline. Initially, the number of affiliates rose from thirteen in 

19477 to twenty in 1950, but then—at the height of McCarthyism and the Korean War—it 

felll  to seventeen in 1951 and eleven thereafter (idem: 45-47, 60-61). 

CORE'ss organizational decline had a negative impact on its leadership and 

collectivee identity. After resigning as chairman in 1946, James Farmer took a job as 

studentt field secretary for the League of Industrial Democracy (LID) and devoted most of 

hiss energy to traditional forms of labor activism rather than the Gandhian struggle for 

African-Americann civil rights. Meanwhile, as the new executive, George Houser was 

tryingg to persuade CORE chapters across the country to mobilize a national movement, 

butt without much success. Despite efforts to avoid "red-baiting," CORE could not 

preventt membership from dwindling or political strategies from becoming more 

conservativee (Meier and Rudwick 1973: 64-65). In the end, Houser decided that militant 

applicationss of the Gandhian repertoire were no longer viable in the American context 

andd in 1954, after resigning from the FOR as well as CORE, he founded the American 

Committeee on Africa. Thus, even more than religious pacifists and African-American 

theologians,, CORE members suffered from a domestic climate averse to any kind of 

radicalism,, which seriously undermined the audacity and scale of their Gandhian tactics, 

institutions,, and discourse (Meier and Rudwick 1973: chapter 2; Wittner 1969: 220). 

HighlanderHighlander Folk School 

Unlikee the others, the new critical community was ideally suited for sustaining the 

Gandhiann repertoire's transnational diffusion during a period in abeyance. Founded at 

thee height of the Depression, in 1932, the Highlander Folk School's explicit purpose was: 

...too assist in creating leadership for democracy. Our services are available to labor, farm, 
community,, religious, and civic organizations working toward a democratic goal. The nature of 
thee specific educational program will be determined by the needs of the students. Use of the 

161 1 



servicess of the school by individual organizations will be in accordance with then own policies so 
longg as those policies do not conflict with the purpose of the school (Adams l1)",^: So-S~\ \n2i)). 

Inn other words, its leaders freely chose to work behind the scenes long before the rise of 

McCarthyismm forced the other groups to do so. Originally, Highlander worked closely 

withh the American labor movement, hoping to unite the working class in the South and 

organizee militant protest against social injustice. With unions becoming increasingly 

reactionaryy in the late 1940s, however, Highlander staff members felt that they needed to 

divertt their energy to eradicating the Southern system of segregation (idem: 84-88). 1 o 

achievee this goal, Highlander introduced integrated workshops where white and minority 

participantss "studied, worked and played together.11 allowing repressed African 

Americanss to experience for themselves that interracial cooperation was not merely a 

reasonablee idea or an emotional plea, but a practical possibility {idem: 100). It was at 

suchh sessions that teachers and students discussed and experimented with the 

applicabilityy of various collective action repertoires, including the Gandhian repertoire 

(Evanss and Boyte 1986: 64-65). 

Thee person responsible for initiating the Highlander Folk School was Myles 

Horton,, who began developing his idea for an educational center in 1929. as a graduate 

studentt at the Union Theological Seminary in New York. His favorite teacher at the 

seminaryy was Reinhold Niebuhr. the provocative critic of liberal theology and the social 

gospel.. Opposed to the notion of inevitable progress. Niebuhr railed against capitalism 

andd argued for an alliance of the labor movement with Christian Marxists to transform 

thee foundation of American politics and religion. He supported Horton" s plans for a 

schooll  in the mountains of Tennessee and agreed to help him in any way he could. 

Moreover,, he introduced Horton to two other disciples of his: James Dombrowski and 

Johnn Thomson (idem: 12. 16). At this time. Horton also studied the writings of American 

pragmatistss John Dewey and William James. From Dewey's Democracy and F.ducaium 

(1916:: 319). he learned that: 

Itt is the aim of ...education to take part in correcting unfair privilege and unfair deprivation, not in 
perpetuatee them...it must take account of the needs of the existing community life; it must select 
withh the intention of improving the life we live in common. 
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James,, moreover, taught him that "you can change things by your own actions" (Adams 

1975:: 9, th6). Inspired by Niebuhr. Dewey, James, and other thinkers, he began studying 

existingg educational centers in the United States and abroad. He visited A.J. Muste's 

Brookwoodd Labor College, but found it too academic and urban. It did not adapt its 

curriculumm to a particular group or region and, as a result, could not deal with the specific 

problemss of poor rural people. Subsequently, he traveled to Denmark to observe how its 

folkk schools worked and to interview their directors. When he returned to New York, he 

wass ready to develop a concrete plan and raise the necessary funds (Adams 1975: 15-16, 

19).. Niebuhr introduced him to prominent progressives such as Norman Thomas, the 

leaderr of the Socialist Party, and Sherwood Eddy, the secretary of the International 

YMCAA (and a close friend of Mordecai Johnson), who agreed to provide financial 

support.. Finally, on November 1, 1932, he opened the Highlander Folk School in 

Tennessee'ss Grundy County and convinced Jim Dombrowsi, John Thompson, and Don 

Westt to help him run the place (idem: 25-27). ̂  

Thee underlying philosophy of every workshop, conference, or recreational 

activityy at Highlander consisted of four pragmatist principles: first, education through 

practicall  experience could contribute significantly to social transformation; second, the 

solutionss to structural injustice lay within the traditions and resourcefulness of 

communities,, not within isolated individuals; third, educational programs had to take 

people'ss concrete situations as starting point; and fourth, the oppressed had to initiate and 

leadd their own struggles for social justice (Morris 1984: 143). As Horton put it: 

Thee way to use this information is not to say that we have learned a lot, and isn't it wonderful and 
greatt to have been at Highlander?. ..You're here to act on it. It was education for action... .Now. 
howw are you going to act on this? Let's just plan what you're going to do when you go back. 
Let'ss start talking about how you're going to use this new insight and understanding you've 
got.... .So they begin to formulate their actions so that when they leave, they're geared to action 
(idem:: 145). 

Basedd on this collective identity, staff members encouraged participants to teil personal 

storiess of hardship and asked questions about specific problems confronted by their 

communitiess or organizations. The main purpose of these discussions was not to expand 

"'"'  Horton met Don West after talking with Wil l Alexander, director of the Commission on Interracial 
Cooperationn in Atlanta. West, a teacher in North Carolina, had also been to Denmark and was also 
thinkinnn of starting a folk school in the South. 
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theoreticall  knowledge or disseminate political ideologies, but to enlighten students and 

motivatee them to apply the ideas that emerged from training sessions in their own towns 

andd villages. Besides serious debates and classes, they also organized recreational 

activities.. They held group-singing sessions, taught famous protest songs, and wrote 

laborr plays to enliven the students and create a sense of solidarity (Adams 1975: 72-73: 

Eyermann and Jamison 1997). In short, education at the Highlander Folk School was 

gearedd towards fully preparing people for collective action in local communities—both 

cognitivelyy and emotionally, both as individuals and as groups. 

Sincee Highlander wanted students to discover their own solutions, it refrained 

fromm promoting particular protest methods or strategies. Unlike preceding critical 

communities,, it did not explicitly refer to Gandhi or publicly endorse satyagraha as the 

bestt means for fighting racial segregation in the United States. Indirectly, though, the 

Highlanderr Folk School contributed significantly to collective experiments with the 

Gandhiann repertoire's action forms, organizational styles, and discursive language. For 

one,, staff members came in contact with American Gandhians through links with 

organizationss like the FOR, the YMCA, the Southern Regional Council (SRC), the 

Southernn Conference Education Fund (SCEF), and the Brotherhood for Sleeping Car 

Porterss (BSCP) (Adams 1975; Egerton 1994). But most importantly, Highlander 

providedd a free space where activists could safely consider applying the Gandhian 

repertoiree in their own communities (Evans and Boyte 1986; Polletta 1999). 

Towardd the end of the 1940s, Horton and his associates started focusing then-

energyy on attracting potential African-American leaders and preparing them for an 

Americann satyagraha movement against racial segregation. They invited active members 

off  African-American communities to talk about political strategies and contemporary 

issuess such as the United Nations, the Cold War. McCarthyism, minority education, and 

voterr registration (Morris 1984: 145). And by speaking at African-American universities 

andd organizing college workshops, they encouraged young African-Americans to visit 

Highlanderr and establish a feeling of commonality with white activists as well as older 

African-Americann leaders (Adams 1975: 212). During these workshops, students of all 

racess and age groups participated in role-plays and discussions concerning nonviolent 

directt action and other forms of protest. While the initiative originally came from 
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African-Americann visitors, therefore. Horton and other staff members willingl y 

transformedd Highlander Folk School into a center for building solidarity networks, 

discussingg possible lines of attack, observing interracial cooperation in practice, and 

testingg the practical relevance of the Gandhian repertoire. 

III.. Diffusion mechanisms 

Thee previous section demonstrates that, whether by choice or due to constraining 

circumstances,, critical communities during the late 1940s and early 1950s retreated into 

freee spaces to avoid persecution for "un-American activities." Two questions remain 

unanswered,, however: how did the brokerage and collective appropriation mechanisms 

evolve,, and why did critical community members fail to build on earlier efforts and 

proceedd to full implementation of the Gandhian repertoire? As I argued in the first 
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linearr model of diffusion stages and rigid causal laws do not leave room for unexpected 

twistss and turns. More specifically, it cannot explain the dynamics of reception during 

thesee years in abeyance. My theoretical framework, in contrast, acknowledges that 

unfavorablee political conditions in the receiving environment may lead to a setback in 

brokeragee and collective appropriation, without necessarily precipitating the end of 

transnationall  diffusion. This final section illustrates the ways in which networks survived 

andd experiments continued despite an inhospitable climate for Gandhian (or any other 

kindd of) protest. 

TransnationalTransnational brokerage 

Inn response to domestic constraints, critical communities set their sights on the 

re\\ italization of old transnational connections and the construction of new ones. Three 

religiouss pacifists were particularly important in this regard. Bayard Rustin visited India 

inn 1949 as a representative of the AFSC, assisting the IFOR's Muriel Lester during a 

four-weekk tour. He forged ties with many young satyagrahis in postcolonial India and 

returnedd to New York eager to reinvent the American peace movement along Gandhian 

liness (Anderson 1997: 134). In 1953 another African-American FOR member, James 
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Laww son. Jr.. went to India as a missionary. After studying the radical teachings of Muste. 

readingg Thurman's Jesus and the Disinherited (1949), participating in Rustin's 

workshopss on nonviolent direct action, and carefully dissecting Gandhi's autobiography. 

Lawsonn felt compelled to declare himself a conscientious objector to the Korean War and 

acceptt the consequences (Halberstam 1998: 12; Fellowship 1999). He opted to serve the 

finall  three years of his prison term in Nagpur, India, where he taught at Hislop College 

andd worked for the Methodist church. In his spare time, though, he talked with veteran 

Gandhianss such as Vinoba Bhave. Asha Devi, and J.C. Kumarappa, and attended 

seminars,, conferences, and other events at Serva Seva Sangh, the main Gandhian 

organizationn in independent India (Kapur 1992: 155; 203. fn 60). And finally, following 

Worldd War II, white pacifist Han-is Wofford, Jr. also spent several years in India to study 

Gandhi'ss ideas and practices. After returning home, he and his wife Glare wrote India 

AfireAfire (1951), which describes their views on satyagraha and urges American activists to 

adoptt the Gandhian repertoire in the struggle for minority rights (Branch 1988: 207; 

Winner:: 137; Miller 1992: 94). 

Fromm the other side of the Pacific Ocean, moreover. Ram Manohar Lohia came to 

thee United States in the summer ot' 1951 for a lecture tour. Like Shridharani before him. 

Lohiaa was a Gandhian whose secular appearance could not hide his strong commitment 

too militant forms of nonviolent direct action (Singh 'Almust' 1998: ix-xi). ' 

Accompaniedd by Wofford, who knew him from India. Lohia visited all corners of the 

country,, including the South. In Nashville. Tennessee, he spoke at Fisk University's 

famouss Race Relations Institute, encouraging African Americans to engage in nonviolent 

directt action and do '"a littl e jail going/' But president Charles Johnson, a well-known 

African-Americann leader who had been to India himself, disagreed; he stressed that legal 

actionn was the most effective weapon for a minority group and declared that a Gandhian 

sociall  movement could never emerge in the United States (Wofford 1961: 26-27). 

Lohia'ss next stop was the Highlander Folk School in Monteagle, Tennessee. Here he told 

locall  farmers and community leaders: 'There is the usual way to remove injustices. 

Ass Ajay Singh 'Altruist' (1998: \i ) remarks: "Lohia refused to go the whole hog of Gandhism: He does 
withoutt Gandhi's God. For him only Truth suffices and that too only at a philosophical plane rather than 
spiritual."'' \e\ertheless. Lohia was o^t of the few Gandhians in post-independence India who remained 
committedd to mass satyagraha campaigns In June of 1951. for example, he had led a "March on Delhi." 
withh about seventy-five participants, to protest landlords' eviction of rural tenants (Wofford 1 96t: IS). 
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throughh an election and a change of government every five years. But there is also the 

wayy of non-violent direct action, which includes the violation of unjust laws" (idem: 29). 

AA few days later, after Myles Horton had joined Wo f ford as co-organizer of the 

lecturee tour. Lohia addressed Howard University's faculty and student body, leaving no 

doubtt about the potential significance of nonviolent direct action for the African-

Americann struggle: 

II  believe that civil disobedience is a weapon of universal application. And I am not being 
oblique—11 mean it can be used on the race question in this country. If I were an Amencan, 1 
wouldd explore civil disobedience, by Negroes and whites. I would do it more for the health of the 
non-Negroo than the Negro. 1 know that the Negro is a minority, but I believe that if there is an 
actionn with courage, there wil l be a response from other sections of the people, and the minority 
cann be transformed into a majority. In any case, to the destruction of the caste system in all its 
formss we must dedicate our lives (Wofford 1961: 57). 

Bothh at Highlander and at Howard University, Lohia used his outsider status to express 

opinionss Americans were reluctant to verbalize during these years and he was not afraid 

too criticize the passivity of contemporary liberals in the United States. In New York, for 

instance,, he told civil rights leaders (including the NAACP's Walter White): "I think 

yourr liberals may be worse than your McCarthys because they think they are liberal—yet 

theyy are willin g to use the same kind of tactics. It is not the American reactionaries that 

worryy me, but your liberals" (idem: 68). And when he visited the NUL in Harlem, he 

observedd that its community work—like the NAACP's court action—was too moderate 

andd gradual to fundamentally transform the system of racial segregation (idem: 90-91). 

Likee Horton, Lohia was basically a pragmatist who believed that practice was the 

keyy to implementing the Gandhian repertoire of nonviolent contention. Toward the end 

off  his journey, at the University of Wyoming, he declared: "Education by activity is the 

subjectt to be taught, basic education we call it, is the newest way, and that is the way I 

suggest.. Not manifestoes or speeches about nonviolence, but practice!" Applied to the 

African-Americann freedom struggle, this meant that activists needed to: 

...goo through a period of trial by practicing nonviolent action. Let Negroes and whites resist racial 
injustices,, go to jail, some even get killed. Then we wil l see an awakening of conscience in 
America,, and in the world. This would encourage people like me everywhere, and reinforce the 
campp of peaceful change. A massive campaign, even of five hundred Negroes and five hundred 
whites,, would excite us all (Wofford 1961: 112-113). 
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Al ll  in all. Lohia preserved and revived the cross-fertilization process set in motion during 

thee 1920s and spurred by Shridharani during the 1930s and early 1940s. Like his 

predecessors,, he ensured that American receivers as well as Indian transmitters 

contributedd actively to transnational brokerage. 

DomesticDomestic brokerage 

Rustin,, Lawson. Wo f ford, and Horton not only helped construct transnational networks, 

butt also contributed to domestic brokerage between generations and critical communities. 

Woftbrd,, for instance, established links with Johnson and Nelson at Howard University. 

whilee Lawson built on the shoulders of Gregg, Smith. Rustin, and other prominent 

religiouss pacifists. But the Highlander Folk School played a particularly important role 

inn bringing young and old receivers of the Gandhian repertoire together. During classes 

andd workshops organized by Highlander staff members, enthusiastic African-American 

studentss came in contact with experienced African-American leaders such as Septima 

Clark,, Esau Jenkins, E.D. Nixon, and C.T. Vivian, and heard stories about African-

Americann Gandhians such as Farmer, Rustin, and Randolph {Adams 1975: 104, 143; 

Morriss 1984: 146-147). 

Beyondd the relatively safe confines of the Highlander Folk School, though, it was 

difficul tt for critical communities to maintain (let alone expand) domestic relationships 

amongg each other. African-American theologians reduced their associations with direct 

actionn groups to avoid harassment by rabid anti-communists, while even the close ties 

betweenn CORE and the FOR deteriorated. Toward the end of this period, all three FOR 

secretariess involved in CORE had resigned: Farmer back in 1945, Rustin in 1953. and 

Houserr in 1954."" Furthermore, Muste gave up his position as FOR executive secretary in 

19533 and joined other pacifist organizations. His replacement John Swomley was far less 

sympatheticc to CORE and refused to continue financing its personnel or initiatives (Vleier 

andd Rudwick 1973: 69). Thus, by the end of the McCarthy era, the strong Gandhian 

infrastructuree built up in the early 1940s was littl e more than a distant memory. 

Rustinn became the executive secretary of Vv'RL. a position he would hold for tvveke years. One reason 
forr Rustm's departure was his arrest for homosexual acts in California, which Muste felt was inappropriate 
forr an FOR representative (Anderson 1997; 173, 164-165). 
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CollectiveCollective appropriation in free spaces 

Loww levels of action-oriented domestic brokerage limited the possibilities for collective 

appropriationn of the Gandhian repertoire in the United States (which, in turn, further 

constrainedd domestic brokerage). In contrast to previous years, collective appropriation 

inn the late 1940s and early 1950s occurred primarily in free spaces without leading to 

enduringg direct action campaigns. Mays and Nelson, for example, continued to spread 

Gandhi'ss message at the chapel of Morehouse College and in the classrooms of Howard 

University.. Thurman, on his part, communicated his Gandhian/Christian perspective to 

growingg congregations at the Fellowship Church in San Francisco and, after 1953, to 

evenn larger audiences at Boston University. Supported by the FOR, meanwhile, CORE 

increasinglyy shifted its emphasis from confrontational direct action to educational 

campaigns,, workshops, conciliatory demonstrations, and grass-roots activism. 

Betweenn 1950 and 1954, the National CORE conducted annual Pledge 
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themm to commit to at least one act contesting racial segregation. Instead of setting the 

stagee for direct action, however, these campaigns merely served as "a means of education 

forr the individual" (Meier and Broderick 1973: 47). Furthermore, the Washington 

Interraciall  Workshop (WIW), a group of about twenty-five young pacifists, held a 

trainingg institute each summer to prepare members and new recruits for innovative forms 

off  nonviolent resistance. After the workshops of 1949, for example, Houser headed 

WIWW demonstrations against the theaters of Trans-Lux, a movie house in downtown 

Washington.. D.C. These conciliatory demonstrations applied the so-called "waiting line" 

strategy,, which involved an interracial line before the ticket window to draw public 

attentionn to discriminatory practices without targeting management. And in 1951 and 

1952.. Wallace Nelson directed workshops that concentrated on the "community 

organization""  technique, teaching participants how to persuade African Americans in 

locall  communities to join grass-roots struggles against racial segregation (idem: 50-52). 

Althoughh these summer institutes were instructive, the militancy and impact of their 

activitiess was considerably more limited than before 1948. 

Thee most important development for the collective appropriation mechanism was 

thee emergence of the Highlander Folk School as a free space for discussing and 
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experimentingg with the Gandhian repertoire. Unlike the other critical communities. 

Highlanderr did not require participants to accept certain principles or belong to certain 

institutions.. It welcomed anyone with the qualities to help people in local communities 

educatee themselves and organize their own struggles. Unburdened by moral hang-ups or 

ideologicall  biases. Horton and his associates could challenge visitors to study the 

practicall  advantages as well as disadvantages of satyagraha without creating internal 

friction.. During the initial Cold War years, Highlander concentrated on providing 

African-Americann activists with the know-how to engage in nonviolent direct action 

againstt racial segregation. Through history lessons, conversations, debates, role-plays, 

andd recreational activities, its interracial workshops familiarized participants with the 

implicationss of Gandhian protest and allowed them to experience for themselves that 

cooperationn across lines of color or class was possible. These workshops contributed to 

collectivee appropriation by highlighting that ideas like nonviolence, freedom, democracy, 

justice,, and equality were only meaningful when applied to the daily lives of ordinary-

people,, and established a feeling of commonality and solidarity among potential 

movementt leaders. Highlander's staff also emphasized that as soon as these leaders 

initiatedd a social movement, they would help gather the necessary information and 

expertisee for developing effective strategy and sustaining collective commitment (Adams 

1975:: chapter 14; Morris 1984). In other words, the Highlander Folk School not only 

taughtt activists about the achievements of American protest in the past and the (lack of) 

politicall  opportunities for collective resistance in the present, but also pledged its support 

forr a possible Gandhian movement in the future. 

(Lack(Lack of) collective appropriation in direct action campaigns 

Whilee Highlander facilitated collective appropriation of the Gandhian repertoire during 

itss workshops and classes, it did not bring about any direct action campaigns or social 

movementss itself. Despite its organizational decline. CORE was the only remaining 

criticall  community that staged militant protest events against discriminatory practices. 

Thee WIW. for instance, not only held workshops, but also organized sit-ins at a 

Greyhoundd restaurant in Washington. D.C. In 1952. the same CORE affiliate inspired an 

African-Americann neighborhood to participate in nonviolent pilgrimages and pickets 
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aimedd at desegregating the Rosedale playground. By 1954, however, interest in the 

WIW ss summer workshops and direct action campaigns had waned, and the group 

dissolvedd the following year. The St. Louis chapter was also relatively active. Between 

11 949 and 1954, this small group of activists (which was led by Farmer's friend Bernice 

Fischer)) desegregated YMCA and YWCA cafeterias, major drugstores, bus terminals, 

downtownn lunch counters, and department stores through sit-ins and picketing that 

closelyy followed the Gandhian repertoire's guidelines. Yet even this affiliate eventually 

felll  apart due to its inability to motivate members for larger-scale direct action. Thus, 

neitherr the WIW nor the St. Louis group, nor any other chapter, could prevent CORE as a 

wholee from declining after 1950 (Meier and Rudwick 1973: chapter 2). 

Withh American receivers' retreat from nonviolent direct action, the collective 

appropriationn mechanism took a turn for the worse. Theologians and religious pacifists 

weree less eager to declare their support of radical protest in public, while most CORE 
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althoughh the addition of the Highlander Folk School as a sanctuary and training ground 

wass significant, it did not catalyze any innovative, massive satyagraha campaigns at this 

time.. With the withdrawal of leading activists, the perseverance of "Cold Warriors," and 

thee impressive court victories achieved by the NAACP (and its moderate repertoire of 

collectivee action), the window of opportunity for a Gandhian movement in the United 

Statess seemed to have closed for good. The next chapter reveals whether these years of 

retreatt really led to the permanent defeat of Gandhian critical communities. 
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