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Thank you, Dr. Goodin. On this historic occasion, I’ve been asked to speak 
on a little-known dimension of Alain Locke’s life: his adherence to a new 
world religion, known as the Bahá’í Faith. In this presentation, I will 
privilege Locke’s role in the Bahá’í “race amity” movement. “Race amity” 
means “interracial unity.” The Baha’i “race amity” movement was quite 
extraordinary—even radical—during the Jim Crow era of legalized 
segregation.



Black Arts & Race Amity
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While Locke was promoting African American arts, he also championed race 
relations. In his 1935 one-page autobiography—his “psychograph” as he 
called it—Locke said that he was a “universalist in religion.” Locke was 
attracted to the universalist outlook of the Bahá’í Faith, and by the fact that 
the Bahá’ís were leaders in promoting interracial harmony during the racially-
divided Jim Crow era. 
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In my book, “Alain Locke: Faith & Philosophy,” I identify three major 
influences on Locke’s thought, represented by these place names: Harvard, 
Haifa, and Harlem—representing, respectively, Philosophy, Religion, and Art. 
“Haifa” is a city in former Palestine, now Israel, where the World Centre of 
the Bahá’í Faith is located, on Mt. Carmel.  
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In 1918, Locke received his Ph.D. in philosophy from Harvard University. 
Here, we see a Scurlock Studio print of Locke in Harvard doctoral robe and 
Oxford University hood. Locke’s dissertation was “The Problem of 
Classification in the Theory of Values.” It’s a little-known fact that, in that 
same year, Locke found his own system of values when he embraced the 
Bahá’í Faith.  
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This document, called a “Bahá’í Historical Record”—which Locke completed 
and signed in 1935—proves that Locke was a Bahá’í. Note Item #13: “Date of 
acceptance of the Bahá’í Faith”: Locke answered: “1918.” And Item #14: 
“Place of acceptance of the Bahá’í Faith.” Locke wrote: “Washington, D.C.”  
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This historical document was signed: “Alain Leroy Locke,” as you can see at 
the bottom right corner, under Item #19. Locke’s “Bahá’í Historical Record” 
is preserved in the National Bahá’í Archives in Wilmette, IL. 
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Some basic facts: The Bahá’í Faith is the youngest independent world 
religion, founded by Bahá’u’lláh (1817–1892). Its central message is the unity 
of races, religions, and nations. Key beliefs: World unity, international law, 
harmony of science & religion, equality of men & women, interracial unity, 
universal education, advancing civilization & acquiring virtues. In 1912, 
Bahá’u’lláh’s son and successor, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, visited America and spoke 
here at Howard University on April 22, 1912. 
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Two days before ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s arrival in America, the Bahá’ís of Washington, 
D.C. hosted an “Interracial Unity Meeting.” The invitation reads, in part: “You 
are cordially invited to an interracial unity meeting.” “All are welcome, 
regardless of race, color or creed.” Again, this is quite extraordinary during 
the Jim Crow era.
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Here we see a photo of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, taken in New York in 1912. Throughout 
his travels and speaking engagements in the United States and Canada, 
‘Abdu’l-Bahá stressed the vital importance of race unity for America and for 
the world.
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The day after speaking in Rankin Chapel here at Howard University, ‘Abdu’l-
Bahá said: “A meeting such as this seems like a beautiful cluster of precious 
jewels—pearls, rubies, diamonds, sapphires. It is a source of joy and delight. 
In the clustered jewels of the races may the blacks be as sapphires and 
rubies and the whites as diamonds and pearls. How glorious the spectacle of 
real unity among mankind! This is the sign of the Most Great Peace; this is 
the star of the oneness of the human world.”



Salvation of Democracy

“Bahá’í Principles and the leavening of our national life 
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— Alain Locke, Bahá’í Congress at Green Acre, April 1925
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In 1925, the year that he published “The New Negro”—acclaimed as the “first 
national book” of African Americans—Locke said: “Bahá’í Principles and the 
leavening of our national life with their power, is to be regarded as the 
salvation of democracy. In this way only can the fine professions of American 
ideals be realized.” By th way, this film clip is from a silent film called NEGRO 
NOTABLES: NEGRO EDUCATION AND ART IN THE U.S (1937), kept in the 
National Archives and Records Administration.
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 — Alain Locke, “The Gospel of the Twentieth Century,” World Order 36.3 (2005). 
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In an unpublished Bahá’í essay I discovered in the Alain Locke Papers, Locke 
writes: “The gospel for the Twentieth Century … social salvation [is] 
Baha’u’llah’s ‘one great trumpet-call to humanity’: ‘That all nations shall 
become one in faith, and all men as brothers; … that diversity of religion 
should cease, and differences of race be annulled’.” This rare film clip, of 
Alain Locke at his desk, is also from NEGRO NOTABLES, released in 1937. 
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Some well-known African American Bahá’ís include: 
1. Robert S. Abbott (Publisher of The Chicago Defender);
2. Robert Hayden (First African American Poet-Laureate of the United 
States”); 
3. The late Dizzy Gillespie (co-founder of Bebop/modern Jazz, and acclaimed 
as “America’s Ambassador of Music”); 
4. Dr. Elsie Austin (First African American Assistant Attorney-General, State 
of Ohio).
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Other Bahá’í notables include: 
• Queen Marie of Romania; 
• Carole Lombard (Hollywood’s highest-paid actress until her tragic plane 
crash in 1942); 
• Seals & Crofts (popular musicians).
• Malietoa Tanumafili II (the late King of Western Samoa). 
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Late in his life, Alain Locke was publicly identified as a Bahá’í in the October 
1952 issue of Ebony Magazine. This is the cover. It features Billy Eckstine, 
considered the first romantic black male in popular music.   
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The article in which Locke is featured as a Bahá’í is titled, “Bahá’í Faith: Only 
Church in World that Does Not Discriminate.” Locke’s photo appears opposite 
of Robert S. Abbott. The caption above Locke’s photo reads: “Alain Locke, 
Howard professor, joined movement in 1915, wrote for Baha’i Magazine.”
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Here’s the original photograph of Alain Locke that appeared in Ebony 

Magazine, but in a cropped version. James Latimer Allen (pictured opposite 

Locke), an African American photographer who ran a portrait studio in New 

York during the 1920s and 1930s, took this photo, archived in the Alain 

Locke Papers.



1933
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In fact, Locke was publicly identified as a Bahá’í 19 years earlier, on page 10 
of the June 17, 1933 edition of the Chicago Defender. This image is a small 
part of an article that fills much of an entire page. It states, in part: “Baha’is 
are made up of all races, nationalities and religions … Among the prominent 
Colored Baha’is may be mentioned Dr. Alain Locke, Rhodes Scholar and 
professor of philosophy at Howard University.”  
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This is the top part of page 10 as it appears in full, entitled: “Baha’i 
Movement Seen as Hope of Religion. New Philosophy Wipes Out All 
Prejudices Based on Race, Color and Creed.”
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And here is the bottom part of page 10. We will now read a few brief 
excerpts from this article, to see how the Bahá’í Faith was presented in 
1933.
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Author Louis Gregory, a former Washington, DC attorney and graduate of 
Howard University’s School of Law, writes: 
•  “The Baha’i religion … demolishes all superstitions, all prejudices. 
•  Here racial boundaries disappear as men gaze upon the souls and 
characters of their fellows …
•  Here men and women have the same rights and neither tries to enslave 
the other.”



“The Power to Unify Mankind”
Louis Gregory—“Baha’i Movement,” Chicago 
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language.

   It has the power to unify mankind. 
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Louis Gregory continues: 
• “Here each person must investigate and see the truth for himself.
• Here religion and science in their common origin support each other. 
• Here is encouragement … to speak one language.
•  It [the Bahá’í Faith] has the power to unify mankind.” 
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Another example of Alain Locke’s public association with the Bahá’í Faith—
although infrequent—appears in this tiny announcement under “Religious 
Services” in the New York Times on October 23, 1943. The announcement 
features Locke’s name twice under “Baha’i Faith”: First: “Speakers: DR. 
HARRY OVERSTREET, DR. ALAIN LOCKE.” And next: “4:15 P.M.—Dr. Locke, 
“World Ultimatum.” 
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The first Race Amity conference was organized by Agnes S. Parsons (a 
wealthy white woman prominent in Washington, D.C. society) at the 
instruction of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá. During her second pilgrimage to Haifa (1920), he 
had said to her: “I want you to arrange in Washington a convention for unity 
between the white and colored people.” For assistance in planning this event, 
she called upon Louis Gregory and Alain Locke, pictured here beside her.
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• The first “Race Amity” convention was held in Old First Congregational 
Church, 10th & G, NW. 
• An estimated 1500 attended.
• Locke served as Session Chair on Friday evening, May 21.
• The Howard University chorus performed. 
• And solo violinist Joseph Douglass, grandson of abolitionist, Frederick 
Douglass, performed as well. 
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Locke served on several Bahá’í race amity committees and took part in race 
amity conferences and other Bahá’í-sponsored events. The first four race 
amity conventions were held in: (1) Washington, D.C. (in May 1921); (2) 
Springfield, Massachusetts (in December 1921); (3) New York (in March 
1924); and (4) Philadelphia (in October 1924). Locke participated in all but the 
second (pictured above, where 1200 attended), yet was involved in the 
planning and execution of these events as well.
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Here is a remarkable photograph of the “Inter-racial Amity Children’s Hour,” 
taken April 29, 1928. I cannot say if Locke had anything directly to do with 
this particular event. But he was certainly part of the genesis of the 
movement that made these other “Race Amity” events possible. 
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Beginning with the task force that organized the first “Race Amity” 
convention, Locke served on race amity committees from 1924 until 1932. 
There are records of Locke having spoken at Bahá’í-sponsored events from 
1921 to 1952—-a period spanning thirty-one years.
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Locke authored a dozen or so Bahá’í essays and speeches. Of these, four 
were published in volumes of The Bahá’í World, considered the most 
important Bahá’í publications next to translations of the Bahá’í sacred 
Writings.
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On June 15, 1925, Locke was fired for his support of equal pay between 
black and white faculty. Shortly after The New Negro was published in 
December 1925, between February 6 and March 1926, Locke traveled with 
Louis Gregory on a Baha’i lecture tour, which took him to Cleveland and 
Cincinnati; Dunbar Forum at Oberlin College; Wilberforce University (all in 
Ohio); Daytona Normal & Industrial Institute for Negro Girls; Robert 
Hungerford Normal and Industrial School (Orlando).
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In a letter in late 1925 in advance of this tour, a fellow Bahá’í wrote: “In 
regard to Dr. Locke—he is at present in N.Y. but has written me saying he 
‘will keep his promise (to go South) in spite of many things.’ … When he 
looked over the list of educators supplied by Mrs. Kehler, saying he knew 
about one third of them personally, he remarked smilingly[,] ‘How surprised 
they will be to know me as a Bahai.’ … Dr. Locke does not attend Bahai 
meetings in Washington, but is deeply and truly a Bahai. 
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Here is a historic photograph of the Washington, D.C. Bahá’í community, 
taken around 1936. Note that it is well-integrated—again, in striking contrast 
to the racially segregated society that prevailed in that era. Noticeably 
absent, however, is Locke himself. But his name does appear in at least 
twenty membership lists, from March 1922 to 1951, showing a Bahá’í 
affiliation of at least 30 consecutive years, or thirty-four years dating back to 
1918, and 37 years until his death in 1954. 
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One of these Bahá’í essays, “The Gospel for the Twentieth Century,” was 
published in the 2005 special Alain Locke issue of World Order magazine, the 
cover of which you see here, along with three other unpublished works I 
found in the Alain Locke Papers. In this way, more about Locke’s Bahá’í 
identity, along with his philosophy on world democracy, is coming to light.   
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• In a nutshell, this inspiring quote represents Locke’s Bahá’í ideal of “race 
amity”:
• “If they will but see it, because of their complementary qualities, the two 
racial groups [Black & White] have great spiritual need, one of the other.” 
• (Alain Locke, The Negro in America (1933) 50.)
• I’ll end this presentation with an audio sound recording of Alain Locke 
made in 1940.
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In 1940, the Library of Congress presented a “Festival of Music 
Commemorating the 75th Anniversary of the Thirteenth Amendment to the 
Constitution of the United States.” Sound recordings were made and we will 
now hear an audio recording of Locke, introducing “The Negro Spiritual.” 
Audio next slide.
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[Play audio!]
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Thank you!


