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The African Americanmovemenfor civil rightsloomslargein the history of nonviolent
politics andinithe scholarshithatit hasinspired.Thisis areflectionof the scopeandachievements
of the movemenindof thecreativityandcourage ofts adherentsBut it alsopartly becausef the
power of theAmericanstate(which grantsits political life animportanceo manypeoplesall over
the world)andpartlybecausdey institutionsof theglobalintellectualorder(majoruniversities,
publishing houses; jourtsaandconferencesare American,too.

In thiscrowdedhistoriographicafield, the transnational inspiratioasdconnections of
African Americanactivistsbegarto attractsystemati@attentionmorethanadecadeago.Very many
scholarlyarticles,edited collections andseveralmonographs haveloselyexaminedhe
relationshipbetweenGandhi’spolitical experimentsn Indiaand SouthAfrica andnonviolent
political strugglesnsthe United States SarahAzaransky’snewbook,handsomelyroducedis a
usdul contributionto this alreadysubstantiafield.

Azaranskyoffersa groupportraitof aclusterof black Christianintellectualsandactivists
from the 1930s,througto thelater 1950s Her chosersubjectsaremostlywell known:Howard
Thurman BenjaminMays, BayardRustin,Jamed-armer,PauliMurray, William StuartNelson,
BlancheNelson Manyhaveattractedull biographicakreatmentnearlyall havebeengranted
substantiahttentionin thematicworks.The novelty ofherbook,then lies notin heridentification
of theirembeddednesn transnationapolitical networks, butatherin hermoreconcentrated
analysisof theintellectualcontributions ohersubjectsandin herinsistencehattheirtheological
argumentsneritmuchgreaterecognitionthanthese have previousbeengranted.

Acresssix-chaptersAzaranskytracesthe sustainedngagemensf black Christianactivists
with Indianstrugglesandwith thereligiouslife of its people. She considers themetimesepeated
visits of theseactiviststo India;their observations of thstrugglefor IndianHomeRuleandthenof
anindependentdemocraticstate;their conversationsvith Gandhi, Nehru, and other Inditeaders;
their sensitivéinterestin religioustraditionsin India; their capacityto view Indiancampaignsand

societywith criticalaswell assympathetieyes;andtheir ability to creativelymeditateon these
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experienceandideas,soasto developnew conceptions oéthicsandmorality,andnewresources
for nonviolent struggles fougtice.

Thetransnationa¢xaminatiorexhaustivelyconsideravhat African Americansbroughtto
andtook from internationalexchangedt is comparativelylesscuriousin whattheir partners
broughtto andlearnedirom suchexchangesOnly in Chapters and6 dothesemattersreceive
fuller attention whereinAzaranskyexamineBayardRustin’s proposalfor a programof
nonviolentactionin Africa, Gharaian leaderKwameNkrumah’sAmericanconnectionandhis
nonviolentactivism,andthecampaigragainstrerch nucleartestingin the Saharan thelater
1950s.Thesesectionsof the bookseemedo me especiallyvaluable.

Azaransky’ssubstantiaéxpertisan religiousstudies equipberwith thecapacityto draw
out the theologieal context which herchoseradivists thoughtandactedasChristians It leadsher
to emphasetheir pioneeringof “interreligious intellectualexchangedt therebybringsoutmore
fully thewaysin which creativenonviolentactionwasoftentied to creativereligiousthinking. And
it consequentlgnhancesur understanding alvil rightsactivismandof the historyof nonviolent
politics morebroadly.

The strengthsof the bookmply possibldimitations. Thedecisionto focus on a group of
key individualssometimedeadsto arelativeneglectof the import of thosenstitutionsand
networksthat provided thenfrastructurenecessarto maketransnational anohterreligiouslearning
possible Thestrongattentiondevotedo intellectualcontributions—essaysbooks,lectures,
letters—meanghatthepracticalbasesf activismarenottreatedsofully, andthatthedifficulty of
the pasagdrom “thought”to “actior’ maynotbegivendueattention.The book’sdeliberate
placementn thefield of religiousstudiesandintellectualhistorymeanghatthe author does not
engagevery fully,with earlierworksthathaveexaminedhetransnatonal dimensions of thavil
rightsmovement or thprocessesf transnationapolitical exchangeanoregenerally.

Azaransky’'sdecisionto limit herinvestigationnonethelesbringssubstantiabenefits,and
herbookwill-bewelecomedby thosewith aninterestin peaceandchangeHer proseis engaging.
Her historicalimaginationis empatheticHer conclusionsarisefrom arich expositionandwill be
relevantto activistsaswell asscholarsin anepilogue the authorlays outthree“interrelated
principles” expresseth hersubjectslives. First, thatour moralanddemocraticvisionscanbe
“challenged’and“sharpened’by engagemenwith thosefrom differentreligionsanddifferentparts
of the world. Second, thatichengagementequiresselfawarenesandselfexaminationThird,
thatsuchengagementust becritical (acknowledginghat othersaremarkedby their own limits),
butthatsuchcriticism should not be barrierto listeningandlearning.Azaransky’ssubjects
embodiedhesdessonsTheir lives—carefullyconsideredn this book—encouragell of usto such
opennessndcreativityin the questor freedomandpeace.
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