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I am honored to have been invited to speak on this program celebrating both the 58
th
 

anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the 51
st
 anniversary of the 

courageous act of defiance of US apartheid laws taken by Rosa Parks in Montgomery 

Alabama in 1955.  

 

In the international non-governmental community the issue of human rights is often 

viewed solely through the prism of the Untied Nations, the Council of Europe, European 

Union, African Union and other international institutions. Looking at human rights from 

“above” often minimizes the organized activities of oppressed people allowing historians 

to ignore the struggles and sacrifices of the peasants and working people who ultimately 

are the forces for change.  Historically it is only with the success of these respective 

people’s movements that international and national institutions are forced to address 

issues of human rights. 

 

Historians of the US Civil Rights Movement date the movement’s inception to Parks’s 

refusal to be intimidated over 50 years ago. In addition, with the exception of Parks, it is 

the male leadership of the movement that history remembers. In my brief comments I 

would like to challenge both assumptions and present an alternative view. 

 

Throughout the first half of the 20
th
 century African Americans had been organizing for 

basic human rights.  Spearheaded by the National Association for the Advancement of 

Colored People (NAACP), labor organizations such as the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car 

Porters and the National Association of Colored Women, communities throughout the US 

used a combination of activism and lawsuits to chip away at the apartheid laws and 

practices of the US. 

 

One example of this was the protest of African American women students at 

Washington-based Howard University in 1943. In January, Ruth Powell, Marianne 

Musgrave and Juanita Morrow tried to get service at the counter of a Washington, DC 

coffee shop. The owner called the police who told the waitress to serve the three women. 

After being served the women saw that they had been over charged. Refusing to pay the 

bill the trio was arrested.  After forming a Civil Rights Commission on campus, they 

organized a protest on April 17. They went back to the coffee shop and sat at the tables 

and read their textbooks. Another group of students picketed outside the restaurant.  The 

protest continued for several days, culminating in a court decision calling for the 

integration of the restaurant.  
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In 1946, the US Supreme Court ruled in an NAACP case, Morgan v Virginia, that state 

laws requiring separate racial facilities imposed an unconstitutional hardship on interstate 

commerce. Predating Rosa Parks by a decade, the case arose out of Irene Morgan’s 

refusal to give up her seat on a Greyhound bus in Virginia in 1944.  Similarly, in Des 

Moines, Iowa in 1948, Edna Griffin and two friends were denied service at a drug store.  

She responded by filing a lawsuit against the store and by organizing sit-ins and pickets 

outside the store.  Her protest resulted in the owner being convicted of violating the 1884 

Civil Rights Act making it illegal to discriminate in public accommodations. 

 

Working to create an informed and politically conscious community in Montgomery, 

Alabama, the Women’s Political Council was founded in 1946.  In particular, the WPC’s 

agenda was to increase the political power of the African American community by 

promoting civic involvement, voter registration and lobbying against racist municipal 

policies. It later expanded its activities to include public protest. Later the WPC would 

become an essential organization in the development of the Montgomery Bus Boycott.    

 

The heightened political atmosphere of 1950’s Montgomery led to a number of individual 

acts of protest against segregation on public transportation. One of the first of these 

protests occurred in 1951 when Montgomery resident Lillie Mae Bradford challenged the 

cost she was charged for her fare on a city bus. After the driver refused to compensate 

her, she sat in the front of the bus in order to argue with him. She was arrested and paid a 

fine. However, her protest failed to galvanize the community.  Although little changed in 

Montgomery as a result of her protest, the 1954 US Supreme Court ruling making 

racially-segregated education unconstitutional created a national climate in which many 

African Americans began to see the possibility of challenging the apartheid laws of the 

US.   

 

The next significant act of protest in Montgomery occurred in March 1955 when 15-year-

old high school student Claudette Colvin was arrested for her refusal to give up her seat 

on a Montgomery bus.  She was arrested and the WPC began to formulate plans to 

boycott Montgomery busses. However, many in the community were hesitant to make 

Colvin a symbol for a boycott because she had become pregnant and dropped out of 

school.  

 

However, it was the April 1955 protest of Aurelia Shines Browder Coleman, not Rosa 

Parks, which initiated legal action against segregation in public transportation. Following 

on the arrest of Colvin, Browder refused to give up her seat to a white rider and was 

taken to jail. Browder filed suit against the city and Mayor W.A. Gayle. The lawsuit, 

joined with the cases of both Claudette Colvin and two other women, Susie McDonald 

and Mary Louse Smith, who had engaged in similar protests that year, would eventually 

reach the US Supreme Court as Browder v Gayle.  

 

It was in this milieu of social, legal and political activism that Rosa Parks became the 

catalyst for the boycott.  In 1943 Parks became one of the first women to join the 

Montgomery chapter of the NAACP.  After two successful efforts by city authorities to 

prevent her from voting she gained the right to vote in 1945. This was a revolutionary act 
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during this period in the US south.  During the summer of 1955 Parks attended a training 

center for union and civil rights activists. This experience, along with the earlier activism 

of Montgomery women, led her to refuse to give up her seat Thursday, December 1, 

1955.  Later that evening, the Women’s Political Council worked through the night, 

copying tens of thousands of leaflets urging a one-day boycott.  On Friday the leaflets 

were circulated throughout the African American community by the members, 

galvanizing the community to undertake the boycott. 

 

Meeting with community leaders, Parks helped to organize a mass meeting where the 

community decided to extend the one-day boycott. Because the NAACP had been 

outlawed in Alabama as communist organization, the leaders formed the Montgomery 

Improvement Association (MIA) and elected Martin Luther King, Jr. as its president.  

Though the official leaders of the MIA were male, it was WPC members who played 

significant roles in both organizational strategy and the day-to-day operation of the 

boycott.  

 

The Parks-initiated Montgomery Bus Boycott lasted 381 days. Leaders organized an 

intricate plan of “private taxis” using over 200 cars as a parallel transportation system.  

With nearly 17,000 African Americans participating in the boycott, the Montgomery 

police arrested carpool drivers, and white leaders pressured insurance companies to 

cancel liability insurance for the drivers. The homes of Martin Luther King and other 

leaders were bombed. During the boycott MIA leaders negotiated with white officials to 

find a resolution.  The white officials came under pressure from the national media.  In 

addition, the Montgomery business community began to pressure city officials because of 

the negative economic impact the boycott was having on business in the city.  

 

At first the boycott leaders did not demand a complete end to bus segregation. They only 

asked that African Americans be able to board from the back of the bus and move 

forward as they sat down, until there were no more seats. Under the segregated system, 

African Americans paid in the front and then had to get off the bus and enter through the 

back doors. When the white leaders refused to compromise, MIA leaders decided to 

support the federal lawsuit challenging segregation in public transportation. On 

December 20, 1956, the US Supreme Court ruled in favor of the plaintiffs in the case of 

Browder v. Gayle, bringing the Montgomery bus boycott to an end. 

 

During the boycott both Parks and her husband lost their jobs. A year later they moved to 

Detroit where they continued their activism, and she continued to work as a seamstress. 

From 1968-1988 she worked as an assistant to US Congressman John Conyers, a founder 

of the Congressional Black Caucus.  

 

As illuminated by the recent disaster in New Orleans caused by Hurricane Katrina, the 

human rights agenda of African Americans remains unfinished.  However, Rosa Parks 

played a major role in pushing the agenda forward.  In appreciation, many schools, streets 

and community centers are named in her honor and in 1999 President Bill Clinton 

presented her with the US Medal of Freedom.  When Nelson Mandela visited the US he 

met with her and said that Parks had inspired him while he was jailed in South Africa. 
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However, we should note that, like the overall civil rights movement, the Montgomery 

boycott was an example of many average people struggling for justice without any major 

government or intergovernmental support. As we can see, the boycott was part of a 

network of organizations and activists.  Instead of being a spontaneous outburst of 

protest, the boycott was rooted in the experiences of activists, particularly women, who 

had learned valuable lessons from previous struggles.  

 

While we applaud Rosa Parks today, we are reminded that the success of any human 

rights movement depends on the often invisible work of unsung grassroots leaders who 

make important choices about strategy, tactics, fund raising and leadership development.  

The complexity of combining legal strategy with social protest is embodied in their 

leadership.  As we go forward challenging international institutions to address the issue 

of human rights, we can never forget that the strength of our cause lies with the 

organization of a people’s movement. 

 

Thank you. 
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