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Abstract: The film, “Brother Outsider: The Life of Bayard Rustin” is a documentary about a person who lived through and participated in some of the most significant events of the civil rights movement. The subject of the documentary, Bayard Rustin, was a pacifist who worked for social justice and who advised Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., among other black freedom rights workers. In addition, Rustin was openly gay during an era when homosexuality was considered deviant and, therefore, he was in danger of arrest and violence simply because he refused to hide his true identity as a gay man. The film connects to the course, Making Equality, in that the course focused on both civil rights and homosexual rights. In addition, a theme of the course was that these social movements were interconnected, feeding off each other and that individuals were participating, in some cases, in more than one cause at a time. Rustin was an active participant in the pacifist movement during World War II, then fought for civil rights and then he worked for gay rights in protesting the slow delivery of treatments for AIDS victims. The seniors in high school that I teach in my class, America: The 1960s and Beyond, will view this film in order to see that the people who led the civil rights movement, that they learned about in their junior year, are varied and complex. They learned about other historical figures, but here we see a man who has been kept out of the traditional history texts. I will explore with my students the reasons why a man this important to the black freedom cause would be ignored by the mainstream historical narrative. In doing so, I will lead students to a fuller understanding of the oppression of homosexuals during most of United States history.

Massachusetts History and Social Science Curriculum Framework:

U.S. History II

Learning Standards: USII.25 Analyze the origins, goals, and key events of the civil rights movement.

Standards in Historical Thinking Addressed:
Standard 1: Chronological Thinking


A. Distinguish between past, present, and future time.


B. Identify the temporal structure of a historical narrative or story.


E. Interpret data presented in time lines and create time lines.


F. Reconstruct patterns of historical succession and duration; explain historical 
continuity and change.

Standard 3: Historical Analysis and Interpretation


B. Consider multiple perspectives.


C. Analyze cause-and-effect relationships and multiple causation, including the 
importance of the individual, the influence of ideas.


D. Draw comparisons across eras and regions in order to define enduring issues.


G. Challenge arguments of historical inevitability.

Standard 5: Historical Issues-Analysis and Decision-Making

A. Identify issues and problems in the past.


C. Identify relevant historical antecedents.


D. Evaluate alternative courses of action.


F. Evaluate the implementation of a decision.
Essential Questions: How did Bayard Rustin’s upbringing and early life help us to understand his choices in how he would live his life? How was Rustin’s work consistent throughout his life? How were the causes that Rustin pursued similar? Why do you think you are only learning about this significant historical figure now, considering other prominent black freedom advocates were well known to you since elementary school?

Vocabulary List:

Quaker – Also known as the Religious Society of Friends, a Christian religious sect that was organized around a belief that individuals could have a direct relationship with God.

Harlem – a neighborhood in New York City, largely African-American that experienced a growth in the arts, including music, during the 1920s.

civil disobedience – “refusal to obey a law or follow a policy believed to be unjust”. (http://www.infoplease.com/ce6/society/A0909663.html#axzz0xS9l2Ipp)

“Young Communist League” – Founded in 1929, the YCL fought against youth unemployment, for free school lunches for children of unemployed and gave attention given to African-Americans who lived in danger of being lynched. Also helped organize industrial unions. (http://www.yclusa.org/article/articleview/85/1/34/)
pacifist – “1. a person who believes in pacifism or is opposed to war or to violence of any kind.  2. a person whose personal belief in pacifism causes him or her to refuse being drafted into military service.” (http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/pacifist)
A.J. Muste – pacifist and anti-war activist who led the “Fellowship of Reconciliation.”

“Fellowship of Reconciliation” (FOR) – “The Fellowship of Reconciliation seeks to replace violence, war, racism and economic injustice with nonviolence, peace, and justice. We are an interfaith organization committed to active nonviolence as a transforming way of life and as a means of radical change. We educate, train, build coalitions, and engage in nonviolent and compassionate actions locally, nationally, and globally.” (http://forusa.org/)
Sahara – huge desert that covers most of northern Africa.

March on Washington – major event of the civil rights movement in August 1963 that brought together hundreds of thousands of blacks and whites to support the pending civil rights bill.

A. Philip Randolph – advocate of the rights of workers, especially African American, who called for a march on Washington for two decades before he helped to make it a reality.

Mohandas Gandhi – activist and leader in India who used civil disobedience in his country’s fight for independence from British rule. Seen as a model of passive resistance in action by both Martin Luther King, Jr. and Bayard Rustin. 

Contextual Resources: 

1).  Timeline of events in the United States during Bayard Rustin’s Life
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Although the historical events listed above are common knowledge to most teachers of U.S. history, students often need reminders when they occurred. For example, knowing Bayard Rustin involved himself in the Young Communist League during the Great Depression is helpful to understanding the context in which he made that decision. The film does not state clearly that Rustin was engaged in the communist group during the depression when unemployment for African-American youth was rampant. But because my students studied the Great Depression during their junior year, they will better understand why Rustin made this decision with the knowledge that he did so during the Great Depression. I will recreate the timeline with only the dates listed and ask students to match the major events to the dates for each of the above events. I will ask them to keep their timelines on their desks during the duration of the film. They will then be able to refer to the timeline as the documentary proceeds and record Rustin’s activities and experiences. (See timeline template and instructions, attached to this guide). 

2).  An article from npr.org “The Nation: King And Obama, At A Second Glance.” is a useful resource to share with students as it questions Martin Luther King’s infallibility. King’s falling out with Rustin over his socialism and homosexuality are cited as evidence that King was motivated by the reality of politics, and, therefore acted at times that contradict his moral ideals. My students have a one-dimensional and simplistic view of Dr. King and this account will be useful in both introducing Rustin, and also in providing a reality check with regards to King’s life and work. In addition, one of the goals of my class is to link contemporary history with current events. This article aids me in this task. The full text of the article can be found at the NPR website from January 19, 2010. (http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=122718958)
Historical Thinking Standards: Standard 3: Historical Analysis and Interpretation

Pre-Viewing Activities:

1). Students will receive the list of vocabulary terms the day before viewing the film and will be responsible for finding definition/identifications for each. The teacher should review the terms with students before viewing the film.

Historical Thinking Standards: Standard 2: Historical Comprehension

2). Provide students with a timeline template with the major events of the U.S. during Rustin’s life (such as Great Depression, World War II, Montgomery Bus Boycott, March on Washington, Civil Rights Act, Martin Luther King’s assassination, AIDS first identified in U.S.). Instruct students to look up these events in their text and/or on the Internet and fill these events on the timeline. Then when students watch the film, they will be required to document the major events of Rustin’s life on the time-line. The teacher should review the events with students after viewing the film and lead a discussion about how historical events may have shaped Rustin’s actions. 

Historical Thinking Standards: Standard 1: Chronological Thinking

Post-Viewing Activities:

1).  Students will demonstrate an understanding of the difficulties that Rustin faced by debating whether or not King should have dismissed Rustin from his advisory team after the media reported Rustin’s arrest and rumors surfaced about his homosexuality. Students will be divided into two groups with one group arguing the firing was justified for the sake of the movement. The other group will argue that Rustin was a valued member of the group and that firing him was hypocritical and wrong. Each side will have to consider the information they learned about Rustin and his relationship with other civil rights advocates from the film. In particular, students should focus on the following questions.

1. What value to Rustin provide to King during the bus boycott?

2. What specific attributes did Rustin possess that made him an effective advocate for civil rights?

3. What values did Rustin and King share, making them natural allies?

4. For what was Rustin arrested? How was this “crime” viewed by average Americans at that time in history?

5. What was King’s reasoning in asking Rustin to remove himself from King’s trusted advisors? (What was King afraid of?)

6. Is there anything hypocritical in King’s distancing himself from Rustin? Explain.

7. If King had not sent Rustin away, how might the civil rights movement have been harmed?

8. Considering the important role that Rustin would play in organizing the March on Washington, was it a smart move to drop Rustin the way King did?

After the debate, the teacher should ask the class, why don’t school children learn about Bayard Rustin the way they learn about Martin Luther King, Jr. and Rosa Parks? Do you think this should change?

Historical Thinking Standards: Standard 3: Historical Analysis and Interpretation

and Standard 5: Historical Issues-Analysis and Decision-Making
Background Readings:

Carbado, Devon W. and Donald Weise (editors). Time on Two Crosses: The Collected Writings of Bayard Rustin, Cleis Press, 2003.

This book spans five decades of Rustin’s activism, including writings on Ghandi, antiwar movement, and the assassination of Malcolm X. Also includes photos.

Haughton, Buzz. "Baynard Rustin Civil Rights Leader." Quaker Studies Fall (1999): n. pag. Web. 23 Aug 2010. <http://www.suite101.com/external_link.cfm?elink=http://www.quakerinfo.com/quak_br.shtml>.

Comprehensive biography of Bayard Rustin in a compact, easy-to-read format.

Tips for Teachers:

Pitfalls to avoid: The film does run for 84 minutes and will not necessarily be of high interest to all students. It is therefore important to preview this film and decide whether or not you think students really need to see the first part about his early life. Likewise, the end gets away from his work in the civil rights movement. Teachers need to decide for themselves what they want to focus students’ attention upon.

Possible student misunderstandings: Students might not understand the concept of pacifism or the fact that Quakers have a long anti-war history. Teachers may wish to explore this subject briefly if you plan on showing the part of the film during World War II.

Sensitive issues to anticipate: Bayard Rustin was gay, so the nature of this film is sensitive for high school viewers. Rustin was arrested for engaging in sexual behavior in a parked car. His arrest was an integral part of the decisions made by others in the movement to distance themselves from him, and therefore, can’t simply be ignored for the purposes of this lesson. Teachers have to gage whether or not their students can handle this material.

Suggestions for how to excerpt the film: For the purposes of Rustin’s experiences within the Black Freedom Movement, the film’s most important scenes are from the point when Rustin joins the Fellowship of Reconciliation after World War II up until his help with the March on Washington and Civil Rights Act. 

Scenes that are particularly rich for classroom use: One scene that teachers may find useful is when Rustin shows up at King’s home during the Montgomery Boycott and proceeds to advise the young King on how to proceed with organizing the boycott, emphasizing non-violence. Another scene worth mentioning is the one where Rustin speaks before the massive crowd in Washington during the 1963 March as it represents his personal triumph.

Scenes that lend themselves to “teachable moments”: One teachable scene is the communists’ protests during the Great Depression showing the connection between very high African-American unemployment, the equality promised by the Communist Party and a young Rustin looking to make a difference for his race. Another scene that shows the intolerance of both gays and blacks is the scene when Adam Clayton Powell threatens to expose Rustin as gay to stop the African-American protests at the 1960 Democratic Convention.

How much time to devote to the film: The film takes 84 minutes to show in its entirety.  If you are showing the whole thing, plan on two classes to introduce and show the film and then another class or two for the post-viewing activity. If you want to show just a segment or clip of the film and an abbreviated activity, then one or two classes would be all you need.

How the film connected to and built upon the content of the Making Equality course: The class focused on ways certain groups have historically been denied their rights and how those groups have worked to correct injustices. This film highlights the life of one man who worked his whole life to improve the human condition not only for himself, but for others who were African-American, gay, and outside the mainstream in a variety of circumstances (pacifists, communists, impoverished, etc.).

Subjective Review:
“Brother Outsider: The Life of Bayard Rustin” is a good film to enhance a high school-level unit on the modern civil rights era. Prior background knowledge for students of significant historical people and events is necessary to fully appreciate Rustin’s involvement and leadership within the movement. Personally, I can’t believe I am learning about Rustin for the first time. I have been teaching 20th century U.S. history and U.S. history II for most of my career and yet have not run across his name before. Yet he played an instrumental role in mentoring Martin Luther King, Jr. and was essential in planning and implementing the March on Washington. Who knew? This film was certainly useful in acquainting me with this important historical figure and with explaining why he faded out of the history texts. As a gay man, he was not allowed to share in the glory of the many accomplishments that he contributed to and was pushed into obscurity so as not to discredit the movement. All of this reminds me that even our iconic heroes, such as Martin Luther King, Jr. had faults, and that people should not be defined by only one aspect of their person. Yes, Rustin was gay, but he was also a tireless worker for the benefit of all of humankind, especially those who were disaffected. He deserves to be remembered for all his good works which are vastly more important than his sexual orientation.

