
ARTICLE

Step by Step: American Interracialism and the Origins
of Talk-First Activism
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The idea that friendship and dialogue are the first steps to making a better world has a history.
During the first half of the twentieth century, American Protestants powered a national movement
for dialogue and cooperation among people of different races. In the 1940s and 1950s, Black leaders
in predominantly white ecumenical Protestant institutions created a series of workshops and
dialogue guides that popularized the notion that interracial exchange would lead to action.
Backed by their institutions’ financial, moral, and organizational resources, they transformed
both the interracial movement and dominant understandings of how to change society. Yet,
while Black ecumenical leaders insisted that facilitating interracial exchange was just the beginning
form of action in ending discrimination, they unintentionally facilitated problematic assumptions
about the standalone power of “first steps” in creating a more equitable society.

In March 2008, ABC News set off a media firestorm by publishing controversial excerpts of
sermons by Rev. Dr. Jeremiah Wright, the pastor of then-Senator and presidential candidate
Barack Obama. In an attempt to distinguish his views on race from Wright’s, Obama delivered
one of his most well-known speeches, “A More Perfect Union,” on March 18, 2008. To close the
speech, Obama described a young white woman named Ashley who had organized a roundta-
ble discussion in a mostly Black community in South Carolina. Obama described how an
unnamed elderly Black man said, “I am here because of Ashley.” Obama continued:

By itself, that single moment of recognition between that young white girl and that old
black man is not enough. It is not enough to give health care to the sick, or jobs to the
jobless, or education to our children. But it is where we start. It is where our union
grows stronger … that is where the perfection begins.

Obama’s message resonated with white liberal voters, and several political commentators attrib-
uted his “A More Perfect Union” speech as key to his electoral victory that November. But few
have realized that the idea Obama so eloquently expressed has a history.1

The idea that friendship and dialogue across lines of difference are the first steps to making a
better world—an idea I call “talk-first activism”—flowered during the 1940s and 1950s as part
of Protestant elites’ pursuit of consensus-driven liberal reforms. In the aftermath of wartime
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racial conflict, predominantly white ecumenical Protestant institutions such as the Young
Women’s Christian Association (YWCA), the Federal Council of Churches (FCC), and the
Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA), looked to Black people on their national staff
to improve race relations. These Black staffers, middle-class leaders such as Dorothy Height,
George Haynes, and Maynard Catchings, built on the social gospel-inspired movement for
American interracialism and its traditional emphasis on talk and study. But they made several
important changes. Backed by the financial and organizational power of their institutions, these
Black ecumenical leaders created a series of interracial workshops and discussion guides
designed to encourage white Americans to face their contradictions, rethink their assumptions,
and live their religion and patriotism. Most importantly, Black leaders always insisted that
interracial exchange was the beginning—not the end—of a process to eliminate racial prejudice
and its effects. In doing so, they transformed the American interracial movement. Yet their
work had more problematic and enduring consequences regarding how Americans conceived
of the steps to transform society.2

People inside and outside the academy continue to debate the uses and abuses of talk-first
activism. Echoing a common narrative in Hollywood films since Sidney Poitier’s rise to star-
dom during the civil rights era, some scholars have argued that friendship and talk across dif-
ference can eliminate prejudice and serve as an entry point for justice work.3 Leaders of various
institutions have embraced this idea. Diversity trainings, intergroup dialogues, and social justice
book clubs are frequently suggested as first steps in a long-term effort to create a more equitable
society.4 Yet, just as criticism of racial reconciliation films has grown louder in recent years, so
too has criticism of talk-first activism. Some scholars and activists have critiqued talk-first
solutions as too focused on civility, individual prejudice, and consciousness raising.
According to sociologist Saida Grundy, these initiatives often devolve into “mere filibustering.”5

2Since David A. Hollinger’s 2011 presidential address to the Organization of American Historians, scholars have
increasingly used “ecumenical Protestantism” to refer to the “family of Protestants” affiliated with the FCC and its
successor, the National Council of Churches (NCC). By “ecumenical Protestant institution,” I refer to institutions
that described themselves as Christian and were populated by Hollinger’s “family of Protestants” but were inten-
tionally nondenominational or interdenominational. While many denominations within this Protestant family had
their own interracial programs, I focus on powerful interdenominational institutions because they frequently served
as gathering points for ecumenical Protestants across a range of regions and denominations. Nevertheless, these
powerful, predominantly white institutions and their interracial endeavors do not encompass the breadth of
Protestant ecumenism or American interracialism. On Hollinger’s “family of Protestants,” see David
A. Hollinger, “After Cloven Tongues of Fire: Ecumenical Protestantism and the Modern American Encounter
with Diversity,” Journal of American History 98, no. 1 (June 2011): 21–48, here 22. On the diversity of
Protestant ecumenism and American interracialism, see Mary R. Sawyer, Black Ecumenism: Implementing the
Demands of Justice (Valley Forge, PA, 1994); Kevin M. Schultz, Tri-Faith America: How Catholics and Jews
Held Postwar America to Its Protestant Promise (Oxford, UK, 2011); and Karen J. Johnson, One in Christ:
Chicago Catholics and the Quest for Interracial Justice (New York, 2018).

3Two recent examples of such films include the 2018 Academy Award-winning film Green Book and the 2019
film Best of Enemies. Typically focused on specific initiatives rather than blanket defenses, the literature promoting
the possibilities of dialogue and friendship across difference is robust and emerges from a variety of disciplines,
especially psychology. For instance, see Katherine Cramer Walsh, Talking about Race: Community Dialogues
and the Politics of Difference (Chicago, 2007); Peter Slade, Open Friendship in a Closed Society: Mission
Mississippi and a Theology of Friendship (Oxford, UK, 2009); Patricia Gurin, Biren (Ratnesh) A. Nagda, and
Ximena Zúñiga, eds., Dialogue Across Difference: Practice, Theory, and Research on Intergroup Dialogue
(New York, 2013); Robin DiAngelo, White Fragility: Why It’s So Hard for White People to Talk About Racism
(Boston, 2018); and Deborah L. Plummer, Some of My Best Friends Are …: The Daunting Challenges and
Untapped Benefits of Cross-Racial Friendships (Boston, 2019).

4On the popularity of such initiatives, see Daniel Bergner, “‘White Fragility’ Is Everywhere. But Does Antiracism
Training Work?” New York Times Magazine, July 15, 2020, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/15/magazine/white-
fragility-robin-diangelo.html (accessed Dec. 22, 2021).

5Saida Grundy, “The False Promise of Anti-racism Books,” The Atlantic, July 21, 2020, https://www.theatlantic.
com/culture/archive/2020/07/your-anti-racism-books-are-means-not-end/614281 (accessed Dec. 22, 2021). On
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Here I explain the historical emergence of talk-first activism and why some of its original pro-
ponents came to see it as insufficient.6 This article adds to a growing literature about how pow-
erful religious institutions and networks facilitated an exchange of ideas that left an enduring
imprint on American life.7

After World War I, ecumenical Protestants embraced interracial talk and study as means to
eliminate racial prejudice and violence. These practices came under increased scrutiny in the
mid-1930s, leading to a major shift in the interracial movement during World War II. In
the aftermath of wartime race riots, Black ecumenical leaders created dozens of “interracial clin-
ics” to bring community leaders together to discuss and diagnose the causes of racial tensions
in their communities. Insisting that each clinic create an action plan to follow the workshop,
Black ecumenical leaders seeded the idea that interracial exchange was only the first of many
steps toward ending racial discrimination. In the postwar period, printed interracial discussion
guides helped spread this idea to the masses. These guides encouraged interracial groups to fol-
low a series of successive steps to move from friendship to talk to action. Black ecumenical lead-
ers’ emphasis on “action” suggested that friendship and discussion were not enough to end

criticism of racial reconciliation films, see Wesley Morris, “Why Do the Oscars Keep Falling for Racial
Reconciliation Fantasies?” New York Times, Jan. 23, 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/01/23/arts/green-book-
interracial-friendship.html (accessed Dec. 20, 2021); and Richard Brody, “‘The Best of Enemies,’ Reviewed: A
Tale of Interracial Friendship Only Slightly Less Offensive than ‘Green Book,’” The New Yorker, Apr. 4, 2019,
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/the-front-row/the-best-of-enemies-reviewed-a-tale-of-interracial-friendship-
only-slightly-less-offensive-than-green-book (accessed Dec. 20, 2021). On other criticisms of talk-first dialogue ini-
tiatives, see Elle Hunt, “Alicia Garza on the Beauty and the Burden of Black Lives Matter,” The Guardian, Sept. 2,
2016, https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/sep/02/alicia-garza-on-the-beauty-and-the-burden-of-black-
lives-matter (accessed Dec. 20, 2021); Frank Dukes, “Listen First and the White Supremacy Culture of Dialogue
and Deliberation,” Solidarity Cville: A Media Outlet for the Charlottesville Community, May 6, 2018, https://solid-
aritycville.wordpress.com/2018/05/06 (accessed Dec. 20, 2021); and Tre Johnson, “When Black People Are in Pain,
White People Just Join Book Clubs,” Washington Post, June 11, 2020, https://www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/
white-antiracist-allyship-book-clubs/2020/06/11/9edcc766-abf5-11ea-94d2-d7bc43b26bf9_story.html (accessed Dec.
20, 2021).

6The brief forays into the history of dialogue and friendship across difference typically begin with Gordon
Allport, The Nature of Prejudice (Reading, MA, 1954). For instance, see Walsh, Talking About Race, 21; and
Gurin, Nagda, and Zúñiga, Dialogue Across Difference, 32.

7Some of the best recent scholarship on religion and the long civil rights movement has spotlighted the exchange
of ideas through transnational ecumenical networks. This article builds on those histories but shifts the focus to
domestic networks, demonstrating how Black leaders in different ecumenical Protestant institutions sought to con-
vey ideas about race and justice to local members. Because their intellectual work addressed Christian praxis rather
than scripture and doctrine, Black ecumenical leaders are rarely considered “thinkers about religion,” to use his-
torian Wallace Best’s phrase. A review of Dorothy Height’s autobiography, for instance, described her as a
“kind of secular nun.” By examining how Black ecumenical leaders transformed what it meant to be an
American Christian, this article joins Best and others who expand the category of important thinkers about religion
in modern American history. On religion and transnational networks, see Sara M. Evans, ed., Journeys that Opened
Up the World: Women, Student Christian Movements, and Social Justice, 1955–1975 (New Brunswick, NJ, 2003);
Quinton Dixie and Peter Eisenstadt, Visions of a Better World: Howard Thurman’s Pilgrimage to India and the
Origins of African American Nonviolence (Boston, 2011); Sarah Azaransky, This Worldwide Struggle: Religion
and the International Roots of the Civil Rights Movement (New York, 2017); and David A. Hollinger,
Protestants Abroad: How Missionaries Tried to Change the World But Changed America (Princeton, NJ, 2017).
On the domestic organizing tradition and the civil rights movement, see Aldon D. Morris, The Origins of the
Civil Rights Movement: Black Communities Organizing for Change (New York, 1984); Charles M. Payne, I’ve
Got the Light of Freedom: The Organizing Tradition and the Mississippi Freedom Struggle (Berkeley, CA, 1995);
and Barbara Ransby, Ella Baker and the Black Freedom Movement: A Radical Democratic Vision (Chapel Hill,
NC, 2003). On Height’s autobiography, see Gioia Diliberto, “She Shall Overcome,” review of Open Wide the
Freedom Gates: A Memoir, by Dorothy Height, New York Times, Oct. 5, 2003, A15. On recent works that have
broadened the category of “thinkers about religion,” see Heath W. Carter, Union Made: Working People and the
Rise of Social Christianity in Chicago (New York, 2015); Josef Sorett, Spirit in the Dark: A Religious History of
Racial Aesthetics (New York, 2016); and Wallace D. Best, Langston’s Salvation: American Religion and the Bard
of Harlem (New York, 2017).
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discrimination, even as the term’s ambiguity allowed its meaning to change. Positioned as quin-
tessentially American amidst an escalating Cold War, talk-first activism blossomed in the early
1950s alongside the rise of social psychology. In the late 1950s and early 1960s, the growing
urgency of the civil rights movement necessitated that Black ecumenical leaders and their insti-
tutions rethink their talk-first approach to ending racial injustice. However, by this point, these
leaders no longer had control over the fate of the now-popular notion that dialogue across
difference “is where the perfection begins.”

“Nothing But Talk”: Promoting Cooperation and Harmony in Interwar America

Ecumenical Protestant institutions’ tradition of talking about race had deep roots. Born of a desire
to promote Protestant unity among different denominations, ecumenical Protestantism had long
sought to bring Protestants together across lines of difference. Conversations about race became
increasingly common in predominantly white ecumenical institutions with the rise of the
Social Gospel in the early 1900s. For instance, from 1910 to 1916, nearly 50,000 white college stu-
dents met in study groups to discuss white Student YMCA Secretary Willis Duke Weatherford’s
1910 book, Negro Life in the South: Present Conditions and Needs.8

In the aftermath of the race riots that ripped through the United States during and after
World War I, ecumenical Protestants—especially women—increasingly cooperated across racial
lines. Black and white women regularly interacted to promote wartime mobilization and fund-
raising efforts. Many of their efforts were facilitated by the YWCA.9 Another major force for
postwar interracialism was the Commission on Interracial Cooperation (CIC), formed in
early 1919. Led primarily by white Southern ministers and YMCA staffers such as
Weatherford and Will Alexander, and backed by the YMCA to the tune of $500,000 in its
first two years alone, the CIC prioritized easing tensions and ending mob violence.10 Two
years later, after the Tulsa race massacre, the Federal Council of Churches established a
Commission on Church and Race Relations and asked Alexander and George Haynes, a prom-
inent Black sociologist who had co-founded the National Urban League, to serve as
co-secretaries for the new commission.11 Unsurprisingly, considering the leadership role of
Alexander and other CIC leaders, the commission focused on creating “pleasant experiences”
across the color line, such as “Race Relations Sunday,” instituted in 1923.12 Though ridiculed
for its timidity in later years, even this modest initiative was viewed as suspect by many segre-
gationists.13 By actively promoting interracial cooperation, predominantly white ecumenical
institutions provided reform-minded Americans with a gradualist alternative to more radical
organizations such as Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement Association,

8Ronald C. White Jr., Liberty and Justice for All: Racial Reform and the Social Gospel (1877–1925) (San Francisco,
1990), 191. On race and the social gospel, see also Ralph E. Luker, The Social Gospel in Black and White: American
Racial Reform, 1885–1912 (Chapel Hill, NC, 1991); Ellen Blue, St. Mark’s and the Social Gospel: Methodist Women
and Civil Rights in New Orleans, 1895–1965 (Knoxville, TN, 2011); and Gary Dorrien, The New Abolition: W. E. B.
Du Bois and the Black Social Gospel (New Haven, CT, 2015).

9Glenda Elizabeth Gilmore, Gender and Jim Crow: Women and the Politics of White Supremacy in North
Carolina, 1896–1920 (Chapel Hill, NC, 1996), 177–202; and Nancy Marie Robertson, Christian Sisterhood, Race
Relations, and the YWCA, 1906–46 (Urbana, IL, 2007), 60–70.

10Mark Ellis, Race Harmony and Black Progress: Jack Woofter and the Interracial Cooperation Movement
(Bloomington, IN, 2013), 85, 143.

11“Guide to the Federal Council of the Churches of Christ in America Records,” Presbyterian Historical Society,
https://www.history.pcusa.org/collections/research-tools/guides-archival-collections/ncc-rg-18 (accessed Dec. 20,
2021).

12George Edmund Haynes, “Progress by Co-operation,” Chicago Defender, May 4, 1935, 4.
13For instance, Southern Presbyterians refused to participate in Race Relations Sunday as late as 1935. David

W. Wills, “An Enduring Distance: Black Americans and the Establishment,” in Between the Times: The Travail
of the Protestant Establishment in America, 1900–1960, ed. William R. Hutchison (Cambridge, UK, 1990),
168–92, here 178.
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the Communist Party, and even the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP).14

Interwar interracialism achieved some limited successes. Some Black participants, such as
Charlotte Hawkins Brown, successfully leveraged their interracial contacts to fundraise for
Black organizations.15 White people also benefited from interracial exchanges. A white partic-
ipant in the 1926 interracial conference hosted by George Haynes and the FCC’s Church
Women’s Committee (CWC) described the event as “the deepest spiritual experience” she
had ever had (Figure 1).16 Similarly, several white Southerners such as Katharine Lumpkin
and Jessie Daniel Ames later cited their experiences with the interracial movement as turning
points in their work for civil rights. More progressive than their male-led ecumenical counter-
parts, the YWCA and CWC likely sparked more of these racial epiphanies. And, occasionally,
these epiphanies led to reforms regarding healthcare, journalism, or racial violence.17

Interwar interracialism had clear limitations. In practice, “interracial” meetings often had a
disproportionate number of white participants.18 Many of these white participants struggled to
envision a world that did not include Jim Crow. Interracialism was, for them, a temporary com-
ing together of Black and white Christians to break down prejudice and eliminate racial vio-
lence—not a bridge to an integrated society.19 White participants’ limited goals for the
movement meant, “It is easy for inter-racial gatherings to deliquesce into sentimental experi-
ence meetings or love feasts,” as Black poet Alice Dunbar-Nelson noted following a 1928
CWC conference. According to Dunbar-Nelson, Black women were the ones “who struggled
hardest to prevent the conference from descending into a sentimental mutual admiration soci-
ety, and who insisted that all is not right and perfect in this country of ours.”20 In other words,
few in number, Black participants had to convince white participants that racism and discrim-
ination even existed. Moreover, emblematic of what historian Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham has
termed the “politics of respectability,” interwar interracialism demanded that participants sub-
scribe to white middle-class values, burdening its few Black participants with speaking these

14Haynes understood his work as part of a broad centrist coalition that included both the NAACP and the
Urban League. He contrasted this coalition with socialism and Garveyism on the left and Washingtonian amelio-
ration on the right. Despite clear ideological differences, Haynes and his mentor, W. E. B. Du Bois, remained close
friends through the late 1950s. On Haynes’s coalitions, see White, Liberty and Justice for All, 257–8. On Haynes’s
relationship with Du Bois, see Bruce D. Haynes and Syma Solovitch, Down the Up Staircase: Three Generations of a
Harlem Family (New York, 2017), 54–5.

15Gilmore, Gender and Jim Crow, 177–202.
16Betty Livingston Adams, Black Women’s Christian Activism: Seeking Social Justice in a Northern Suburb

(New York, 2016), 93.
17On white Southerners who cited their interracial experiences as a turning point, see Grace Elizabeth Hale,

Making Whiteness: The Culture of Segregation in the South, 1890–1940 (New York, 1998), 256; Jacquelyn Dowd
Hall, Sisters and Rebels: A Struggle for the Soul of America (New York, 2019); and Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, Revolt
Against Chivalry: Jessie Daniel Ames and the Women’s Campaign Against Lynching (New York, 1979). For an
example of the YWCA’s progressivism, see Outline for Discussion Course on Race Relationships in the United
States, 1923, folder 16, box 538, YWCA of the U.S.A. Records, Sophia Smith Collection, Smith College,
Northampton, MA [hereafter YWCA Records]. On interwar interracialism’s legislative successes, see Ellis, Race
Harmony and Black Progress, 232.

18At a 1920 meeting in Memphis, for instance, white women outnumbered Black women ninety-one to four.
One of the four Black women was George Haynes’s spouse, Elizabeth Ross Haynes, the first Black person elected
to the national board of the YWCA. According to historian Betty Livingston Adams, the Memphis meeting “ini-
tiated a model for church women’s interracial meetings.” Adams, Black Women’s Christian Activism, 93. See also
Hall, Revolt Against Chivalry, 90–5.

19According to W. E. B. Du Bois, while interracialists wanted to end lynching, mob violence, and personal racist
insults, they “would not think of demanding the ballot for blacks or the abolition of Jim Crow cars or civil rights in
parks, libraries, and theaters.” Ellis, Race Harmony and Black Progress, 169. On progressive white Southerners’
refusal to condemn Jim Crow, see also William A. Link, The Paradox of Southern Progressivism, 1880–1930
(Chapel Hill, NC, 1992).

20Alice Dunbar-Nelson, The Works of Alice Dunbar-Nelson, vol. II, ed. Gloria T. Hall, (Oxford, UK, 1988), 232.
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truths in a polite, calm manner.21 Pointing out racism and discrimination risked alienating
white allies and benefactors, but many Black participants considered it essential if the interra-
cial movement was to create a more just society.

Interwar interracialism was also hampered by its gradualist methods. During a 1925
National Interracial Conference co-sponsored by the FCC and CIC, for instance, Will
Alexander claimed that “patient study” was far more effective than the “moral heroics” of
denouncing racial intolerance and injustice, much to the chagrin of Black delegates such as
sociologist E. Franklin Frazier.22 Frazier and other Black delegates recognized that the interra-
cial movement’s preference for study effectively functioned as a stalling tactic. Like gathering
facts, talking about race could also become a circular endeavor. Some participants, especially
Black participants, harbored dreams that open and honest discussion would lead to action.
Alice Dunbar-Nelson admitted as much after the 1928 CWC Conference. Still, she
knew that with “all smug and satisfied” white leaders, that was too much to ask.23

Figure 1: The 1926 CWC interracial conference. Participants of note include Charlotte Hawkins Brown (first row, fifth
from left), Conference Chair Mary Westbrook (first row, sixth from left), and George Haynes (fourth row, center).
“Interracial Conference of Church Women, Eagles Mere, Pa., September 21–22, 1926,” courtesy of Social Welfare
History Image Portal, Virginia Commonwealth University, https://images.socialwelfare.library.vcu.edu/items/show/492
(accessed Dec. 20, 2021).

21Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, Righteous Discontent: The Women’s Movement in the Black Baptist Church,
1880–1920 (Cambridge, MA, 1993).

22Ellis, Race Harmony and Black Progress, 179.
23This quotation from Dunbar-Nelson’s diary referred to Mary Westbrook, the Chair of the Church Women’s

Conference and a longtime member of the YWCA’s Council on Colored Work. Qtd. in Robertson, Christian
Sisterhood, 127.
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Ultimately, Dunbar-Nelson concluded that if an interracial conference “does no more than
clarify the wisdom of those present, it has justified itself.”24 Yet, time proved that such assess-
ments were overly optimistic. After several more years of discussions, observers increasingly
called out the lack of action stemming from the interracial movement. In a 1934 issue of
Opportunity, a journal co-founded and financially supported by George Haynes, white minister
Cranston Clayton accused the Student YMCA and YWCA interracial programs of having “the
atmosphere of a literary club” where students “do nothing but talk.… They literally talk them-
selves to death.”25

By the mid-1930s, criticism from the left and fear of Americans’ growing interest in com-
munism led American interracialism to more explicitly condemn segregation. Economic hard-
ship and the Communist Party’s defense of Black teenagers known as the Scottsboro boys led
an increasing number of working-class Black Americans to become interested in the
Communist Party.26 In 1933, Haynes used communists’ appeal to Black Americans as leverage
to garner white support for interracialism and its reforms, and the following year the FCC
made Haynes the executive director of the recently rechristened Department of Race
Relations.27 Around the same time, young people also increasingly embraced desegregation
(Figure 2). In 1934, a group of young left-leaning Protestant ministers—mostly white men
but a handful of women and Black men as well—formed a group soon to be known as the
Fellowship of Southern Churchmen to agitate against poor labor conditions, anti-Semitism,
and segregation.28 Increasingly collaborating after the creation of the National Intercollegiate
Christian Council in 1935, YMCA and YWCA college students also pushed their parent insti-
tutions to embrace desegregation. At its 1936 convention, college student members of the
YWCA voted to condemn segregation and recommended the national organization move
toward the integration of local YWCAs. As Black, white, and Asian students increasingly
pushed predominantly white ecumenical institutions to embrace desegregation, Black staff
members moved to ensure that interracial exchange was just the first step of many toward end-
ing racial discrimination.29

24Dunbar-Nelson, The Works of Alice Dunbar-Nelson, 232.
25Cranston Clayton, “College Interracialism in the South,” Opportunity: Journal of Negro Life 12, no. 9 (Sept.

1934): 267–9, here 269.
26Robin D. G. Kelley, Hammer and Hoe: Alabama Communists During the Great Depression (Chapel Hill, NC,

1990).
27George Edmund Haynes, “Communists Are Bidding for Negro Loyalty,” Southern Workman 62, no. 4 (Apr.

1933): 151–60. On Haynes’s new position, see “Guide to the Federal Council of Churches of Christ in America
Records.”

28John A. Salmond, “The Fellowship of Southern Churchmen and Interracial Change in the South,” North
Carolina Historical Review 69, no. 2 (Apr. 1992): 179–99; and Peter Slade, “A Misplaced Hope: Howard Kester,
the Fellowship of Southern Churchmen, and the Failed Attempt to Mobilize White Moderate Protestants in
Support of Desegregation, 1952–1957,” Journal of Southern Religion 20 (2018), https://jsreligion.org/vol20/slade
(accessed Dec. 20, 2021).

29Though they ardently opposed Jim Crow, some Black ecumenical leaders such as the YMCA’s Channing
Tobias expressed concerns about students’ push for integrating ecumenical institutions. They feared that Black stu-
dents may not be treated fairly in integrated, predominantly white organizations and that integration might lead to
the dissolving of Black institutions such as the YMCA’s Colored Work Department. Nina Mjagkij, Light in the
Darkness: African Americans and the YMCA, 1852–1946 (Lexington, KY, 1994), 110–6. On the creation of the
National Intercollegiate Council and the National Student Council in 1951, see “History of Student Work within
the YWCA of the U.S.A.,” YWCA of the U.S.A. Records, Sophia Smith Collection, Smith College, Northampton,
MA, https://asteria.fivecolleges.edu/findaids/sophiasmith/mnsss292rg7_bioghist.html (accessed Dec. 21, 2021). On
the YWCA students’ vote, see Judith Weisenfeld, African American Women and Christian Activism: New York’s
Black YWCA, 1905–1945 (Cambridge, MA, 1997), 197. On Asian students in Student YMCA and YWCAs, see
Stephanie Hinnershitz, Race, Religion, and Civil Rights: Asian Students on the West Coast, 1900–1968 (New
Brunswick, NJ, 2015).
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“The Beginning of a Process”: Seeking Consensus and Seeding Action in Wartime America

The United States’s entrance into World War II ushered in major shifts in the U.S. racial land-
scape. Thousands of Black men signed up for the armed forces while Black women volunteered
for the Red Cross, United Service Organizations (USO), and other organizations that assisted in
the war effort. At the same time, Black Americans, their newspapers, and their allies worked to
define the meaning of the war by linking Hitlerism abroad to Jim Crowism at home. As part of
this “Double V” campaign, A. Philip Randolph and the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters
successfully lobbied for an executive order that guaranteed war industry jobs would be open
to Black Americans. Spurred in part by the dream of new vocational opportunities, Black
migrants followed the footsteps of millions of others and moved to urban settings during
the war. The movement of Black and white Southerners into urban areas resulted in a woeful
shortage of housing and increased friction between Black migrants and their new urban neigh-
bors. In the summer of 1943, racial tensions reached a boiling point, and race riots—frequently
brought about by white Americans’ anxieties about Black soldiers—erupted across the country,
most notably in Detroit, Harlem, Los Angeles, and Beaumont, Texas.30

Figure 2: In the 1930s, student YMCAs and YWCAs pushed their parent institutions to embrace desegregation. “[Group at
YWCA Student Conference Waveland, MS],” 1931, Conferences: Southern, YWCA of the U.S.A. Records, Sophia Smith
Collection MS 0324, Smith College Special Collections, Northampton, MA, https://compass.fivecolleges.edu/object/
smith:497531 (accessed Dec. 20, 2021). Reproduced with permission.

30Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, “The Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political Uses of the Past,” Journal of
American History 91, no. 4 (Mar. 2005): 1233–63, here 1245–8. See also David M. Kennedy, Freedom from
Fear: The American People in Depression and War, 1929–1945 (New York, 1999), 746–97; Thomas J. Sugrue,
Sweet Land of Liberty: The Forgotten Struggle for Civil Rights in the North (New York, 2009), 59–86; and
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Several prominent Black social scientists attempted to respond to these riots by facilitating
interracial exchanges that could “stem the tide” of rising racial tension. Historians have written
about Fisk sociologist Charles S. Johnson and his community self-surveys and Race Relations
Institute.31 Less well known is the wartime work of George Haynes (Figure 3). Having reported
on the wave of lynchings and race riots that followed World War I demobilization, Haynes
knew all too well how war could inflame racial hatred, endangering both Black people and
U.S. geopolitical aims.32 After the 1943 riots, Haynes designed and implemented a series of
“interracial clinics” across the nation. In these clinics, Haynes arranged for a multiracial
group of community leaders to come together, discuss what they perceived as the underlying
causes of racial tension in their community, and come up with solutions to address those
underlying causes.33 Haynes sought to use the spiritual, organizational, and financial strength
of his organization to implement his vision. “Within the Church,” he later explained, “we have
the machinery for getting our methods down to apply to the everyday life of the people.”34 That
machinery was spiritual, but it was also financial and organizational. Between 1944 and 1946,
Haynes used the Church’s machinery to conduct interracial clinics in over thirty cities and to
distribute information about his materials and methods to over 140,000 pulpits.35

Haynes’s interracial clinics had much in common with interwar interracialism. Like the ini-
tiatives in the late 1910s, Haynes organized his World War II–era conversations in the after-
math of race riots and uprisings as a way to quell violence. In some senses, interracial
clinics—like their interwar predecessors—could be understood as conservative instruments
to pacify Black complainants. Moreover, these wartime efforts echoed interwar interracialism’s
politics of respectability. Interracial clinics were not for the general public but for “key peo-
ple.”36 Wartime interracialism again attempted to channel Black rage, forcing middle-class
Black people to engage in polite conversation about the racial terror and discrimination that
affected their communities.37

Still, Haynes’s interracial clinics diverged from interwar interracialism in important ways.
Haynes insisted that interracial clinics should not rely on one or two token people of color,
as was frequently the case during the interwar years. Rather, he wrote, “Delegations should
comprise equal numbers of White and Negro persons both men and women.”38 Recruiting del-
egations was not always easy. Irving K. Merchant wrote Haynes about the clinic in Trenton,
New Jersey: “We have gotten everybody interested in our Clinic except the YMCA. If you,

George J. Sánchez, Becoming Mexican-American: Ethnicity, Culture, and Identity in Chicano Los Angeles, 1900–
1945 (New York, 1993), 253–69.

31Charles S. Johnson, To Stem This Tide: A Survey of Racial Tension Areas in the United States (Boston, 1943).
On Johnson and his war work, see Patrick J. Gilpin and Marybeth Gasman, Charles S. Johnson: Leadership Beyond
the Veil in the Age of Jim Crow (Albany, NY, 2003), 169–81; and Katrina M. Sanders-Cassell, “Intelligent and
Effective Direction”: The Fisk University Race Relations Institute and the Struggle for Civil Rights, 1944–1969
(New York, 2005).

32For instance, see George E. Haynes, “Race Riots in Relation to Democracy,” Survey, Aug. 9, 1919, 697–9.
33Interracial clinics and community self-surveys—funded by the American Missionary Association—had many

similarities, and Johnson and Haynes’s staffs collaborated in cities such as Toledo, Ohio. “Summary of Outstanding
Features of the Clinics Held,” folder 5, box 59, record group 18, Records of the National Council of Churches and
Federal Council of Churches, Presbyterian Historical Society, Philadelphia, PA (hereafter FCC Records).

34“Minutes of a Meeting of the Administrative Committee, December 19, 1946,” folder 1, box 56, FCC Records.
35“Haynes, George Edmund,” The National Cyclopaedia of American Biography, vol. XLIV (New York, 1962),

463–4; and Jean Meegan, “Churches Start Racial Amity Campaign Today,” Los Angeles Times, Feb. 10, 1946, 16.
36George Edmund Haynes, “The Clinical Approach to Race Relations: How to Promote Interracial Health in

Your Community,” 1946, 16, folder 6, box 58, FCC Records.
37Benjamin E. Mays, “Obligations of Negro Christians in Relation to an Interracial Program,” Journal of

Religious Thought 2, no. 1 (Autumn–Winter 1945): 42–52; and Gunnar Myrdal, An American Dilemma: The
Negro Problem and Modern Democracy, vol. II (1944; New Brunswick, NJ, 2009), 610.

38“Call to Confer on Your Community’s Race Problems, September 12–13, 1944,” folder 20, box 58, FCC
Records.
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or the Lord, can do anything with those birds, go to it, and do it before I go to Heaven.”39

Despite difficulties, many clinics did successfully recruit relatively equal numbers of white
and Black delegates, and a handful of clinics, especially those on the West coast, also included
several Mexican American and Japanese American participants.40 While a participant of color
still had to endure the spiritual and emotional toll of educating white people about racism, rel-
atively balanced racial demographics at least ensured that they were not expected to be the sole
representative of their race to a largely white audience.

Haynes’s clinics also diverged from interwar interracialism by framing discussions with
social science facts, pointed questions, and resource leaders that steered conversations toward
particular conclusions. An early member of the Du Bois-Atlanta school of sociology, Haynes
believed that social science could convince white Americans that racism was a problem in
their communities.41 Local leaders needed to “face the facts … about local employment, hous-
ing, schools, religious barriers, leisure-time or other situations.”42 Haynes carefully cultivated
the facts participants should face. Prior to a clinic in Springfield, Illinois, Haynes ordered
100 copies of The Races of Mankind, a pamphlet by anthropologists Ruth Benedict and
Gene Weltfish that linked biological racism to Nazism.43 Haynes also shepherded conversations
to particular conclusions with his use of pointed discussion questions. He asked the attendees

Figure 3: As the Executive Director of the FCC’s
Department of Race Relations, George Haynes con-
ducted over thirty interracial clinics from 1944 to 1946.
“George Edmund Haynes, Ph.D., sociologist, author, edu-
cator, May 11, 1880–Jan.8, 1960,” 1945, courtesy of Kautz
Family YMCA Archives, University of Minnesota, http://
purl.umn.edu/77787 (accessed Dec. 20, 2021).

39Irving K. Merchant to George Edmund Haynes, June 29, 1944, folder 20, box 58, FCC Records.
40For instance, see George E. Haynes to Sherwood Gates, May 8, 1944, folder 8, box 58, FCC Records; and

“Work Done on the Pacific Coast,” Oct. 16, 1945, folder 1, box 56, FCC Records.
41On the Du Bois-Atlanta school, see Aldon D. Morris, The Scholar Denied: W. E. B. Du Bois and the Birth of

Modern Sociology (Oakland, CA, 2015), 65.
42George Edmund Haynes, “Clinical Methods in Interracial and Intercultural Relations,” The Journal of

Educational Sociology 19, no. 5 (Jan. 1946): 316–25, here 317.
43George E. Haynes to Public Affairs Committee, Apr. 10, 1944, folder 8, box 58, FCC Records. Due to lobbying

by white Southerners, the U.S.O. and the U.S. Army had recently banned the pamphlet. “Education: Impersonal?”
Time, Mar. 13, 1944, 74.
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of the Trenton clinic questions like, “From what occupations have Negroes been excluded?” and
“What are some of the difficulties Negroes or members of other minority groups have in
obtaining mortgage money for the purchase of homes?” Haynes did not ask whether
Negroes were excluded from occupations or faced difficulties obtaining mortgages; he asked
how. Finally, Haynes shaped conversations by selecting “resource leaders” to “guide discussion”
and interject as needed to provide “expert information.”44 These tweaks to interwar interracial-
ism helped ensure that clinics were, to quote Irving Merchant, “eye-openers to the White
people.”45

The most important difference from interwar interracialism, however, was Haynes’s insis-
tence that discussion and study had to lead to something else. In an article about the program,
Haynes wrote, “The clinic is to be regarded as the beginning rather than the end of a program
of race relations.” And to make sure the point sunk in, Haynes repeated the claim several sen-
tences later, this time with added textual emphasis: “It is the beginning of a process aiming to
end in social action.”46 To ensure clinics were not “mere lip service to the ideal of justice and
goodwill,” Haynes had each clinic create “an action program” and designate an agency to follow
through on that program.47 For clinics struggling for ideas, Haynes created a list of possible
actions that included everything from promoting Race Relations Sunday to organizing boycotts
and legislative efforts to end segregation.48

The results of these clinics were mixed. Some interracial clinics in the East, Midwest, and
West did achieve tangible successes. The Trenton interracial clinic led to the creation of the
Trenton Committee for Unity, an organization that spearheaded the desegregation of
Trenton’s school system and public housing and helped draft and pass New Jersey’s Fair
Employment Practices Commission.49 However, according to Benjamin Mays, the President
of Morehouse College and the first Black Vice President of the FCC, the Department of
Race Relations’ initiatives faced difficulty garnering “full cooperation from some of the
Southern churches.”50 The Southernmost city to hold an interracial clinic was Louisville,
Kentucky.51 Reliant upon white participants’ willingness to sit, eat, and converse with Black
leaders and participants, Haynes’s interracial clinics had few takers in the Jim Crow South.

Religious and patriotic demands for unity helped interracial clinics seed the idea that inter-
racialism should lead to reform. Wartime race riots represented discord that threatened not
only Christian unity but also the American war effort. Thus, addressing the underlying causes

44George E. Haynes, “Outline of Suggestive Questions and Points for Delegates,” folder 20, box 58, FCC Records.
On Haynes’s attempt to hand-pick these specialists, see George E. Haynes to Lawrence A. Oxley, July 10, 1944,
folder 20, box 58, FCC Records.

45Irving K. Merchant to George Edmund Haynes, n.d., folder 20, box 58, FCC Records. Letters from white par-
ticipants testified to Merchant’s assessment. See W. Wilder Towle to Henry St. George Tucker, May 1, 1944, folder
8, box 58, FCC Records.

46Emphasis in original. George Edmund Hayes, “The Interracial Clinic,” The Journal of Negro Education 14,
no. 2 (Spring 1945): 262–7, here 262.

47Haynes, “The Clinical Approach to Race Relations,” 7; Haynes, “The Interracial Clinic,” 267.
48George Edmund Haynes, “Roads Toward Interracial Peace: Proposals for Action,” 1944, folder 6, box 58, FCC

Records.
49“Trenton Committee for Unity,” Oct. 14, 1946, folder 21, box 58, FCC Records. See also “Interracial Clinic

‘Prescriptions,’” Interracial News Service 15, no. 5 (Sept.–Oct. 1944): 5, folder 10, box 59, FCC Records; George
E. Haynes to I. George Nace, July 1, 1946, folder 21, box 58, FCC Records; and Kevin Moncayo, “The Policy
and Philosophy of Education: The TCU and the Desegregation of Trenton Schools, 1944–1955,” TCNJ Journal
of Student Scholarship 20 (Apr. 2018). Other interracial clinics achieved successes in school desegregation, improv-
ing employment conditions for Black and Asian American workers, hiring Black and Mexican police officers, elim-
inating racial covenants for real estate, and investing in city parks. “Summary of Outstanding Features of the Clinics
Held,” folder 5, box 59, FCC Records.

50“Minutes of a Meeting of Administrative Committee, Tuesday, March 20, 1945,” folder 1, box 56, FCC
Records.

51“Summary of Outstanding Features of the Clinics Held,” folder 5, box 59, FCC Records.
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of the riots was both a patriotic act and a religious act. Like other Black leaders, Haynes used
the wartime context as leverage. “How can we keep the confidence of hundreds of millions of
colored peoples in South America, in India, China, Africa and the Pacific Islands,” he
exclaimed in 1945, “if we continue to deny to our minority racial groups at home the freedom
we are fighting for and talking about abroad?”52

Interracial clinics’ emphasis on unity limited their action plans. Representative of an ideology of
consensus that pervaded ecumenical Protestantism and elite circles more broadly throughout the
1940s and 1950s, interracial clinics brought community leaders together to discuss and “seek a con-
sensus of judgement on what should be done.”53 But what does it mean to seek “consensus” with a
segregationist? While the Trenton Interracial Clinic achieved important results, the inclusion of seg-
regationists like Trenton’s Superintendent of Education Paul Loser dulled the clinic’s recommenda-
tions.54 The clinic failed to condemn segregation in education and instead had to create the Trenton
Committee for Unity to do so. Haynes’s emphasis on middle-class community leaders and his
inclusion of segregationists like Loser shaped the clinics’ priorities and limited participants’ imag-
inations of what was possible. Thus, amplified by the wartime demand for unity, the ideology of
consensus that undergirded interracial clinics simultaneously facilitated and limited racial reform.

“Step by Step with Interracial Groups”: Spreading the Gospel of a Multistep Process for
Integrating Postwar America

Black Americans continued to push for economic and civil rights after the end of World War
II. Returning Black veterans became symbols for an increasingly rights-conscious generation,
while disgust at the horrors committed by the Nazi racial regime helped crack holes in the racial
ideology of Jim Crow. Advocates for Black rights seized the opportunity and increasingly fought
for change in the workplace and in local, national, and international politics.55 Some Black reli-
gious leaders and practitioners, especially women, also increasingly advocated for Black rights
and integration.56 Many of these leaders drew on Ghandian pacifism to organize interracial
protests such as the 1947 Journey of Reconciliation that prefigured the 1961 Freedom Rides.57

Black ecumenical leaders achieved their first major institutional victories in March 1946. On
March 6, the FCC overwhelmingly passed a resolution declaring racial segregation “a violation
of the Gospel of love and human brotherhood,” and called upon its constituent denominations
to pass similar resolutions.58 A week later, the YWCA overwhelmingly passed an “Interracial
Charter” that pledged that “wherever there is injustice on the basis of race, whether in the com-
munity, the nation or the world our protest must be clear and our labor for its removal, vig-
orous and steady.”59 A few days after that, the YMCA followed suit. It resolved to eliminate
segregation as part of its national policy and encouraged local YMCAs to “work steadfastly

52George Edmund Haynes, “Along the Interracial Front,” New York Age, Feb. 17, 1945, 3.
53Haynes, “The Clinical Approach to Race Relations,” 16; Haynes, “The Interracial Clinic,” 262. On the ideology

of consensus as a “project” of elites, see Wendy L. Wall, Inventing the “American Way”: The Politics of Consensus
from the New Deal to the Civil Rights Movement (Oxford, UK, 2008); and Michael Heale, “Historians and the
Postwar Liberal Consensus,” in The Liberal Consensus Reconsidered: American Politics and Society in the
Postwar Era, eds. Robert Mason and Iwan Morgan (Gainesville, FL, 2017), 29–51.

54Loser’s participation may have been why Haynes felt the Trenton “Summary Committee” struggled to func-
tion. George E. Haynes to Irving K. Merchant, Sept. 14, 1944, folder 20, box 58, FCC Records.

55Hall, “Long Civil Rights Movement,” 1247–50. On Black Americans’ struggle for rights in Mississippi in the
1940s, see Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom, 21–66.

56Sawyer, Black Ecumenism, 15–34; Anthea D. Butler, Women in the Church of God in Christ: Making a
Sanctified World (Chapel Hill, NC, 2007), 99–111.

57Azaransky, This Worldwide Struggle, 84–117.
58Rev. Tollie L. Caution, “Racial Tensions,” The Living Church, Mar. 17, 1946, 6.
59“The Interracial Charter and Related Policy,” Sophia Smith Collection, Smith College, Northampton, MA,

https://www.smith.edu/libraries/libs/ssc/ywca2/popups/pop4072.html (accessed Dec. 21, 2021).
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toward the goal of eliminating all racial discriminations.”60 Though imperfect, the resolutions
were tremendous feats.61 After all, Black leaders and young people had convinced three of the
most powerful ecumenical institutions—all of which had a significant presence in the U.S.
South—to boldly denounce segregation in 1946, almost two decades before the passage of
the 1964 Civil Rights Act.

The Pittsburgh Courier credited Dorothy I. Height as the woman primarily responsible for
the passage of the YWCA’s Interracial Charter, by far the boldest and most specific of the three
institutions’ resolutions.62 Born in Richmond, Virginia, in 1912, Height began working for local
YWCAs in 1937, and in 1944 she became the YWCA national office’s Secretary of Interracial
Education (Figure 4). In this position, Height traveled around the country facilitating discus-
sions with local YWCAs as a way to build support for the Interracial Charter.63 She was par-
ticularly suited for this role; almost all of her professional references noted her exceptional
ability to lead discussions and “break down prejudice.”64 During these discussions, Height
likely drew on the information and discussion questions included in The Core of America’s
Race Problem, a ten-cent pamphlet she edited in 1945. America’s race problem, according to
the pamphlet, was not racial separation per se but the resultant inequities and discrimination
that sprang from an enforced system of racial separation.65 In the words of one reviewer, the
pamphlet “pulls no punches in attacking, on both religious and scientific grounds, the causes
and the basic absurdities of racial discrimination and prejudice.”66

Unsurprisingly, Height faced numerous challenges during her visits to local YWCAs.
According to one of her references, Height sometimes provoked an “unfavorable reaction”
because “she is an attractive, well dressed Negro, and the subject matter we were dealing
with.”67 Height’s middle-class presentation irked some white Americans as she traveled
between local YWCAs too. While on the train from Dayton, Ohio, to Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania, a white woman became upset about Height’s presence in the Pullman car.
The Pullman conductor tried to persuade Height to move to the coach car, even though the
YWCA had purchased a ticket for the Pullman car. For over four hours, Height resisted near-
constant pestering and name-calling by the Pullman conductor and the supposedly aggrieved
white passenger before she eventually headed to the dining car for something to eat.68 As the
episode demonstrates, Height was not one to be bullied or intimidated from standing—or sit-
ting—for what she believed was right, and this perseverance proved crucial to passing the
YWCA Interracial Charter.

60Mjagkij, Light in the Darkness, 126–7.
61One shortcoming was that the FCC’s resolution did not include the suggestions by Benjamin Mays and others

to affirm the legality of interracial marriage. Barbara Dianne Savage, Your Spirits Walk Beside Us: The Politics of
Black Religion (Cambridge, MA, 2008), 212.

62Marjorie McKenzie, “Pursuit of Democracy,” Pittsburgh Courier, n.d., box 104, Richmond YWCA Archives,
Special Collections and Archives, James Branch Cabell Library, Virginia Commonwealth University, Richmond,
VA.

63“Official Record,” folder 12, box 1, Dorothy Irene Height Papers, Sophia Smith Collection, Smith College,
Northampton, MA (hereafter Height Papers). See also Abigail Sara Lewis, “‘The Barrier Breaking Love of God’:
The Multiracial Activism of the Young Women’s Christian Association, 1940s to 1970s” (Ph.D. diss., Rutgers,
The State University of New Jersey, 2008), 91. Height had previously been involved with other ecumenical student
movements, such as the United Christian Youth Movement. Dorothy Height, Open Wide the Freedom Gates: A
Memoir (New York, 2003), 43–95.

64“Valuation of Work of Miss Dorothy Height by Myra A. Sonette, April 20, 1950,” folder 12, box 1, Height
Papers. See also Dorothy P. Wells to Mary-Glenn Burrill, Mar. 4, 1952, folder 12, box 1, Height Papers; and
“Reference for Dorothy Height by Mary Glenn Burrill, May 24, 1950,” folder 12, box 1, Height Papers.

65Dorothy I. Height, ed., The Core of America’s Race Problem (New York, 1945).
66Hewitt B. Vinnedge, “In Brief,” The Living Church, Apr. 7, 1946, 19.
67“Reference for Dorothy Height by Kathryn Farnacht, Apr. 17, 1950,” folder 12, box 1, Height Papers.
68“Incident on the Pennsylvania Railroad, March 27, 1945,” folder 3, box 533, YWCA Records.
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After March 1946, the challenge for ecumenical Protestant institutions like the YWCA
became how to translate their national pronouncements regarding segregation into actual
changes in local churches and Christian associations. The national leadership of the YWCA
asked Height to create a primer on integrating local associations. Height discussed the matter
with her friend and colleague Polly Cochran. After weeks of questioning the need for such a
primer, Height admitted to Cochran:

Well, there are different steps that you take. You have to understand different places where
people are; to choose what kinds of activities help people who are of different races come
together more easily than others; what kinds of activities are people fearful of doing with
people that they might have some ideas about; how do such things as myths about health
and disease and all that, how do these things affect the way people react in groups? And so
forth.

Cochran astutely responded, “Well you really are talking about doing it step by step.”69 Height
liked the phrase so much it became the title of her influential next pamphlet.

In Step by Step with Interracial Groups, Height provided local YWCAs with a guide for inte-
grating their organizations (Figure 5). In the twenty-five-cent pamphlet, Height wrote:
“Pleasant interracial experience was often the first step in moving from a racial to an interracial
group.” She suggested that activities of mutual interest such as crafts, sports, or dancing could
provide opportunities for pleasant exchanges. Though she encouraged YWCAs not to rush into
discussing race, Height made clear that this second step was essential. “Some day, every group
needs to move from the ‘getting acquainted’ stage to a realization of the life struggles of fellow
Americans,” and she listed ways, such as listening to popular Black protest songs, to stimulate

Figure 4: In 1944, Dorothy Height began working as the
national YWCA’s Secretary of Interracial Education. Many
considered her the woman primarily responsible for the pas-
sage of the YWCA’s groundbreaking Interracial Charter in
1946. “Dorothy Height, 1946 January, head and shoulders,
with pearls,” 1946, by Jan Pach, courtesy of YWCA of the
U.S.A. Records, Sophia Smith Collection, Smith College,
Northampton, MA.

69Dorothy I. Height interview by Polly Cowan, Feb. 11, 1974, transcript, Black Women Oral History Project
Interviews, 1976–1981, Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA, https://
guides.library.harvard.edu/schlesinger_bwohp (accessed Dec. 20, 2021).
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the discussion. After that, interracial groups should work “for laws in keeping with democracy
at its best.” This multistep process would not be easy, but Height and other Black ecumenical
leaders believed that the journey would make for a better world.70

Step by Step and The Core of America’s Race Problem had a lot in common with Haynes’s
interracial clinics. Like Haynes, Height employed social science facts and Christian rhetoric,
pushed groups to be racially balanced, and used pointed questions to frame conversations.71

She also insisted that “interracial” should not be limited to Black and white people. Though
somewhat edgier than Haynes’s interracial clinics, Height’s initiatives also operated within a
framework of consensus: interracial experiences “set in motion [a process] out of which the
members develop a genuine consensus. The alert leader finds the way and the moment to
get this consensus … and to help the group act upon it.”72 In other words, both Haynes
and Height wanted participants to take actions that could make real the promises of
Christianity and democracy, but they insisted these actions should spring from a sense of
unity and togetherness.

At the same time, Step by Step and The Core of America’s Race Problem differed from
Haynes’s clinics in ways that contributed to the spread of talk-first activism. Most obviously,
these were affordable printed guides rather than two-day conferences. This meant that Height
did not have to be physically present for discussions as Haynes had been for his interracial clinics.
And whereas Haynes recruited community leaders for his clinics, Height designed her initiatives
to appeal to everyday members of local YWCAs. These differences increased the circulation of
Height’s ideas, but it also meant she had less control over the process and outcome.

Figure 5: In 1946, Dorothy Height wrote Step by Step
with Interracial Groups as a guide to help local YWCAs
integrate their organizations. The book epitomized the
YWCA’s philosophy on race for the next seventeen
years. “Cover of the revised edition of a publication by
Dorothy I. Height, YWCA Publications Services, 1955,”
YWCA of the U.S.A. Records, MS 0324, Sophia Smith
Collection, Smith College, Northampton, MA.
Reproduced with permission.

70Dorothy I. Height, Step by Step with Interracial Groups (New York, 1946), 9, 18, 8.
71For instance, see Height, The Core of America’s Race Problem, 6, 12; and Height, Step by Step, 13–6, 55.
72Height, Step by Step, 3, 9.
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“The Christian Citizen and Civil Rights”: Combatting the Constraints of the Early Cold War

Over the next two years, as the movement for civil rights and human rights continued to swell,
Black ecumenical leaders ramped up their efforts to ensure that American Christians continued
the step-by-step process. Unfortunately, the momentum did not last. By the late 1940s, civil and
human rights leaders had to grapple with a growing anticommunist movement. Suspicious of
any change to the status quo, anticommunism fractured rights-advocates’ big-tent coalition and
effectively “chilled” their movement.73

Ecumenical institutions also felt the sting of anticommunism. In 1948, just a few months
after Whittaker Chambers accused Alger Hiss of running a spy ring within the U.S. State
Department, Joseph Kamp claimed that communists had infiltrated the YWCA. Critics
made similar claims about the Federal Council of Churches and Student YMCAs.74 The ever-
present possibility of being labeled a communist curtailed Black ecumenical leaders’ efforts.
Height later lamented, “If you protested against the lack of jobs or against discrimination,
immediately you were considered a Communist. You were considered unpatriotic.”75 In this
restricted environment, Black ecumenical leaders worked determinedly to position their
work as quintessentially American and fundamental to one’s civil and religious duties
(Figure 6).76

Co-written by Dorothy Height and J. Oscar Lee, George Haynes’s successor at the Federal
Council of Churches, the 1948 pamphlet The Christian Citizen and Civil Rights: A Guide to
Study and Action exemplifies how Black leaders navigated the constraints of the early Cold
War. Published days after the United Nations’s adoption of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights, Height and Lee wrote The Christian Citizen and Civil Rights to popularize
the conclusions of President Truman’s Committee on Civil Rights. They outlined various
civil rights issues, such as poll taxes, housing discrimination, segregation of the army, and
police violence, and they distributed tens of thousands of copies to churches and Christian
associations across the country—a Methodist women’s organization alone purchased 15,000
copies.77 Though some Americans considered discussing these issues unpatriotic, Height and
Lee countered these claims by emphasizing the individualistic, democratic, and Christian
roots of their work.

Though elements of early Cold War ecumenical dialogue guides were radical, Black
ecumenical leaders frequently deflected accusations by insisting upon the gradualist nature
of their work. In The Christian Citizen and Civil Rights, Height and Lee wrote, “There can
be no miraculous overnight conversion of the public. One by one, individuals are enlight-
ened.”78 The authors’ emphasis on converting individuals was steeped in Protestant tradition.

73Hall, “Long Civil Rights Movement,” 1248–50; Carol Anderson, Eyes Off the Prize: The United Nations and the
African American Struggle for Human Rights, 1944–1955 (Cambridge, UK, 2003); and Penny M. Von Eschen, Race
Against Empire: Black Americans and Anticolonialism, 1937–1957 (Ithaca, NY, 1997).

74Joseph P. Kamp, Behind the Lace Curtains of the YWCA (New York, 1948); C. P. Trussell, “Red ‘Underground’
in Federal Posts Alleged by Editor,” New York Times, Aug. 4, 1948, 1; “Charge Y.W.C.A. is Honeycombed by
Communists,” Chicago Daily Tribune, Oct. 18, 1948, C5; American Council of Christian Laymen, How Red Is
the Federal Council of Churches? (Madison, WI, 1949); and “Columbus to Probe Communism at O.S.U. Branch
of Y.M.C.A.,” Chicago Daily Tribune, Apr. 3, 1948, 14.

75Qtd. in Sugrue, Sweet Land of Liberty, 110.
76For additional context on how the early Cold War presented challenges for ecumenical Protestant institutions,

see Jill K. Gill, Embattled Ecumenism: The National Council of Churches, the Vietnam War, and the Trials of the
Protestant Left (DeKalb, IL, 2011), 40–59.

77On distribution statistics, see “Publication Committee Meeting,” May 24, 1948, Publications Services
Committee minutes and reports, YWCA Records, https://compass.fivecolleges.edu/object/smith:711812#page/
110/mode/2up (accessed Dec. 20, 2021); and “Summary of the Minutes of the Meeting of the Administrative
Committee, May 26, 1949,” folder 2, box 56, FCC Records.

78Dorothy I. Height and J. Oscar Lee, The Christian Citizen and Civil Rights: A Guide to Study and Action
(New York, 1949), 35.
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But Cold War fears of collectivism, as well as Lee’s anti-confrontational tendencies, also shaped
their tactics.79

Democratic and patriotic rhetoric also helped Black leaders acquire space to operate amidst
the constraints of the early Cold War. Black ecumenical leaders suggested that reform-minded
interracialists, unlike status-quo segregationists, were true patriots because they helped make
what sociologist Gunnar Myrdal called the “American Creed” a reality.80 In The Christian
Citizen and Civil Rights, Height and Lee emphasized the geopolitical reasons for supporting
civil rights.81 Height became even more explicit in her 1951 guide Taking a Hand in Race
Relations. Writing as Chinese and North Korean forces captured Seoul during the Korean
War, she declared that other countries “hear our words about democracy at the same time
that they feel the pull of communism.… How can our love of democracy be real, they ask,
when we will not practice it at home? Show us democracy, don’t tell us about it, they seem

Figure 6: With its gradualism and Christian and democratic rhetoric, talk-first activism bloomed during the early Cold
War. “Commission on Interracial Policies, National Board YMCA, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, June 10–11, 1949,” by
Edward Brinker, courtesy of Kautz Family YMCA Archives, University of Minnesota, http://purl.umn.edu/77702 (accessed
Dec. 20, 2021).

79On Lee’s attempt to distance the Department from radical groups, see Gene Zubovich, “For Human Rights
Abroad, against Jim Crow at Home: The Political Mobilization of American Ecumenical Protestants in the
World War II Era,” Journal of American History 105, no. 2 (Sep. 2018): 267–90, here 286.

80Gunnar Myrdal, An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Modern Democracy, vol. I (1944; New
Brunswick, NJ, 2009), xxiii.

81Height and Lee, Christian Citizen and Civil Rights, 18. On activists’ attempts to use the Cold War to advance a
civil rights agenda, see Mary Dudziak, Cold War Civil Rights: Race and the Image of American Democracy
(Princeton, NJ, 2000).
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to be saying.”82 By positioning their projects as a defense of democracy’s moral integrity, Black
ecumenical leaders provided an additional reason why white Americans should join them: even
if they refused to hear Black Americans’ cries of injustice, white Americans might listen to
patriotic appeals to American superiority and exceptionalism.

Black leaders’ insistence on the religious nature of talk-first activism also proved beneficial in
this era. As tensions with “godless” communists grew into a full-fledged Cold War, religious
expressions became a form of patriotism.83 Though Black ecumenical leaders had never
shied away from the religious nature of their work, they became more explicit about it in
this period. Echoing social gospel ideas, Height and Lee wrote that talk-first activism sprang
from the “Christian belief that man—each man, every man—is of supreme worth because he
is a child of God.” In other words, humans, regardless of race, had the same relationship to
God. Height and Lee wrote that in order to fulfill Jesus’s command to “love thy neighbor as
thyself,” Christians had a responsibility to “create the kind of society which safeguards the
intrinsic worth of every person as a child of God.”84

Black ecumenical leaders pressed their readers and discussants to commit to concrete actions
to do just that. In her autobiography, Height recalled how many Christians were quick to agree
with the theology but slow to act on it: “Too often, people in Christian groups babbled on about
how ‘all men are created equal’ or ‘we’re all children of God,’ but if you asked them what line
they were going to pursue to make those ideas reality.… They’d always have some excuse for
not taking direct action.”85 In The Christian Citizen and Civil Rights, Height and Lee acknowl-
edged that many American Christians feared becoming “involved in the ‘dirty matter of poli-
tics,’” but they insisted on the need to engage mechanisms that create change.86 “While laws are
not the whole answer, good ones help,” Height wrote in Taking a Hand in Race Relations.87

Black ecumenical leaders encouraged their participants to act on their newfound consciousness
as soon as possible. As Height and Lee concluded a section about segregation in the armed
forces, “It is not enough to have fun discussing things; get everyone present to begin to act
by sending letters … to the Secretary of Defense and the Secretary of the Army … to the
President … to the special committee.” The authors hoped that these discussions and subse-
quent actions—no matter how small—would be “a little leaven in the whole organization …
to bring about the widest possible interest and the most effective action.”88 In this era when
any critique of the status quo could be construed as unpatriotic, Black ecumenical leaders
hoped that integrating minor actions into interracial discussion groups would create ripples
of activism in churches and Christian associations across the country.

“These Sessions Proved Therapeutic”: Psychology and the Flowering of Talk-First Activism

Though they rarely created tidal waves of activism, Protestant-led interracial conferences and
discussions became even more popular during the 1950s (Figure 7).89 Their popularity

82Dorothy Height, Taking a Hand in Race Relations (New York, 1951), 6–7. See also Stan Swinton, “Allies
Abandon Blazing Seoul; Reds Form for Final Assault,” Washington Post, Jan. 4, 1951, 4.

83Jonathan P. Herzog, The Spiritual-Industrial Complex: America’s Religious Battle against Communism in the
Early Cold War (New York, 2011).

84Height and Lee, The Christian Citizen and Civil Rights, 8–9.
85Height, Open Wide the Freedom Gates, 63.
86Height and Lee, Christian Citizen and Civil Rights, 62.
87Height, Taking a Hand in Race Relations, 29.
88Height and Lee, Christian Citizen and Civil Rights, 33, 6.
89On the limitations of these 1950s conferences, see James F. Findlay, Church People in the Struggle: The National

Council of Churches and the Black Freedom Movement, 1950–1970 (New York, 1993), 14–21. There were excep-
tions, however. A 1958 Student YMCA-YWCA interracial conference led to an impromptu civil rights rally, for
instance. Doug Rossinow, The Politics of Authenticity: Liberalism, Christianity, and the New Left in America
(New York, 1998), 6.
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stemmed from how Black ecumenical leaders had successfully framed these discussions as
quintessentially American, as well as the cultural shift from direct action back toward gradual
reform. But these were not the only factors that contributed to talk-first activism’s popularity in
the 1950s. Growing societal interest in using psychology to combat prejudice also proved cru-
cial to the flowering and pollination of talk-first activism.90

Beginning during World War II and continuing throughout the 1950s, social scientists
increasingly published research about how to eliminate racial and religious prejudice. Social
psychologists were at the forefront of this work. Often underwritten by Jewish and ecumenical
Protestant foundations and organizations, their research had a monumental impact on
American culture and society. For example, research by psychologists Mamie Phipps Clark
and her husband Kenneth Clark, a longtime friend of Dorothy Height, significantly influenced
the 1954 U.S. Supreme Court case, Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka.91

Figure 7: This photograph of a YWCA discussion group in 1954 had “Return to D. Height” written on the back.
“Discussion Group – 1954 YWCA School for Professional Workers,” 1954, Personnel and training: School for
Professional Workers, YWCA of the U.S.A. Records, Sophia Smith Collection, MS 0324, Smith College Special
Collections, Northampton, MA, https://compass.fivecolleges.edu/object/smith:487667 (accessed Dec. 21, 2021).
Reproduced with permission.

90The literature on religion and psychology in mid-twentieth-century America is abundant. See Rossinow,
Politics of Authenticity; Matthew S. Hedstrom, The Rise of Liberal Religion: Book Culture and American
Spirituality in the Twentieth Century (Oxford, UK, 2013); and Stephanie Muravchik, American Protestantism in
the Age of Psychology (Cambridge, UK, 2011).

91Daryl Michael Scott, “Postwar Pluralism, Brown v. Board of Education, and the Origins of Multicultural
Education,” Journal of American History 91, no. 1 (June 2004): 69–82. See also Leah N. Gordon, From Power to
Prejudice: The Rise of Racial Individualism in Midcentury America (Chicago, 2015). On Height’s friendship
with Clark, see Dorothy Height interview by Julian Bond, Dec. 9, 2003, transcript, Explorations in Black

Modern American History 19

https://doi.org/10.1017/mah.2022.2 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://compass.fivecolleges.edu/object/smith:487667
https://compass.fivecolleges.edu/object/smith:487667
https://doi.org/10.1017/mah.2022.2


Arguably the most influential postwar social psychologist was Harvard professor Gordon
Allport. Allport had long moved in ecumenical Protestant circles. The Episcopalian and former
local YMCA committee chairman was a popular and frequent speaker at Charles S. Johnson’s
Institute of Race Relations.92 In his 1954 book The Nature of Prejudice, Allport distilled the idea
that had animated the interracial movement for decades: that under proper conditions, inter-
racial contact could lead to a decrease in religious and racial prejudice. Written for both aca-
demic and popular audiences, The Nature of Prejudice helped spread this idea far beyond
ecumenical Protestant circles.93

Though social science had long influenced American interracialism, the postwar populari-
zation of psychological ideas spurred interest in the interracialist movement and led ecumenical
Protestants in the 1950s to describe their work using the language of psychology and therapy.
“With the break-through in the segregated social structure [due to Brown v. Board of
Education], the frontier in integration is fast coming to rest in psychology,” a subgroup of
the National Council of the Student YMCA-YWCA declared in 1957.94 In other words,
many ecumenical Protestants believed that psychology was necessary because simply outlawing
segregation would not achieve integration. With a presence on hundreds of campuses, the
Student YMCA-YWCA led ecumenical Protestants’ attempts to dismantle Americans’ Jim
Crow mindset.

L. Maynard Catchings, a young Black minister who had spent over a decade operating in
religious and racial justice circles, directed the Student YMCA-YWCA during these years
(Figure 8). As a student at Howard University, Catchings roomed with future civil rights
icon James Farmer and worked as the student assistant to Howard Thurman, a future mentor
of Martin Luther King Jr.95 Catchings met his wife, Rose Mae Catchings, an activist in her own
right, at a Student YMCA-YWCA conference in the early 1940s, and soon after both began
working as Southern field secretaries, Maynard for the YMCA and Rose for the YWCA. In
the mid-1940s, Maynard Catchings began teaching at Fisk University and working with
Charles S. Johnson’s Institute of Race Relations where he led worship services, conducted com-
munity self-surveys, and met social science experts like Allport.96 These diverse experiences
prepared him for his role as the Secretary of Student Services for the YMCA beginning in
1953. Backed by a $45,000 grant over three years, Catchings traveled to hundreds of universities
across the country leading interracial discussions and workshops with Student
YMCA-YWCAs.97

Leadership, University of Virginia, Charlottesville, VA, https://blackleadership.virginia.edu/transcript/height-dorothy
(accessed Dec. 20, 2021).

92On Allport’s YMCA connections and Episcopal identity, see Ian A. M. Nicholson, Inventing Personality:
Gordon Allport and the Science of Selfhood (Washington, DC, 2003), 59, 204. On Allport’s popularity at the insti-
tute, see Patrick J. Gilpin, “Charles S. Johnson and the Race Relations Institutes at Fisk University,” Phylon 41, no. 3
(3rd Qtr., 1980): 300–11, here 309.

93Allport, The Nature of Prejudice.
94National Student Councils of the YMCA and YWCA, “Report of Movement Responsibility Group,” Oct. 3,

1957, folder: Interracial and Intercultural Relations, 1954–1957, box 20, Student Work Records, Kautz Family
YMCA Archives, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, MN (hereafter Student Work Records).

95Slade, “A Misplaced Hope”; “Southern Field Council of National Student Y.M.C.A.,” Oct. 30, 1942, folder 143,
box 5, John Malcus Ellison Papers (MS-0001), Archives and Special Collections, L. Douglas Wilder Library,
Virginia Union University, Richmond, VA.

96See Karen De Witt, “Rose Catchings’ Saving Grace,” Essence 6, no. 11 (Mar. 1976): 82–3, 129–30; Erik
S. Gellman, Death Blow to Jim Crow: The National Negro Congress and the Rise of Militant Civil Rights (Chapel
Hill, NC, 2012), 243–4; and L. Maynard Catchines [sic] interview by Dallas A. Blanchard, Aug. 13, 1984, transcript,
Southern Oral History Program Collection #4007, Southern Historical Collection, Wilson Library, University of
North Carolina at Chapel Hill, NC, https://dcr.lib.unc.edu/indexablecontent/uuid:d2371227-7388-4c40-922c-
c2c00814de31 (accessed Dec. 21, 2021).

97“Release for: Tuesday, June 30,” 1953, folder: Interracial and Intercultural Relations, 1954–1957, box 21,
Student Work Records.
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Catchings’s YMCA-YWCA workshops reflected many of the characteristics of mid-century
interracialism, but with a twist. Catchings’s workshops wove social science, theological and
scriptural justifications, and an insistence that interracialism was the first—not the last—step
toward racial justice. But Catchings added an emphasis on feelings and emotions. For instance,
Gladys Lawther began her report of a Catchings-led workshop in Portland, Oregon, in February
1956, by saying, “‘You’ve got to have the facts, ma’am.’ Yes, and you must also feel the impact of
those facts.”98 Catchings encouraged participants to “feel” facts through interracial exchange
and worship.

Catchings believed that these felt interracial experiences could serve as a form of group ther-
apy. In 1955, he concluded:

These sessions proved therapeutic in that they aided the student to discover his own atti-
tudes and to evaluate them in the light of his faith, or to reexamine his faith in the light of
his attitudes. Often students who attended interracial projects or student conferences tes-
tified that their personal growth in this area was directly related to their experiences in a
community of acceptance.99

Therapeutic experiences in a “community of acceptance” were not intended to make partici-
pants feel good, at least not initially. Rather, to quote the Student YMCA-YWCA National
Council a few years later, these experiences were designed to expose “the contradiction between
the Christian faith and race prejudice” and bring about a “real crisis of faith” for Christians who
believed God ordained segregation. The community would then serve as a “supporting and

Figure 8: L. Maynard Catchings worked as the Secretary of
Student Services for the YMCA from 1953–1958. “Rev.
Lincoln Maynard Catchings,” [1955–1966], courtesy of
Kautz Family YMCA Archives, University of Minnesota,
http://purl.umn.edu/77589 (accessed Dec. 23, 2021).

98Gladys C. Lawther, “Reporting – A Workshop on Integration,” Feb. 17, 1956, folder: Interracial and
Intercultural Programs, 1945–1957, box 20, Student Work Records.

99L. Maynard Catchings to General Service Foundation, July 1, 1955, folder: Interracial and Intercultural
Programs, 1954–1957, box 20, Student Work Records.
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forgiving community” for those who had experienced the crisis.100 In other words, drawing on
the ideas of his former teacher Howard Thurman, Catchings was working to bring about inner
spiritual transformations in order to prime students for activism.101 During their many inter-
racial gatherings and conferences, Catchings and Student YMCA-YWCA leaders continued to
use group therapy to challenge individuals’ racial prejudice and spark social action.102

“Toward a New Strategy”: Reckoning with the Limits of Consensus Interracialism

While some student leaders were celebrating how an interracial community of acceptance could
alter prejudice, developments in Mississippi and Alabama were leading Black ecumenical lead-
ers to rethink their strategies. The brutal lynching of Emmett Till, the bravery of Rosa Parks and
other activists in Alabama, and white Southern legislators’ defiant response in the “Southern
Manifesto” rendered the consensus-claiming liberal gradualism that many white Protestants
preferred increasingly untenable.

In the spring of 1956, as the initial three-year grant and its stipulations that Student
YMCA-YWCAs “develop understanding, friendship and common interests across racial
lines” came to an end, Maynard Catchings had the freedom to imagine and propose new pos-
sibilities (Figure 9).103 In the middle of the Montgomery bus boycott in the spring of 1956,
Catchings wrote an editorial in the Student YMCA-YWCA magazine urging students “toward
a new strategy in race relations.” To meet the demands of the present, Catchings recommended
that ecumenical Protestants “continue the older strategy but add to it.” Echoing Height and
Haynes but with even greater urgency, Catchings insisted that YMCA-YWCA interracial con-
ferences and discussions could no longer prioritize the creation of interracial friendships. They
must also facilitate increased coordination with other student groups working for integration in
order “to influence the power structures.”104 While Catchings continued to support interracial
exchange, discussion, and friendship for their capacity to eliminate individual prejudice, he
believed that the Student YMCA-YWCA must simultaneously advocate for changing systems
of oppression. The latter approach did not necessarily flow out of the former in a step-by-step
fashion—the “steps” had to be taken concurrently.

Catchings’s increased concern about the limits of consensus politics amidst an escalating
civil rights movement motivated his turn from talk-first activism. In an unpublished pamphlet
from the fall of 1956, Catchings argued that striking the proper balance between judgment and
mercy remained a fundamental difficulty for a “community of acceptance.” In the past three
years, Catchings had observed that many Christian students intellectually supported integration
but did not actively work toward it. The problem, according to Catchings, was that an
all-inclusive community of acceptance could be too accepting. “Personal devotion to an idea

100Emphasis in original. National Student Councils of the YMCA and YWCA, “A Study and Action Guide for
the Sixth National Student Assembly on Our Concern for Interracial Relations,” May 28, 1958, folder: Interracial
and Intercultural Relations, 1954–1957, box 20, Student Work Records.

101On Thurman’s ideas, see Howard Thurman, Jesus and the Disinherited (Nashville, TN, 1949). On Thurman’s
status as a regular lecturer to ecumenical Protestant organizations, see Gary Dorrien, “Recovering the Black Social
Gospel,” Harvard Divinity Bulletin 43, nos. 3/4 (Summer/Autumn 2015), https://bulletin.hds.harvard.edu/recover-
ing-the-black-social-gospel (accessed Dec. 21, 2021).

102On the intertwining of psychology and action at student interracial conferences, see Rossinow, Politics of
Authenticity, 92–102. On the conferences, see also Gene Zubovich, “U.S. Protestants, Globalization, and the
International Origins of the Sixties,” Diplomatic History 45, no. 1 (Jan. 2021): 28–49, here 39–46; and Evans,
Journeys that Opened Up the World, 5–7.

103“Release for: Tuesday, June 30,” Student Work Records.
104L. M. Catchings, “Toward a New Strategy in Race Relations,” Interregional News Bulletin 1, no. 2 (Spring

1956): 1–2, folder: Committee on Interracial-Intercultural Relations, Interregional News Bulletin 1956, box 62,
Student Work Records. See also Maynard Catchings to Edith Lerrigo and Bruce Maguire, Apr. 16, 1956, folder:
Interracial and Intercultural Relations, 1954–1957, box 21, Student Work Records.
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of community which includes those who believe in racial segregation as well as those who
oppose it, makes it difficult for one to make an incisive thrust toward racial integration,”
Catchings reasoned. A student’s desire to respect everyone made him “less sensitive to God’s
call on him for a radical social witness.… With all standing in need of salvation, who is he
to attack others, however wrong their positions may be.”105 Catchings lamented how a com-
munity’s emphasis on the acceptance of all people—originally intended to eliminate segrega-
tion with its radical inclusivity—could easily morph into an acceptance of all opinions,
thereby undercutting the community’s prophetic witness.

To avoid this fate, Catchings encouraged Christian students “devoted to racial equality” to
surround themselves with a “nourishing community.” He hoped that these smaller communi-
ties of like-minded students would provide needed support and encouragement for students as
they attempted to integrate their university and surrounding communities. Catchings came to
believe, in other words, that smaller “nourishing communities” of activists would be far more
effective in the “struggle for community and freedom” than larger “accepting communities”
that emphasized forgiveness at the expense of freedom.106 Catchings spent the next two

Figure 9: Backed by a $45,000 grant, Catchings spent the early 1950s leading interracial discussions and workshops in
hundreds of Student YMCA-YWCAs. Beginning in 1956, Catchings urged students to meet the demands of the moment
and shift from an overreliance on talk-first activism. “L. Maynard Catchings meeting with the Southern Regional Student
Conference at Blue Ridge. Work group on the Christian amid racial and cultural tensions. 1952 – first year both YMCA and
YWCA held only official regional conferences at Blue Ridge,” by Edward L. DuPuy, courtesy of Kautz Family YMCA
Archives, University of Minnesota, http://purl.umn.edu/77727 (accessed Dec. 23, 2021).

105L. Maynard Catchings, “American College Students and Racial Integration,” Nov. 15, 1956, folder: Interracial
and Intercultural Relations, 1954–1957, box 20, Student Work Records.

106Catchings, “American College Students and Racial Integration,” 33, 37.
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years cultivating nourishing communities at Student YMCA-YWCAs around the nation. Over
the next decade, many of these Student YMCA-YWCAs became epicenters of the civil rights
movement on their respective campuses.107

Other Black ecumenical Protestant leaders and their respective institutions also came to see
the shortcomings of previous methods. After completing nationwide listening tours following
the student sit-ins of the 1960s, YWCA national leaders—including Edith Lerrigo, a white
woman who had worked with Catchings in the 1950s—concluded that the civil rights move-
ment rendered their step-by-step program “inadequate.” Dorothy Height, by now the
President of the National Council of Negro Women, helped craft the YWCA’s “Action
Program” in 1963, as well as its “One Imperative” program to eliminate racism “wherever it
exists and by any means necessary” in 1970.108 1963 also proved a crucial year for the successor
to the FCC, the National Council of Churches (NCC). Animated by Martin Luther King Jr.’s
“Letter from a Birmingham Jail” and the escalating freedom struggle more broadly, the NCC
pivoted to a more activist approach with its formation of a Commission on Religion and
Race in 1963. The NCC proved influential in the 1964 Civil Rights Act, Freedom Summer,
and the Delta Ministry.109

Thus, the groundswell of freedom that has come to be known as the civil rights movement
forced ecumenical Protestantism’s national leaders to rethink their ideas about societal trans-
formation. Many came to believe that prioritizing interracial discussion, friendship, and
unity undermined ecumenical Protestantism’s prophetic witness. They reasoned that ecumen-
ical Protestants could not be effective agents for liberation if they continued to cling to a
sequential process that sought consensus at every step. Consequently, Black ecumenical leaders
and their institutions ceased insisting that interracial friendship and dialogue were the first
steps to transforming society.

While Black ecumenical leaders and their institutions had come to question the merits of
talk-first activism, the idea continued to appeal to Americans across the country. By the
mid-1960s, the racial gradualism of talk-first activism appealed to local ecumenical laypersons
who increasingly disagreed with their national leadership’s recent embrace of bold steps for civil
rights.110 Moreover, due especially to Allport’s Nature of Prejudice, talk-first activism had
moved well beyond ecumenical Protestant circles. Described by scholars in 2005 as still the
“most widely cited work on prejudice,” the book helped talk-first activism endure for decades
to come.111 Thus, while Black ecumenical leaders may have called for moving toward new strat-
egies, talk-first activism—the idea that they had helped seed and spread—had moved beyond
their control and would not be uprooted. In the sixty years since, Americans have continued

107The University of Texas at Austin, University of California at Berkeley, and the University of North Carolina
at Chapel Hill are three such institutions. On Catchings’s nourishing communities, see “Progress Report: National
Committee on Interracial and Intercultural Relations of the National Student Council YMCA 1953–1957,” folder:
Interracial and Intercultural Relations, 1954–1957, box 21, Student Work Records. On the 1960s-era activism at
UT, UNC, and UC Student YMCA-YWCAs, see Rossinow, Politics of Authenticity; Daniel H. Pollitt interview
by Ann McColl, Feb. 15, 1991, transcript, Southern Oral History Program Collection #4007, Southern Historical
Collection, Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, NC, http://docsouth.unc.edu/sohp/L-
0064-4/menu.html (accessed Dec. 21, 2021); and Carol Ness, “Stiles Hall: A ‘Living Room’ with a Committed
Fan Club,” Berkeleyan, Mar. 4, 2009, https://www.berkeley.edu/news/berkeleyan/2009/03/04_Stiles.shtml (accessed
Dec. 21, 2021).

108Lewis, “‘The Barrier Breaking Love of God,’” 209, 244.
109Findlay, Church People in the Struggle; Mark Newman, Divine Agitators: The Delta Ministry and Civil Rights

in Mississippi (Athens, GA, 2004); and David P. Cline, From Reconciliation to Revolution: The Student Interracial
Ministry, Liberal Christianity, and the Civil Rights Movement (Chapel Hill, NC, 2016).

110On local ecumenical Protestants’ preference for racial gradualism and national leaders’ preference for more
dramatic change, see Gill, Embattled Ecumenism, 162.

111John F. Dovidio, Peter Glick, Laurie A. Rudman, eds., On the Nature of Prejudice: Fifty Years After Allport
(Malden, MA, 2005), 1.
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to call for friendship, dialogue, and discussion across lines of difference as the first steps toward
eliminating injustice.112

Conclusion

A longtime advocate for freedom, civil rights, and intersectionality, Dorothy Height passed
away at the age of ninety-eight in April 2010. A few days later, the nation’s first Black president
delivered the eulogy for the woman he referred to as the “godmother” of the civil rights move-
ment.113 “Let us honor her life,” Obama concluded, “by changing this country for the better as
long as we are blessed to live. May God bless Dr. Dorothy Height and the union that she made
more perfect.”114 The nod to the preamble of the U.S. Constitution echoed the close of Obama’s
2008 “A More Perfect Union” speech. Obama’s tribute was more fitting than even he realized,
as Height and her fellow mid-century Black ecumenical leaders had helped seed and spread the
very idea that undergirded the conclusion of that speech.

In the 1940s and 1950s, Black ecumenical leaders such as Dorothy Height transformed how
Americans conceived of societal change. These leaders continued to believe that interracial
exchange, friendship, and discussion were valuable, but they insisted these experiences had
to lead to concrete social actions that would create a more Christian and democratic society.
Backed by their institutions’ financial, moral, and organizational resources, Black ecumenical
leaders and their writings crisscrossed the nation spreading their new gospel of talk-first activ-
ism. With its gradualism, Christian and democratic rhetoric, and natural alliance with the
growing field of social psychology, talk-first activism thrived during the early Cold War.
While the civil rights movement made it clear to Black ecumenical leaders and some of
their white allies that a consensus-driven, step-by-step approach to dismantling racism was
too slow and ineffective, the idea that friendship and exchange across difference “is where
the perfection begins” has continued to flourish outside the institutions that originally nour-
ished it. Thus, while Black ecumenical leaders successfully subverted the idea that facilitating
interracial exchange was the “final step” in ending discrimination, they unintentionally
cemented the idea that friendship and dialogue were the “first steps” in making a more just
world.

Connor S. Kenaston is a doctoral candidate at the University of Virginia. His teaching and scholarship examine
the history of religion, politics, and culture in the United States. His dissertation, “Faith Networks: National
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“Golden Age” of radio.

112For instance, see “[Commercial for Ben & Jerry’s],” podcast advertisement in “A Prescription for ‘Racial
Imposter Syndrome,’” Code Switch, prod. Leah Donnella, Shereen Marisol Meraji, and Walter Ray Watson,
NPR, June 7, 2017, 14:50, https://one.npr.org/?sharedMediaId=528816293:531824445 (accessed Dec. 22, 2021);
“Virginia Governor Ralph Northam Press Conference,” Internet Archive, Feb. 2, 2019, https://archive.org/details/
CSPAN_20190203_045300_Virginia_Governor_Ralph_Northam_Press_Conference (accessed Dec. 21, 2021);
and Shannon Thomason, “One Small Step Project Will Pair People of Differing Political Viewpoints for a
Conversation,” UAB News, Apr. 23, 2019, https://www.uab.edu/news/campus/item/10423-one-small-step-project-
will-pair-people-of-differing-political-viewpoints-for-a-conversation (accessed Dec. 21, 2021).

113Qtd. in Jesse Lee, “The Godmother of the Civil Rights Movement,” Whitehouse.gov, Apr. 20, 2010, https://
obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/blog/2010/04/20/godmother-civil-rights-movement (accessed Dec. 21, 2021).

114Barack Obama, “Remarks by the President at Funeral Service for Dr. Dorothy Height,” Whitehouse.gov, Apr.
29, 2010, https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/realitycheck/the-press-office/remarks-president-funeral-service-
dr-dorothy-height (accessed Dec. 21, 2021).
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