

In the one-page epilogue of Bearing the Cross, David Garrow employs articles and talks by some of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s friends and family in order to warn against making saints out of historical figures.  Charles Willie, a former classmate at Morehouse, writes, “By idolizing those whom we honor, we do a disservice both to them and to ourselves.”  We tend to take away their human qualities when we exalt their names, he continues.  In the process, we set the bar for social improvement so high that subsequent generations dare not even attempt to achieve great goals (p. 625).  Garrow apparently takes this idea seriously.  In more than six hundred pages of narrative (there is no introduction), he lays out—in meticulous and fascinating detail—the life of the civil rights leader beginning with his rise to national prominence during the Montgomery bus boycott and ending with the moment of his assassination outside the Lorraine Motel in Memphis.  Relying on an extensive collection of interviews, government surveillance records, speeches, and other secondary and primary sources, Garrow links public events in the movement to a private figure who saw himself as an instrument of righteousness but who also became plagued by personal insecurities, by pessimism about the capacity of American society to embrace change, and by the notion that he would be killed before his work was done.  King’s marital infidelities, his occasional reluctance to practice what he preached, and his less-than-diligent efforts as an author (e.g., Garrow reports that King borrowed a bit too heavily from two scholars in writing Stride Toward Freedom, his first book) all receive ample attention.  In short, Garrow leaves little room for a view of King as a saint.  Although it lacks a clear thesis, this book lends itself to the interpretation that extraordinary progress in the Civil Rights Movement occurred under the guidance of a flawed man.


Despite Garrow’s intention to narrate rather than interpret, a few key threads hold the narrative together rather well.  One of them concerns the development of King’s political ideas.  Digging into his subject’s college career, the author shows that young Martin dropped the biblical fundamentalism of his father and sought applications of religious ideas to the here and now.  At Crozer Theological Seminary, he sampled the Marxist view of social problems and combined the love ethic of Rauschenbusch with Niebuhr’s hard-edged ideas on political power.  After the successful end to the Montgomery boycott, and having studied Gandhian nonviolence, King proclaimed that no difference existed “between colonialism and segregation” (p. 117).  This came from the man who, in one of the first speeches of the Montgomery movement, had made clear that blacks intended only to promote courtesy and to secure a few jobs for black bus drivers—not to eliminate segregation laws in the city.  


King’s preoccupation with death also receives substantial ink.  Physically assailed numerous times and under daily threats against his life and the lives of his family members, King struggled to understand the value of his role as a spiritual and political leader.  Early in the movement, he came to terms with his duty while sitting alone one night at his kitchen table:  a voice commanded him to stand up for righteousness and to shed his fear of death.  Garrow invokes this scene throughout the book, most frequently with the intent to demonstrate how King clung to nonviolence even as his environment became increasingly violent.  Thus Garrow presents an evolving political strategy which drew from personal experience, intellectual influences, and deep religious convictions.                                


Montgomery brought the Civil Rights Movement to a new level of activity and organization, and it placed King in the unique position of power without traditional political obligations.  Though King’s strategies for building onto the movement grew out of his affinity for synthesizing the recommendations of his staffers in the newly-formed SCLC, he relied heavily on a few key advisors.  Bayard Rustin and Stanley Levison acted as both buoy and anchor to King during the latter’s evolution as a leader.  Rustin pressed for “mass direct action” after Montgomery, when King still held a relatively moderate outlook.  After the march on Washington in 1963, Rustin told the SCLC leader that the movement’s success depended upon leading America to the left, and he recommended an alliance between civil rights, labor, and the unemployed.  In accordance with this counsel, King emphasized civil disobedience and an expanded voter registration program that pushed into the North and Midwest in an effort to counteract America’s rightward political drift.  Later, Levison advised against King’s idea of boycotting all Alabama products (in response to the Klan’s murder of a white, northern civil rights worker following the Selma to Montgomery march).  Levison reminded King that he had gained a great deal of clout nationwide, that such influence should be used responsibly, and that, on the eve of taking the movement north (to address housing and employment), it was better to be a reformer than a revolutionary.  Around the same time, however, Levison recommended public statements against the escalation of American involvement in Vietnam.  Thus, under the tutelage of Rustin and Levison, King tempered his enthusiasm for immediate, sweeping change while he reached beyond civil rights exclusively tailored to blacks.  And he became ever more comfortable with prescribing democratic socialism as the remedy for American material inequality, militarism, and racism, which he saw as “inextricably bound together” (p. 455).  

Throughout the sixties, government officials—including the Kennedy brothers, Lyndon Johnson, Adam Clayton Powell, and J. Edgar Hoover—became concerned about King’s reach as well as with the political affiliations of his advisors.  John Kennedy privately urged King to sever ties with Levison, who, according to the FBI, maintained his old connections to the Communist Party.  Someone at the FBI cooked up the idea of using tapes of King’s sexual liaisons to convince the civil rights leader to commit suicide.  Under government surveillance for much of the 1960s King tried to conceal his organizational and personal contacts; the opposition he encountered as a result of his elevated profile added to his sense of responsibility as well as to his anxiety about his role as the symbol of one of the greatest social movements in American history.


Of course, King was not the only civil rights leader, and the movement’s deepening split during the sixties also greatly troubled him.  Although some competition arose among SCLC, SNCC, and CORE during the 1960 student sit-ins, those key organizations initially agreed to let students lead the way.  But few made efforts to conceal the lack of movement-wide consensus on appropriate tactics.  King, for example, refused to join the CORE-sponsored freedom rides, which tested for segregation in southern bus terminals.  Several freedom riders had been severely beaten, and CORE leaders questioned King’s faith in the power of nonviolent confrontation.  By the middle of the decade, SNCC made more explicit its differences with SCLC.  While the former aimed to organize rural black southerners and took an anti-anti-communist stance, the latter sought to raise a nationwide consciousness of race issues and did not harshly criticize liberal anti-communism.  SNCC opposed the 1965 Selma to Montgomery march on the grounds that SCLC imposed its national leadership structure on communities rather than allowing local leaders to arise naturally.  King often found himself trying to downplay the increasingly militant rhetoric coming out of SNCC’s leadership (e.g., James Forman’s call for the “violent overthrow of the government” and Stokely Carmichael’s introduction of “Black Power” to the civil rights lexicon), as well as the group’s move away from interracial organization.  All the while, he recognized that the split was irreparable.                   
                                


Still, Garrow attributes success in Birmingham—which King saw as the key to opening up the South—in large part to King’s penchant for portraying civil rights as a national movement.  External agitation—the very reason the movement had collapsed in Albany—precipitated a crisis in Birmingham and exposed to the nation the injustice and brutality of southern white dominance.  Although, as one SCLC staffer put it, “we had calculated for the stupidity of Bull Connor” (p. 251), the movement also relied heavily upon the public’s acceptance of crusaders who invaded southern cities with the intention of identifying and exposing immorality.  Further legitimizing SCLC’s approach, Garrow reports that the organization received the bulk of financial donations among the three major civil rights groups during the Birmingham campaign.  


In the aftermath of Birmingham (including the bombs that killed four children in the basement of the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church), the SCLC resolved to expand its program.  Fair housing and employment awaited the nation’s attention in the North.  Garrow writes that SCLC’s move northward represented “the first step down a path that would fundamentally alter the nature of the movement and hasten the expansion of [King’s] own critical perspective on American society” (p. 430).  Indeed, King’s approach to social change rapidly transformed after his venture to the North.  First, recognizing the resentment of many local black leaders, he positioned himself as a collaborator—not the leader—in an existing movement.  Second, he struggled to expose northern discrimination, which was not as overt as the southern variety.  Housing and employment agreements made with white leaders in Chicago proved unsatisfactory to the city’s black community, which had not given King a warm reception in the first place.   


Garrow does not explicitly connect the two, but the narrative implies that King’s despondency in the northern slums led him to forcefully and publicly advocate democratic socialism, an end to the war in Vietnam, and an interracial movement of the nation’s poor.  By repeatedly revisiting these three issues toward the end of the book, then snuffing them out with a single shot in Memphis, the author evokes a sense of urgency.  Garrow’s narrative links the assassination with King’s increasing militancy and strengthening leftist stance, and he invites the reader to view this public transformation as a consequence of both King’s personal exasperation and his dislocation from the center of influence in the Civil Rights Movement.  Thus in some ways this book reads more like a novel than a biography or the history of a civil rights organization:  the task of interpreting its skillfully-presented pieces of information lies almost entirely with the reader.  I enjoyed Bearing the Cross immensely, but the author might have made himself more audible.                 
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