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Review of CORE: A Study in the Civil Rights Movement, 
1942-1968, by August Meier and Elliott Rudwick 

This history of the Congress of Racial Equality begins in Chicago in 1942, when a small interracial group of pacifists and descendents of the 1930s “Christian student movement” organized themselves on the principles of Gandhian nonviolence and in accordance with traditional liberal standards of conduct.  It ends about a quarter of a century later, by which time the organization had taken part in dismantling much institutional racial discrimination and oppression.  It had reached many of its goals with a determination to challenge notions of inequality through the disciplined use of negotiations, “agitation,” increased radical activity, and, finally, civil disobedience.  It had also heightened race consciousness by engaging in an intensified discussion about black identity and its function in a white-dominated society.  The discussion yielded two results that fundamentally altered the structure of CORE:  the abandonment of the principle of nonviolence in 1966 and the expulsion of whites from the organization in 1968.  No single thesis emerges to tie the narrative together.  However, Meier and Rudwick adequately substantiate their argument that by the mid sixties, high expectations gleaned from early victories met repeated setbacks and produced widespread black disillusionment with the white liberal order.  When black militancy reached a peak in the late sixties, CORE played a significant role.  However, unable to find financial and organizational support among poor working-class blacks, CORE failed to regain the level of influence it had attained with liberal and white left support.            
The authors divide CORE’s long series of successes and failures into three major phases.  The first phase occurred before the 1960 sit-ins.  CORE began as a decentralized federation of local groups, with half of the twenty-nine original locals in the Midwest.  St. Louis emerges as the most significant local during this period; beginning in the late ‘40s, its active membership worked to desegregate a wide range of public accommodations and set a high standard for discipline and restraint.  Though the racial composition of CORE varied quite a bit from city to city, the organization maintained a somewhat homogeneous political bent:  traditional liberal anti-communism (communists did get involved in a few chapters).  The most important event during CORE’s first stage was the Journey of Reconciliation, on which interracial groups of bus travelers tested segregation policies throughout the Upper South.  Although a few arrests resulted, no violence was reported.  The Journey achieved its main objective—publicity—and the nonviolent confrontation made this type of protest “respectable.”  

The early to late fifties marked a decline in CORE activity (although the Columbia, Missouri, and Baltimore chapters successfully challenged lunch counter segregation), due largely to McCarthyist hysteria and the equation of social dissent with communism.  By 1956, however, CORE hitched itself to the Montgomery bus boycott and took off again.  Expansion into the South raised operation costs and the need for fundraising, but it also drew enormous resources:  Martin Luther King, Jr., joined the advisory committee in 1957.  When the sit-in arrived in 1960, CORE capitalized on its new growth and nearly doubled its membership in eleven months.  This marked the beginning of the second phase.  
CORE expanded to northern cities, where it found the “subtler” problems of housing and employment discrimination and decided that the sit-in was not an appropriate response.  Though it could claim a prominent position in the national Civil Rights Movement, the organization groped for a northern remedy, ran into community resistance to outside interference, and suffered high rates of member fatigue and turnover.  Employment and housing campaigns found mixed success; campaigns against de facto school segregation failed almost universally.  Cracks in the edifice became visible by 1963.  Many locals struggled against efforts in the national office to centralize power and thereby choose an administrative head.  A new director, James Farmer, polarized the organization when more militant chapters considered him too white-friendly.  And the Freedom Ride—modeled on the Journey, but much more violently opposed—received scant support from the Kennedys.  Militancy grew out of disillusionment with the perceived flabbiness of liberal benevolence as well as with the tokenism exemplified in the compromise proposal given by Democrats to the 1964 Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party delegates.  By the ’64 elections, write Meier and Rudwick, it seemed that direct action had run its course.  

What followed constituted a “crisis” within CORE and inaugurated its third and final stage.  Despondency fed on itself and took refuge in the Black Power and Black Nationalist movements, both of which emerged in 1966.  Membership continued to dwindle as uncomfortable whites fell away and as well-paying Great Society jobs enticed work-weary foot soldiers.  Chapter activity declined, and the organization became a skeleton of its former self.       
Although this book functions primarily as a history of a single organization, it would have benefited from a more detailed discussion of the organization’s relationships with the other major civil rights groups (particularly SCLC and SNCC).  Meier and Rudwick’s CORE-centered narrative somewhat obscures the diversity of the movement in that it selectively addresses the outcomes and lessons of key events.  For example, the authors cite the demand for the “package deal” as a result (for CORE) of the Birmingham movement:  a push for full desegregation of everything, for an end to police brutality, for the hiring of more blacks, etc. (p. 214).  However, David Garrow explains that the SCLC, still lamenting its unsuccessful bid for general desegregation in Albany, went into Birmingham focusing on a very specific and limited agenda.  The relative success achieved in Birmingham could argue for more of the same kind of tactic.  Because Meier and Rudwick do not place such apparently different outlooks into a dialogue, their narrative denies the notion that CORE operated within a complex and diverse movement.        
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