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	Bonner Program Reflection Resource:

Rosa Parks and Her Life
Developed by Andrew Brown, Bonner Intern, for the Bonner Program


Purpose:  The purpose of this exercise is to examine the life and story of Rosa Parks to understand how it has been presented throughout history and how that presentation has shaped our view of the Civil Rights Movement. It is important to understand how this shapes our view of service and greatness in general and then what our view of figures like Rosa Parks (as an example) does to the way we approach service in our own lives.

Exercise:
Begin by asking students present to recount everything they know about the life and death of Rosa Parks (it will be interesting to note here if anything is said about her other than a story about one bus ride, like her death, struggle to survive late in life).

As the NYTimes article from October 31, 2005, The Long History of a Bus Ride
 points out, not much is known about Rosa Parks other than a story about one bus ride. Often this woman is summed up into ‘a simplistic morality tale’.

Consider this reflection on the life of Rosa Parks (as well as the one in the NYTimes article):

On a Cleveland Avenue bus in Montgomery, Alabama, on December 1, 1955, Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat to a white man. Her courageous witness motivated countless women and men to embrace nonviolent resistance to the racist Jim Crow structure of the U.S. South. Four days after her arrest, the Montgomery Bus Boycott was launched, drawing worldwide attention during its 381-ay standoff and galvanizing millions to the cause of civil rights.

1. Why is this ‘moment’ in the life of Rosa Parks so important?

2. What factors went into her decision to stay seated that day in December 1955, in other words, what influenced this significant moment in her life? 

(Encourage all answers. You may hear things ranging from ‘her training in social protest’ to ‘she was especially tired that day.)

3. What else do you know about Rosa Parks’ life?

(You may not get much response here. The most likely answer is that students do not have much of a view of the rest of her life. Make sure you recognize and point out that this is an answer to the question. We commonly do not think much about anything else she may have done. The only thing important to us is that day at the bus. Also, be sure to see if anyone knows when she died, and if so, why they know about it.)

4. How does it make us view the bus boycott and the Civil Rights movement in general?

(For most people the bus boycott is summed up by this single act, Rosa refused to move and people boycotted because she was arrested. A follow up question might be to ask what other factors could have led up to this boycott. I also think we often sum the Civil Rights movement up into this single act, or the combination of several specific moments that include this one and a few others.)

Juan Williams argues that to view this moment with such importance to the exclusion of everything else happening in Mrs. Parks’ life and the life of the civil rights movement in general (which includes many other individual people) is to distort the story: 

“But this telling of the tale does a disservice to Mrs. Parks and twists the history of the civil rights movement. Her story is about more than one bus ride. And the civil rights movement is more than one moment of defiance.” 

He argues that this also “takes her away from the real story – and to my mind the really inspiring story – of [other] extraordinary black women like Judge Motley and Ms. Tucker…” (It may be interesting to ask if anyone has heard of either of these individuals. I know that I had not.)

Consider again the continuation of the story we looked at earlier:

Within the long continuum of civil rights activism, Rosa Parks’ action, in that place, at that time, crystallized into a unique opportunity for the community and for the country. In that sense, she was a catalytic force – one whose quiet determination and steadfastness inspired countless individuals to join the struggle against segregation.

1.  In this telling of the story what is the inspiration, what is important? (Important that they see that it is not Rosa who is the subject of the first sentence but her ‘action.’ This is important because it supports what Williams says in the NYTimes. Rosa Parks has been idealized, she is no longer a person, who she was is no longer important.)

2.  Why does history only remember Rosa Parks, and the bus boycott, through this one significant event? (Maybe because we just do not have time to remember every single person and all of their background and influences. It could also be because throughout time Rosa Parks has become insignificant as an individual. Do we as humans find the need to raise people into a greatness that extends beyond time and space? In other words, do our heroes need to be more than human?)

3.  How can this telling of her life affect the way we understand greatness and service? In both positive and negative ways.  (I am intreagued by this question, and it is absolutely central to this exercise. I believe that several things happen when we view her in this way. One, we limit a great person’s entire life. We make it into the story of a random person who happened to be at the right place at the right time. We do not understand Mrs. Parks hard work and dedication to desegregation and civil rights. Not only that, but we make all other individuals, just as dedicated and hard working, insignificant and unimportant.)

4.  How does this story positively or negatively affect the way you think about your own individual service?

 (Force students to answer both positively and negatively. Unfortunately I find that stories like this often frustrate rather than inspire individuals. The reason for this is that what is glorified is not Rosa Parks’ hard work, this stuff is not really held up as that great. Instead this one moment is all that is important. This can frustrate people involved in service because they begin to feel like they are not making a difference. Not only that, but making a difference just seems to be based on luck, having the right circumstances show up at the right time. Many people do not try to help because they feel like their work or service is insignificant and does not help.)

5.  Why would it be beneficial to discuss her influences and life training as well as stories that involve other ‘more ordinary’ but equally significant individuals and what they did for Civil Rights? (I can’t help but think about one sentence that I read about Rosa while I was researching this reflection: “Indeed, there had been several earlier, unsuccessful attempts to desegregate buses in Montgomery and elsewhere.
” This means that all these other hard working courageous individuals are all seen as failures. But, they are just as much a part of the success of what Rosa Parks did as she is. They are not failures because they played a significant, although overlooked, role in the Civil Rights Movement as well.)

6.  Split everyone up into groups of 5-6 and ask them to come up with other historical or literary figures that have been idealized in this way. Each group should try to come up with the most significant figure that other people present know the least about. Make it a contest to see who can come up with the best example. 

(Some that I am thinking of include Abraham Lincoln, Ben Franklin, Thomas Edison, etc. As I thought of this myself one kept jumping out at me, Jesus Christ. As a seminary student, I continue to see how much specific ‘magical or mythical’ moment of his life are emphasized by Christians, the cross, birth, and much of the rest of his ‘ordinary’ life is ignored. As a seminary student I find the ‘ordinary’ life much more inspiring, and I think I view many of these other historical figures in the same way.)

Conclusion:

Through a study of history we can often become overwhelmed by the great, almost mythic, stories of past heroes and founding fathers. Greatness is idealized to the point that heroes become characters in a story that does not even seem real anymore because we do not see ourselves anywhere in the story. But when we take the time to study the rest of their lives we find people just like us, trying to make a difference in the world, just like us. We often feel insignificant if we do not make magnificent contributions to the world like Rosa Parks did in Montgomery on Dec. 1, 1955. But as you leave think about one individual that has been impacted by what you do every week and think about whether or not they would say that your hard work and weekly service is insignificant.
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