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Series Foreword



The Black History Lives biography series will explore and examine the lives of the most iconic figures in African American history, with supplementary material that highlights the subject’s significance in our contemporary world. Volumes in this series will offer far more than a simple retelling of a subject’s life by providing readers with a greater understanding of the outside events and influences that shaped each subject’s world, from familial relationships to political and cultural developments.

Each volume includes chronological chapters that detail events of the subject’s life. The final chapter explores the cultural and historical significance of the individual and places their actions and beliefs within an overall historical context. Books in the series highlight important information about the individual through sidebars that connect readers to the larger context of social, political, intellectual, and pop culture in American history; a timeline listing significant events; key primary source excerpts; and a comprehensive bibliography for further research.


Preface: Rewriting Rosa Parks in Collective Memory




For a long time, I had been very much against, as far back as I can remember myself, I had been very much against being treated a certain way because of race. . . . [A]nd for a reason that over which I had no control, had always been taught that this was America, the land of the free and home of the brave, and we were free people. And I felt that it should be actual in action rather than just something that we hear and talk about. And as my reason is a little hard to explain to most people, but I just feel that I was being mistreated as a human being and I wanted to in this way make known that I felt that I should have the same rights and privileges. (Parks, Horton, and Nixon 1973)



The indelible Mrs. Rosa Parks offered this quote to radio host Studs Terkel during an interview broadcast in 1973. Highlander Folk School founder Myles Horton and labor organizer Edgar Daniel (E. D.) Nixon joined Parks for this dialogue. Both men were integral leaders in the fight for racial justice, and both men worked closely with Rosa Parks. Terkel brought the group together to discuss how the Highlander Folk School and the Montgomery Bus Boycott influenced the Modern American Civil Rights Movement. Parks’s influence on these men and their work is immeasurable, as the interview and other communications attest. Conversely, Parks’s time with Myles Horton at Highlander Folk School and her work with E. D. Nixon, former president of the Montgomery, Alabama, chapter of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) had a profound impact on her actions and activism.

When ABC-CLIO approached me with this project, I wondered why we needed another book on Rosa Parks. Parks was a household name, and I remembered reading about her in much of the scholarship on civil rights. Diving deeper into the scholarship, I learned an important lesson that drove my desire to write this book. Although Rosa Parks was a central, even foundational, figure in the narrative of the Modern Civil Rights Movement, there was very little scholarly analysis of her life and her life’s work. She appears in nearly every, if not every, book written about the Civil Rights Movement, yet authors often focus exclusively on her December 1, 1955, stand on the Montgomery Bus Line that signaled the start of the famed Montgomery Bus Boycott of 1955–1956. Much of the body of available children’s literature also limited the scope of Rosa Parks’s role in the black freedom struggle. Three books however stand out as more comprehensive approaches to Rosa Parks and the Montgomery Bus Boycott, Nikki Giovanni’s Rosa; Dee Romito’s Pies from Nowhere: How Georgia Gilmore Sustained the Montgomery Bus Boycott; and Russell Freedman’s Freedom Walkers: The Story of the Montgomery Bus Boycott. Still, more work needs to be done to illuminate for young people Rosa Parks’s lifetime of leadership and activism.

For too long, Rosa Parks’s own autobiographical work stood alone as a testament to her engagement with and influence on U.S. history. Recently, biographers and other authors have begun to foreground Rosa’s lifelong activism and service to black liberation. Douglas Brinkley published a biography of Rosa Parks in 2000 that started to explore her role as an activist leader. In 2010, Danielle McGuire’s work, At the Dark End of the Street: Black Women, Rape, and Resistance—A New History of the Civil Rights Movement from Rosa Parks to the Rise of Black Power, opened the doorway to a wider analysis of Rosa Parks and her impact on America. Through McGuire, we learn how active Rosa was battling for justice in cases where black women experienced rape and other sexual violence. Three years later, Jeanne Theoharis’s political biography, The Rebellious Life of Mrs. Rosa Parks, expanded further Rosa’s lifelong activism, and Theoharis shed much-needed light on Parks’s life after the Montgomery Bus Boycott. Included in her analysis are the years of economic neglect that Rosa and her family endured as Americans refused to hire the symbol of the Montgomery Bus Boycott and failed to offer adequate financial support to this activist leader. Theoharis further explicated, particularly in the newer 2015 edition, how Parks’s image, a symbol of black triumph, was frozen in time much like her likeness is frozen in stone in Statuary Hall within the U.S. Capitol building. Triumphant heroes cannot experience poverty, cannot live in destitution, and cannot feel neglect, because any sense of struggle overshadows the successes and runs counter to an American progress narrative.

This work adds to the recent scholarship on Rosa Parks by speaking to audiences less likely to gravitate to the works of McGuire and Theoharis. This book, and this series, offers a synthetic analysis of existing literature and aims to reach a nonscholarly audience. Of particular note, this work offers a structure and a level of analysis written for high school and college students. The goal is not to replace the excellent work of predecessors; rather, this work aims to pique the reader’s interest so much that they want to read the other recent scholarship. Moreover, I hope that reading this work will drive them to read Rosa Parks’s own accounts of her life, particularly Rosa Parks: My Story, and visit the Library of Congress where the Rosa Parks papers now reside on a ten-year loan. The collection is expertly curated and largely digitized. It is a treasure trove of information, and the Rosa Parks Collection proved invaluable to my work. I wrote this work to pay honor to the excellent recent scholarship on Rosa Parks, to captivate the minds of people who might not gravitate to those works, and to offer an homage to the stunning courage, astounding political foresight, and stalwart leadership of Rosa Louise McCauley Parks.

You will find in these pages that Rosa Parks’s story is a story of American culture. Her life as an individual teaches us about U.S. society and American cultural norms, yet her legacy as the mother of the Civil Rights Movement is incomplete as it exist in much of the collective memory of the United States. Her life highlights the complexity of gender roles within American society and within the black freedom struggle. Parks’s courage and activism underscore the profound difficulty of the civil rights movement within the context of white supremacist America, and Rosa’s life as a whole embodies the cultural framework of black protest.

Rosa Parks came from a long line of race resistance pioneers. She put to work the lessons learned from her family, particularly her mother and maternal grandparents. In subtle—and not-so-subtle—ways, Rosa Parks lived a life of resistance that began long before and lasted long after her December 1, 1955, refusal to give up her seat on a Montgomery, Alabama, bus. Sadly, much of the collective memory of Rosa Parks confines her activism to that singular moment, and even in that moment of defiance, too often we remember Rosa Parks as a quiet activist whose “tired feet” kept her from following the unwritten rules of racial segregation. Rosa Parks determined to defy the segregation laws in that moment, and in other moments before and after her arrest, because she was an activist leader in her core. She rose to the occasion by sitting down for racial justice, and her immobility moved a city, a race, and a nation.
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The Roots of Race Consciousness


Parks was born Rosa Louise McCauley on February 4, 1913, to James McCauley and Leona (Edwards) McCauley. Born in Tuskegee, Alabama, Rosa came into the world in a center for education and uplift for black Americans. Rosa was named after her maternal grandmother, Rose, and her paternal grandmother, Louisa. Her brother, Sylvester, was named after his maternal grandfather by the same name. Family names were commonly passed down across generations. Naming practices among African American children during the period of enslavement show the importance of passing on family names. Cheryll Ann Cody notes that “the rules a society uses in the selection and transmission of family names indicate the value that the parent or individual selecting the name attached to the preservation of ties to the namesake” (Cody 1987, 564). This practice, which was so important in the early stages of American enslavement, and which often involved the preservation of traditional African names, reemerged in importance after the turn of the nineteenth century, when the increased profitability of the Deep South’s cotton production replaced the Upper South’s tobacco crops as the dominant cash crop in the American South. To meet the exploding need for labor to satisfy Deep South demands, many enslaved people, especially men, found themselves “sold down the river,” which means sold or transported from tobacco lands in the Upper South to cotton plantations in the Deep South. This process separated families and made the continuity of names and naming all the more important. That is not to say that fathers being sold down the river created the only need for naming conventions: “Some cultures express continuity by linking the child to the grandparents or extended kin.” Rosa Parks’s parents had some sense of, or connection with, this tradition, and both Rosa and Sylvester bore names that connected them to their ancestors (Cody 1987, 564). At times, as was the case with Rosa, naming practices “hint at ties to families of both parents” rather than indicating “‘unilateral descent’” (Gutman 1976, 197). For her mother, at least, passing down a sense of history, both familial and of the race, was an important part of how Leona socialized and acculturated her children to the harsh realities of racism and racial oppression surrounding them in their everyday lives.

Parks’s mother, Leona Edwards, came from Pine Level, Alabama, a town in Montgomery County outside the city of Montgomery, Alabama. Leona was a teacher who instilled in her daughter the importance of education as a means of uplift. The Edwards family all lived in and around Pine Level, and Rosa spent the majority of her childhood in Pine Level. Rosa’s father, James McCauley, hailed from Abbeville, Alabama, the county seat of Henry County, Alabama. Rosa remembered her father as a highly skilled brick and stone mason as well as a carpenter and builder. Owing to the limited employment opportunities for African Americans, even skilled blacks like her father traveled often for work. From McCauley, Rosa learned the value of hard work
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