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  Standing Up by Sitting Down




  PULITZER PRIZE–WINNING POET RITA DOVE once wrote, “History is often portrayed as . . . all . . . heroics. Some of the most tumultuous events, however, have been provoked by serendipity.” Such was certainly the case with Rosa Parks and the role she played in launching the civil rights movement in this country by simply staying in her seat.




  In Rosa’s hometown of Montgomery, Alabama, the custom in 1955 was for black bus passengers to pay at the front door, exit the bus, then re-enter through the back. Furthermore, the laws, called the Jim Crow Laws, required that, even if they were sitting in the “colored” section, they would have to give up their place if the “whites only” seats were full. The laws were grossly unfair, and Rosa knew it. After all, she had been ejected from the bus before for not following the rules.
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    Black passengers sit in the rear of a segregated bus in the 1950s in the South. According to the law, they had to give up their seats if the whites-only section filled up. In 1955 Rosa Parks stood up for her rights by staying in her seat, challenging the unfairness of the law.


  




  TAKING THE FIRST STEP




  On Thursday, December 1, Rosa boarded a bus on her way home from her job as a seamstress at a local Montgomery Fair department store. She had taken a seat in the fifth row, the first in the colored section, and all was well until the driver, J.P. Blake, ordered Rosa and the other African Americans in that row to relinquish their seats to some white passengers who had just boarded. Rosa steadfastly refused. As she wrote in her 1994 book Quiet Strength:




  “Our mistreatment was not right, and I was tired of it. The more we gave in, the worse they treated us. . . . I knew someone had to take the first step. So I made up my mind not to move.”




  Blake threatened to call the police if Rosa refused to move. Threats weren’t about to scare her, though—she told him to do so. Approximately five minutes later, a pair of officers arrived at the scene. Blake pointed out where Rosa was sitting.




  The two policemen went over to her and asked her why she refused to stand up. She replied that she didn’t think she should have to. Then she asked one of the young men, “Why do you push us around?” He replied, “I don’t know, but the law is the law, and you’re under arrest.” With that, Rosa was led off the bus and taken to jail.




  

    The Start of Legalized Segregation




    The Jim Crow Laws were a series of state and federals laws that were in effect starting in 1876. In essence, they marked the beginning of legalized segregation. The laws promised “separate but equal” facilities for black Americans, but in reality, the quality of the facilities provided was usually inferior.




    Separate seating sections were established on buses and railway cars and in restaurants and theaters. Blacks had separate schools and hospitals. By the end of World War I, even places of employment had been segregated. The discrimination caused by the Jim Crow Laws lasted well into the 1900s.


  




  NOT EASILY SHAKEN




  Rosa was charged with disorderly conduct. She was photographed and fingerprinted, placed in a small room with bars, and ultimately moved to a larger cell that she shared with three other women. Rosa recalled in Quiet Strength,
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    Rosa was photographed like a criminal after she was arrested for refusing to give up her seat on December 1, 1955. She had decided to take the first step to end the mistreatment of blacks on the Montgomery bus system, which led to a citywide bus boycott.


  




  “Getting arrested was one of the worst days in my life. It was not a happy experience. . . . I felt very much alone . . . that I had been deserted. But I did not cry. I said a silent prayer and waited.”
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    Rosa inspired Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. (left) and others in the black community to begin organizing against discrimination. Although she didn’t know it at the time, history would be changed forever because one day she did what she felt was right.


  




  Eventually, her patience paid off. Rosa was released and allowed to return home. The day after she left jail, Rosa returned to work—much to the surprise of her co-workers, who she said “thought I would be too nervous and shaken to go back to work.” As she had proved throughout the ordeal, though, Rosa Parks was not easily shaken.




  SETTING THE WHEELS IN MOTION




  While Rosa returned to her daily routine, behind the scenes, events had been set in motion that would change the world forever. Inspired by her actions, other members of the African-American community, including E.D. Nixon and Martin Luther King, Jr., realized that they could also actively rebel against racial oppression. Yet the woman who would be dubbed the “Mother of the Civil Rights Movement” never envisioned such an outcome when she refused to give up her seat on that fateful December day. Rosa recalled in her 1994 book,




  “I had no idea that history was being made. I was just tired of giving in. . . . I felt that what I did was right. . . . I did not think about the consequences.”




  African Americans had dealt with the issues of slavery, segregation, and discrimination for a long time. Their history had been filled with tragedy, oppression, brutality, and bloodshed. Yet in the actions of Rosa Parks, they saw hope of a better day, where they could throw off the shackles of segregation, live free, and enjoy equality. U.S. Representative John Lewis of Georgia would tell CNN.com in 2005:
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