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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

Protest movements have figured significantly in the 

1 

American political process including American history's first 

protest, the Boston Tea Party, which signaled the Colonies' 

growing demand for independence from Great Britain. That 

protest movements can alter not only our knowledge and 

feelings toward a situation, but also our willingness to 

change the status quo and therefore, perhaps effect a profound 

change in the way we live is astounding. How is it that a 

concerted effort by a group or collectivity to demonstrate 

their grievances can make such a powerful statement as to 

inculcate a change in the existing social order? What 

sustains the unity of a minority in the face of a resistant or 

hostile authority? 

The Montgomery bus boycott, 1~55-1956, was a protest 

movement of profound significance not only for black 

Americans, but also for a well-established way of life in the 

South and ultimately, for the fulfillment of the promise of 

democracy--equal rights for all American citizens. The 

boycott was the first successful direct action campaign of the 

Civil Rights Movement in the South and it served as an impetus 
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for further efforts toward desegregation. 1 Through their 

protest activities, a politically powerless minority was able 

ta effect a substantial change in an established, 

institutionalized order of life. 

The purpose of this thesis is to analyze the Montgomery 

bus boycott: the antecedent conditions surrounding the 

participants, the actualization of the pretest activities, the 

efforts to sustain unity despite the actions of hostile 

authorities and the resultant successful litigation. This 

effort seeks a better understanding of how protest movements 

are shaped through social interaction and in turn, how 

movements are involved in the social definition of reality. 

The study of communication has amplified my vision cf 

people in society and given me the keys to a framework which 

would allow such an analysis. As a theory of communication, 

symbolic interactionism looks at both the individual and 

society as emergent products of symbolically mediated acts. 

In symbolic interactionism meanings are central; they are 

formed through defining activities as people interact and 

communicate. This transaction involves a formative 

interpretive process that continually defines reality; that 

is, reality is socially defined. Our shared perspectives are 

lBayard Rustin, Strategies for Freedom: The Changing 
Patterns of Black Protest (New York: Columbia University 
Pres·s·, 1976), pp.87-38; see al·so James W. Vanderzanden, "The 
Non-Violent Resistance Movement Against Segregation,'' in 
Studies in Social Movements: A Social-Psychological 
Perspective, ed. Barry McLaughlin (New York: The Free Press, 
1 "376) , p • 53 • 



the product of communication, a process that is ongoing and 

emergent and more importantly, a process that enables 

coo1-dination of action, what Blumei- te1-ms "joint action. 11 2 

The symbolic interactionist perspective stresses the 

dynamic, problematic character of human society which is in 

accord with the open-ended, processual nature of 

communication. For the purposes of this study, the symbolic 

interactionist perspective's usefulness will be in 

facilitating an understanding of events leading to the 

3 

formation of the protest and an understanding of how the 

movement successfully effected a change in the existing social 

order. Finally, using this perspective to analyze the boycott 

will further our understanding of society as a communicative 

How have symbolic interactionists studied social 

movements? Herbert Blumer, considered the foremost 

theoretician of the symbolic interactionist perspective, 

defines social movements as "collect i \/e ent erp1- i ses to 

establish a new order of life" and notes, as traditional 

social movements theorists do, that movements at their 

inception have a condition of unrest and dissatisfaction with 

the current form of life. Consequently, with the idea of 

society as a formative process, Blumer's hypothesis is that 

the ccu-ee1- of a social movement depict ·s II the emergence of a. 

_2Herbert Blumer, Symbolic Interaction: Perspective and 
Method (New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1969b), p.70. 



social movements from a temporal, 
,.., 

developmental perspective.~ 

He emphasizes that studies should focus on exploring the 

mechanisms by which a movement is able to grow and become 

organized. His theory of a movement's evolution includes 

agitation, development of ~spirit de corps, development of 

morale, the formation of an ideology and the development of 

operating tactics (Blumer 1969a, p.12). Of utmost importance 

in the symbolic interactionist approach to social movements is 

the analysis of the process of definition through social 

interaction because, as Blumer posits, this is what guides 

behavior. 

The significance of using this approach in extending our 

knowledge of communication can be seen in the differences 

among the other approaches that study social movements. 

Traditionally, social movements have been viewed as arising 

out of public discontent with adverse social or economic 

conditions induced by the structural strain of rapid social 

4 change. The view of social movements shifted from that of a 

response to drastic social change to one of a mechanism 

3 Herbert Blumer, "Social Movements," in Studies in Social 
Movements: A Sociological-Psychological Perspective, ed. Barry 
McLaughlin (New York: The Free Press, 1969a), pp.8,11. 

4 Bradford L. Simcock, "Developmental Aspects of Anti
Pollution Protest in Japan," Re·sear,=h in Social Movements, 
Conflicts and Change, Vol. 2, < □ ::-,:ford: JAI Press, 1"379), p.56; 
see also J. Ci-aig Jenkins, "Resource Mobilization Theory and 
tl-ie Study ,:::)f Social Movements," Annual Fi'.eview of Sociology, 
Vol.9, (Palo Altc,: Annual Reviews, 1983), p.52. 
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through which social change is shaped and directed.5 This new 

perspective assumed that social movement activities are 

rational and adaptive responses and that movements are an 

agency for social change. By emphasizing the continuities 

between movement and institutionalized actions, social 

movement analysts argued that the basic goals of movements are 

defined by conflicts of interest built into institutionalized 

oowei- relations (Jenkins, p.528). This theoretical model 

comes closer to the symbolic interactionist perspective in 

that social movement participants are seen as an integral part 

of society-undergoing-change. 

But, critics argued, this interpretation of social 

movements does not sufficiently explain why organized protest 

emerges when and where it does. A condition of public 

discontent that seems ripe for protest does not always lead to 

a social movement and conversely, there are instances of 

movements arising in apparent absence of observable public 

discontent (Simcock, p .83). 

Studies shifted from what McCarthy and Zald call the 

classic grievance model to a model focusing on the 

opportunities for collective action and the mobilization of 

resources. This mobilization resource approach emphasizes the 

social distribution of material resources, for example, money, 

5Luther Gerlach and Virginia M. Hine, People, Power, 
Change: Movements of Social Transformation <Indianapolis: 
Bobb·s-Men-i l l, 1970) , p .:,di i. 



time, organizational skills, needed to mount a successful 

movement (Simcock, p.84). 

s 

But, as Simcock points out, this resource mobilization 

perspective taken alone is also an inadequate framework far a 

comprehensive understanding cf social movements, because ''it 

fails to present a full and balanced picture of the ways in 

which resources interact with discontent to produce them'' 

(Simcock, p.84). What is missing, according to Simcock, is a 

view of human action based on symbolically mediated thought 

and interaction (Simcock, p.86). 

Simcock's point is that all the objective resources and 

deprivations in the world will not produce a social movement 

in a setting where the discontented do not see their situation 

as amenable to change. Simcock's criticism of social movement 

theory is that it has not looked at the symbolic processes 

that go on behind, beneath and within frameworks of objective 

conditions and resources <Simcock, p.86). He calls for an 

interactionist approach that penetrates the facade of 

structural explanation with an analysis of the symbolic 

processes going on between a discontented public and 

organizations adept at resource mobilization: the interface 

between ideology and discontent (Simcock, p.87). That Simcock 

amends the deficiencies of social movement theory with the 

integration of the symbolic interactionist approach is strong 

support for the explanatory power of symbolic interactionism 

in the study of social movements. 
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This does not mean, however, that symbolic interactionist 

theory has been used to any extent to analyze social 

movements. In an essay written in 1970, Blumer cites the 

neglect of study into the nature and role of social unrest and 

collective protest despite the widespread recognition of its 

occurrence and importance.S His d~fense of an interactionist 

accroach is that the traditional focus on causes of unrest 

ignores the generative character of the social process (Blumer 

1'378, p.4), Accoi-ding to B1.umei-, the kinds of activities in 

1,,~h i ch the di scant ent ,::?d are engaged II ai-e p1-oduc ts of meeting 

their situations instead of beihg an expression of the alleged 

causes of their unrest'' (Blumer 1978, p.3). The preoccupation 

with causal explanations of unrest presumes that a knowledge 

of such causes is sufficient to explain participants' actions, 

but as explained earlier, this assumption fails to recognize 

other factors contributing to the mobilization of movement 

activities. 

This failure to acknowledge the interactive nature of 

social movement activity is the basis of Simcock's criticism. 

Simcock's study (Simcock 1979) analyzes two Japanese anti-

pollution protests as the product of an extended symbolic 

interaction. His conclusion is that the geography of 

objective problems and resources only indirectly controls the 

directions and lengths of social movement activity. Within 

6 Herbe1- t Bl umei-, "Social Unrest and Collective F'rot est , 11 

in Studies in Symbolic Interaction, ed. Norman K. Denzin 
(Greenwich: JAI Press, 1978), p.2-3. 



those limits, control rests with a process of interaction 

between ideology and discontent (Simcock, pp.102-103). 

8 

Because of the appropriateness of this interactive theoretical 

approach, this paper will be using Simcock's study as a guide 

to the analysis of the Montgomery bus boycott. 

Historically, communication studies on social movements 

have been concerned with the structure of a movement's 

1-heto1-ic. One of the earliest =:-tudies "The Anti-Masonic 

Persuasion: A Study of Public Address in the American Anti-

Masonic MO\lement, 1826-1838" was published in 1950 by Leland 

Griffin. 7 Early communication research on movements reflected 

this classical model of investigation and focused on the study 

of persuasive speech making or the history of public address. 

Griffin's early theoretical work differentiated the rhetorical 

movement within the historical movement. He treated the 

rhetorical movement as the linguistic component of a 

historical movement, "a symbolic progn,:-ss within the 

constraints of a larger historical movement'' (Griffin 1980, 

p.228). He counselled students of movement rhetoric to be 

concerned with efforts to effectuate change not through the 

- . 0 forces of wealth or arms but through the force a+ persuas1on.u 

The role of persuasion in sustained efforts to bring about or 

7Leland M. Griffin, "On Studying Movements," Central 
States Speech Journal, 31, No.4, 1980. 

:3Leland M. Gi-iffin, nrhe Rhetoric of Historical 
Movements," C!ua1-te1-ly Joui-nal of Speech, 38, 1952. 



retard social change was the focus of study and the measure of 

movement rhetoric was its ability to convince. 

Griffin's theoretical model identified two classes of 

1-hetoric--pro and anti movement, "each with its complement ~f 

aggressor and defendant rhetors'' (Griffin 1980, p.225). This 

nascent distinction became important when Griffin adapted 

Kenneth Burke's dramatistic perspective to the analysis of 

movements in his 1·:166 essay "A Dramatistic Theory of the 

Rhetoric of Movements."'=' Griffin realized the crucial role of 

the countermovement in the evolving sequence of discourse that 

becomes central to the development of a movement's rhetoric. 

His model emphasized the dialectical relationship of the 

rhetoric of opposing groups. The unidirectional, source

stimulating-message model of movement rhetoric gave way to a 

more organic approach. 

Rhetorical movement studies, like movement studies in 

general, proliferated in the 1960's and 1970's dealing with 

the protests of the era. Thebretical developments included 

the search for rhetorical genres which yielded a myriad of 

grounds for classification. While many studies continued to 

focus on particular leaders, events or movement organizations, 

others sought to discover recurring patterns of form, content, 

strategy and style across various movements. The 

9Leland M. Griffin, "A Dramatistic Theory of the Rhetoric 
of Motives," in Ci-itical Responses to Kenneth Burke, ed. 
William H. Rueckert (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1969). 



identification of recurring patterns led to a search for 

common situational exigencies. 10 

10 

Following this line of research, Simons developed a major 

theory of persuasion for social movements. He formulated a 

structural-functional theory while attempting to define the 

ways in which the rhetoric of movements differs from other 

objects of rhetorical study. He assumed that the rhetoric of 

movements must follow from the very nature of social 

movements. Any movement ''must fulfill the same functional 

requirements as more institutionalized collectivities. These 

imperatives constitute rhetorical requirements for the 

leadership of a movement. Conflicts among requirements create 

rhetorical problems which in turn affect decisions on 

rhetorical strategy'' (Simons, Mechling and Schreier, p.807). 

A social movement, while not a formal structure, is 

nevertheless obligated to fulfill parallel functions. 

Movement leaders must attract and maintain workers, they must 

secure adoption of their ideology by the established order and 

they must react to resistance from the larger structure. But 

social movements are severely restricted from fulfilling these 

requirements because of their informal composition and their 

position in relation to the larger society--a position which 

10Herbert W. Simons, Elizabeth W. Mechling and Howard N. 
Schreier, ''The Functions of Human Communication in Mobilizing 
for Action from the Bottom Up: The Rhetoric of Social 
Movements,'' in The Handbook of Rhetoric and Communication 
Theory. ed. Carroll C. Arnold and John Waite Bowers (Boston: 
Allyn and Bacon, 1984). 
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Simon·s labels "their non-in·stitutiona.lized, bottom up statu·s" 

(Simons, Mechling and Schreier, p.807). This restriction, 

according to Simons, is what distinguishes movements from 

politics as usual. 

Bowers and Ochs also recognize movements as efforts by 

people outside the normal decision making establishment.11 

Resistance within the establishment requires movement leaders 

to employ more than the normal discursive means of persuasion, 

that is, the use of agitational strategies. "Agitation occurs 

when a group cannot remedy a grievance through the common 

resources of the social order'' (Bowers and Ochs, p.7). Bowers 

and Ochs also emphasize the analysis of instrumental, symbolic 

events that are largely nonverbal or extraverbal, for example, 

leafleting, sit-ins, token violence, etc. Their 

classification of agitational strategies of a rhetorical 

nature clearly broadens the scope of previous communication 

studies on social movements. 

Simons and Bowers and Ochs' influential treatments of 

social movement rhetoric extend the objects of rhetorical 

study by looking at movements as social systems. In this 

context the bottom up status of movements becomes important in 

that it narrows the choices for rhetorical tactics against a 

larger societal structure. On the other side of the 

dialectic:, resources for social control available to the 

11John Waite Bowers and D. J. Jacobs, The Rhetoric of 
Agitation and Control, (Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1971) 
p.7. 



large1- "top down" structLo-e has great bea1-ing on the ·sL1cce·ss 

or failure of a social movement (Simons, Mechling and 

Sch1-eie1-, p.804). According to Bowers and Ochs, these 

interacting rhetorics of agitation and control within the 

social system propel or constrain the process of social 

change. 

12 

In a landmark article written as a chapte1- in The 

Handbook of Rhetoric and Communication Theory, Simons, 

Mechling and Schreier critically review theory and theory 

related research on the rhetoric of social movements (Simons, 

Mechling and Schreier, 1984). The authors propose ·an 

interactionist position rather than an objectionist view which 

treats situational factors as sole determinants of movements 

and their rhetoric. The interactionist view stresses the 

decisive role of rhetoric in the social construction of the 

context of movements. Processes such as labeling, issue 

articulation, opposition and affirmation help to collectively 

define social problems and possible strategies to solve these 

pi-ob lems. 

While stressing the interactive nature of social process, 

Simons, Mechling and Schreier do not discount the importance 

of objective situational factors i.e. "the recalcitrant 

conditions of existence'' that render some social constructions 

more likely than others (Simons, Mechling and Schreier, 

p.811). Situations impel and constrain but some situational 

factors are more determinative than others. They believe, 
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however, that no situations are fully determinative. The 

authors conceive of reciprocally interactive and never ending 

relationships among situations (both as external force and as 

1-hetorical creation), audience (both as cultural or societal 

out there and as a rhetor's particular audience) and rhetor 

(both as actc:ii- and reactoi-) (Simons, Mechling and Schreier, 

p .812) . This position is in essence a symbolic interactionist 

perspective in that the individual and social systems are seen 

as wholly interdependent and continuously emergent from basic 

social processes. 

The proper perspective of movement study according to 

Simons, Mechling and Schreier then is the conception of 

rhetorical requirements, problems and strategies in process 

terms. Each strategy creates a new mix of requirements, 

somewhat altering the configuration of problems leaders must 

confront and necessitating revisions of strategy. "We shoLt l d 

see the rationale of movements' activities as applying within 

a never ending cycle of situational changes'' (Simons, Mechling 

and Schreier, p.842). Simons, Mechling and Schreier's 

proposal for movement analysis in interactive process terms 

strongly indicates a symbolic interactionist treatment of 

social movements. 

The limitations of rhetorical studies on social movements 

are given in the same article along with the authors' 

suggestions for new directions in research. First, they find 

that .rhetorical scholars continue to focus too exclusively on 
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the effects of formal messages by leaders of movements on 

those sympathetic to the movement's cause. The quality of the 

rhetoric is too quickly assumed to be a determinative factor 

in the success or failure of a movement. They urge 

rhetoricians to abandon the myth of rhetorical determinism. 

Second, when rhetorical scholars assess why particular 

movements succeed or fail, they should attend more closely to 

the actions and reactions of third parties, institutional 

authorities and oppositionists because the fate of social 

movements is as much affected by these outsiders as by a 

movement's activists and sympathizers. Third, Simons, 

Mechling and Schreier suggest that rhetorical scholars attend 

not only to platform addresses and other one way communication 

by leaders, but also to day to day activities of constituents. 

These participatory activities may be of greater consequ,nce 

in generating commitment than speeches or essays of movement 

leaders. 

Simons, Mechling and Schreier indicate that generally 

rhetorical scholarship in the study of social movements has 

not taken into account the full picture of the interactive 

nature of movement events and how they affect and are affected 

by factors beyond the persuasive use of speech. Their 

suggestions for broadening communication studies of social 

movements imply a more synoptic view of movement participants 

and activities and of the relationship between a movement and 

the larger societal structure. This study will provide a more 

comprehensive view by focusing on the nature of the 
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interaction, the dynamic social activities taking place 

between individuals and groups. Coordinated social action is 

possible only through the sharing of beliefs and expectations 

and this sharing is possible only through the communication 

involved in social interaction. If the communication involved 

in social interaction is the sine qua non for coordinated 

social effort, then the implications for shared action include 

not only rhetorical discourse, but also all other 

communicative events and activities that help to articulate 

·social act ion. 

The Montgomery bus boycott has been the subject of a 

doctoral dissertation12 that describes and addresses the 

protest as a social movement. The author Millner analyzes in 

part the extent to which Blumer's ideas about social movements 

fit the bus boycott. He argues that not nearly enough 

attention has been directed in measuring whether Blumer's 

notions reflect circumstances as they actually develop in the 

field. The main thrust of Millner's research though, is not 

predicated solely on the application of symbolic interaction 

and Blumer's theories. His purpose is to both explore 

theoretical issues and answer general questions of historical 

accuracy in an effort to develop a thorough case study of the 

movement's career (Millner, p.3). 

12steven Michael Millner, "The Montgomery Bus Boycott: 
Ca·se Study in the Emergence and Caree1- of a Social Movement" 
(unpublished PhD dissertation, University of California, 
Bed,:eley, 1981). 
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How will this thesis differ from Millner's dissertation? 

This analysis of the Montgomery bus boycott will be more 

thoroughly grounded in current symbolic interactionist theory, 

especial lv on a rnaci-o-sociolagical level (fol lowing Simcock). 

Ha11 13 updates the symbolic interaction paradigm as presented 

by Blumer by summarizing significant modifications and 

extensions which deal with the limitations and omissions of 

symbolic interactionism. His specific purpose is to show how 

social organizations and power affect the form, processes and 

content of communications. This study will be incorporating 

the more current symbolic interactianist trends towards 

emphasizing social structural factors that influence 

interaction and communication. This emphasis on structural 

factors will also include Berger and Luckrnann1 4 whose writings 

on the sociology of knowledge are drawn from theoretical 

foundations in symbolic interactionist thought and Durkheim's 

theory of society. While Millner's only symbolic 

interactionist referent is Blumer, this th•sis will have a 

broader, more current conceptual base and ultimately, it will 

be a study that applies symbolic interaction insights to the 

communication which facilitated both the formation of a 

movement's ideology and the coordination of action necessary 

to carry out a successful boycott. 

13Peter M. Hal 1, 11 StructL1ring Symbolic Interaction: 
Communication and Power,'' in Communication Yearbook Four, ed. 
Dan Nimmo (New Brunswick: Transaction Books, 1980). 

14Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann, The Social 
Construction of Realitv (Garden City: Doubleday, 1966). 
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The objective of this study is first, to undertake a 

symbolic interactionist interpretation of the Montgomery bus 

boycott and second, to provide a paradigm for the application 

of symbolic interaction to the study of social movement 

communication. 
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REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The Montgomery bus boycott has been reported and studied 

extensively because of its premier status as the first 

successful direct action campaign of the Civil Rights Movement 

in the South and because it led to national prominence for its 

leader Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 

In addition to the Millner study, there are two other 

relevant dissertations. The first, "Goal·::; and TechniqLtes in 

Three Negro Civil-Rights Organizations in Alabama''15 by 

Jacquelyne Clarke discusses the organizational framework, 

goals and techniques of the Montgomery Improvement Association 

(MIA> which was formed at the inception of the boycott and 

which guided movement activities until the boycott's end. The 

study's appendi::-:: includes the MIA constitution "The Ten Point 

Progi-am c:if the Montgome1-y Impi-ovement Association" and the 

goals of the MIA as stated in its certificate of 

incorporation. Clarke employed questionnaires and interviews 

to analyze the participants' conception of organizational 

goals. 

The second work is a comprehensive historical 

di·::;se1-tation "The Montgomery Bus Boycott, 1'355-1956" by Lamont 

15Jacquelyne Clarke, "Goals and Techniques in Three Negro 
Civil Right5 □i-ganization::; in Alabama," (unpublished PhD 
di5sertation, The Ohio State University, 1'360). 



Yeakey. 16 Yeakey investigates the Montgomery protest as a 

collective revolt to overthrow a caste system which exploited 

and oppressed black people. He devotes three chapters to the 

role of the MIA, its structure and goals, its negotiating 

efforts and the litigation undertaken by city officials and 

the MIA to end the boycott. 

Some of the records of the MIA are housed in the Martin 

Luther King, Jr. Collection at the Mugar Memorial Library, 

Boston University. The Alabama State Archives in Montgomery 

also contain materials related to the MIA during the boycott. 

Other works written about the boycott include an article 

featuring interviews with boycott leaders,17 a study cf Negro 

leadership changes in Montgomery before, during and after the 

protest 18 and a journal article featuring a comparison cf the 

Montgomery boycott to an earlier Harlem bus boycott (1941) 

which contrasts the organizational legitimacy of the two 

boycotts. 1"3 

16Lamont Yeakey, "The Montgomei-y, Alabama Bus Boyc,::>t t, 
1'355-1956," (unpublished F"hD disse1-tation, Columbia 
University, 1979). 

17Tom Gardner and Cynthia Stokes Brown, "The Montgomei-y 
Bus Boycott: Interview with Rosa Parks, E.D. Nixon, Johnny 
Carr and Virginia DL1rr, 11 Southern E:,-,:posure, 9, No.1, 1':181, 
pp .12-21. 

18Ralph H. Hines and James E. Pierce, "Negi-o Leadership 
Changes Aftei- the Social Ci-i-sis in Montgomei-y, Alabama," 
Phylon, 26, No.2, 1965. 

1":IDominic J. Capeci, Jr., "From Harlem to Montgomery: The 
Bus Boycotts and Leadership of Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., and 
Martin Luther King, Jr.," Historian, 41, No.4, 1979. 
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"Challenge and Response in the Montgomei-y Bus boycott of 

1955-1"356 11 by Tho1-nt on20 in the A L,:1bama F.:ev i ew is a lengthy, 

well researched historical study that provides a detailed 

analysis of Montgomery's political background which 

contributed to the white authorities' intransigence in 

negotiating with the protesters. Thornton also carefully 

documents the litigation procedures which brought about the 

end of segregated transportation in Montgomery. 

Journey from Jim Crow: The Desegregation of Southern 

Transit2 1 was written as a doctoral dissertation before being 

published. Barnes prefaces her treatment by establishing that 

segregated transport was for Southern blacks one of the most 

despised forms of discrimination. She includes a detailed 

account of the Montgomery protest in her examination of 

organizations, resources and techniques used in the struggle 

to end segregation in Southern transportation. 

Social movement theory and its recent developments are 

the concern of People, Power, Change by Luther Gerlach 

(Gerlach and Hine, 1970) and The Strategy of Social Protest 

by William Gamson.22 Gerlach discusses the development of 

20J. Mills Thornton III, "Challenge and Response in the 
Montgome1-y BLts Boycott of 1955-1956," Alabama Review, :33, Na. 
3, 1980. 

2 1catherine Barnes, Journey From Jim Crow: The 
Desegregation of Southern Transit (New York: Columbia Press, 
1983) . 

22william A. Gamson, The Strategy of Social Protest 
(Homewood: The Dorsey Press, 1975). 



social movement theory from an exogenous view of society

undergoing-change to an endogenous view where movements are 

21 

considered part of the mechanism of social change. Potential 

sources of social change are built into a society whose 

subsystems requi~e different behavior patterns. 

Gamson also discusses the change in social movement 

theory from a pathological view espoused by collective 

behavior theory that sees social movements as a product of 

social disorganization. He suggests the alternative approach 

of resource management in which collective action is defined 

as organizational phenomena which exist not merely because of 

discontent, but because organizations (resources) make 

possible the channeling and expression of that discontent into 

concerted action. 

''Resource Mobilization Theory and the Study of Social 

II 

Movements (Jenkins 1983) reviews the emergence of this new 

perspective on social movements that emphasizes resources, 

organization and political opportunities in addition to 

traditional discontent hypotheses. Group organization is 

argued to be the major determinant of mobilization potential 

and patterns. 

The fundamental premises of symbolic interactionism and 

their implications for sociological study are presented by 

Herbert Blumer in Symbolic Interactionism: Perspective and 

Method (Blumer 1969b). Blumer considers the link between 

symbolic interactionism and methodology a genuine union since 
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an empirical science necessarily has to respect the nature of 

the empirical world and symbolic interactionism shows that 

respect for the nature of human group life and conduct. He 

formulates a view of human society as symbolic interaction and 

develops methodological consequences for the study of human 

,:;iroup life. In regard to social change, an important 

implication for symbolic interaction theory is the role of 

interpretive behavior of acting units in a given circumstance 

Meltzer, Petras and Reynolas 1 2 3 monograph on symbolic 

interactionism accomplishes the objective of describing the 

major varieties of the interactionist perspective and 

evaluating criticisms of the perspective. A major criticism 

of the symbolic interactionist paradigm is the lack of concern 

with social structure, that is, with problems of economic, 

political and historical import. The authors admit an 

astructural bias within symbolic interactionism but they are 

convinced that symbolic interactionism is capable of providing 

an adequate treatment of social structure. 

In another treatment of the symbolic interactionist 

perspective, Joel Charon24 integrating the various concepts 

underlying symbolic interaction theory, sees no reason for a 

23eernard N. Meltzer, John W. Petras and Larry T. 
Reynolds, Symbolic Interactionism: Genesis, Varieties and 
Criticism (Boston: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1975). 

24Joel M. Charon, Symbolic Interactionism: An 
Introduction, An Interpretation, An Integration (Englewood 
Cliffs: Prentice·-Hall, 1979). 
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distinction between kinds of organizations because all group 

life is defined as individuals in interaction, therefore, all 

groups may be regarded as societies. While Charon's assertion 

may seem to support Meltzer, Petras and Reynolds' description 

of an astructural bias, Charon recognizes that history and 

language influence perspective and interaction and that 

interaction within any level of societal organization has 

consequences for other levels. 

Research and writings on the application of symbolic 

interactionism to social movements includes Blumer's essay on 

social movements and collective protest (Blumer 1978). Blumer 

emphasizes the role cf social unrest in the process of people 

redefining their images of the world as a preparation to act. 

c:)c::' 

In another article on social movements,~~ Blumer outlines the 

characteristics which represent the increasing solidification 

of movement organization, a paradigm that Millner uses in his 

dissertation. 

In addition to the Millner and Simcock works, there is 

one other study which applies an interactive analysis to a 

social movement.26 Following Blumer's statement that a 

temporal and developmental perspective is necessary in the 

analysis of social movements, Lauer presents his study of 

25earry McLaughlin, ed., Studies in Social Movements: A 
Sociological-Psychological Perspective (New York: The Free 
Pi-ess, 1 ":JE,9) • 

. 26Ralph H. Lauer, ed., Social Movement and Social Change 
(Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1976). 
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Timothy Leary and the LSD movement. He asserts that the 

movement's ideology developed as a result of interaction with 

the establishment and he identifies social factors that helped 

formulate the ideology. 



METHODOLOGY 

How do symbolic interactionists study social movements? 

Both Simcock and Blumer advocate that an analysis of the 

symbolic processes lie at the heart of social movement 

activity. Blumer suggests the necessity of viewing social 

movements from a temporal and developmental perspective 

because a movement's organization and culture are developed in 

the coLll-se of its career (Blumer 1'36':Ja, p.11). "If symbolic 

interactionism wishes to study social movements, it will trace 

carefully the career, the history and life experiences of 

actual movements'' (Blumer 1969a, p.47). This perspective 

follows from symbolic interactionism's methodological stance, 

that of direct examination of the empirical world. Blumer 

argues that such direct examination permits the scholar to 

meet all the basic requirements of an empirical science: 

"to confront an empirical wo1-ld that is 
available for observation and analysis; to raise 
abstract problems with regard to that world; to 
gather necessary data through careful and 
disciplined examination of that world; to unearth 
relations between categories of such data; to 
formulate propositions with regard to such 
relations; to weave such propositions into a 
theoretical scheme; and to test the problems, the 
data, the relations, the propositions, and the 
theory by renewed examination of the empirical 
world." (Blume1- 1969a, p.48) 

In order to study the Montgomery bus boycott using a 

symbolic interactionist approach, this thesis will analyze the 

pre-existing social conditions, the critical events leading up 

to the boycott's inception, the formation of the governing 



body--the MIA, the negotiations between the MIA and 

Montgomery's civic authorities, the negotiations between the 

MIA and the bus company, the bi-weekly church meetings of the 

MIA and protesters and the litigation instituted by both 

movement participants and city government. Out of these 

events came the communication acts which precipitated the 

boycott, facilitated the formation of the boycott's ideology 

and allowed the coordination of movement activities. The 

materials that will be examined include newspaper and magazine 

articles which reported on the movement in progress, existing 

interviews with boycott leaders and significant participants 

and documents from the MIA. The specific focus of this 

analysis will be on how the methods and networks of 

communication facilitated movement efforts. 

Because this analysis of the boycott will be heavily 

dependent on an interpretation of past events, the 

historical/critical method of research will be used. 

According to Hockett, "the histoi-ian's main purpose is to 

gather a body of ascertained facts which, properly presented, 

will clarify our understanding of the past and its 

fol- the pi-esent. 11 27 s i g n i f i ca nc e The historical method is a 

process supplementary to observations in which the data are 

examined and hypotheses are formulated. These tentative 

,,., 
C•Homer Carey Hockett, The Critical Method in Historical 

Research and Writing (New York: The MacMillan Company, 1955), 
p .EA. 



conclusions must be tested by seeking fresh evidence or re-

examining the old (Hockett, p.8). 

':J"7 ,._' 

The body of ascertained facts that this thesis will draw 

upon will also include Millner's research which was largely 

based on dozens of hours of interviews with the residents of 

Montgomery including key participants representing both sides 

and all the most critical living leaders in the boycott except 

Ralph Abernathy. His detailed account of the incidents 

immediately following the arrest of Rosa Parks will be 

invaluable in constructing what Simcock calls the interface 

between ideology and discontent. Further materials used will 

also include corroborating interviews with Rosa Parks, E.D. 

Nixon, Johnny Carr and Virginia Durr (significant participants 

in the boycott) from other sources (Gardner and Brawn, pp.12-

21) . In addition, Thornton's extensive historical study of 

the boycott wi 11 contribute a great deal to "the bod•y· o·f 

ascertained facts." 

From these comprehensive sources and other historical 

documents, this study should be able to critically evaluate 

these relationships: how pretest movements are shaped through 

social interaction and how movements are involved in the 

social definition of reality. 

According to Williams, it is the task of a human science 

of communication to understand the activity through which man 



is in-the-process-of-becoming.28 Symbolic interaction is well 

suited to this task because it respects the social derivation 

of man's unique attributes (Meltzer, Petras and Reynolds, 

p.121). In symbolic interaction everything about the human 

being is considered process. A mind and self, as well as 

society, are conceptualized as process (Charon, p.80). 

Symbolic interacticnism's usefulness as a theory of human 

communication is in this emergent, formative view of man-in-

the-precess-of-becoming, meeting the changing conditions of 

life. Because symbolic interactionism demonstrates that 

people and social systems are continuously emergent from basic 

social processes, both stability and change in the individual 

and society are understood through understanding interaction 

(Ch.aron, p .30) . 

A symbolic interactionist approach to the study of social 

movements extends our knowledge of communication because it 

looks at the interaction itself as a unit of study. 

Coordinated social action is possible only through the 

development of a shared perspective formed through this 

interaction. To this extent, the subject matter of study for 

symbolic interaction is the symbolic analysis of 

communication. 

Because symbolic interactionism's emphasis is on the 

individual and society as emergent products of communication, 

28Kenneth R. Williams, "Reflections of a Human Science of 
CommLtnication," The Joui-nal of Communication, Vol. 23, 
September 1973, p.248. 



it has been criticized as having a limited consideration of 

human emotions--psychological factors, and an unconcern with 

social structure--sociological factors (Meltzer, Petras and 

Rey·nolds, p.120). Any· perspective is incomplete because it 

necessarily narrows its focus on certain aspects of study and 

ignores others. Because the focus of symbolic interactionism 

is cm inte1-acticin, "both pe1-sonality pn?disposition·s and 

social structure fail to be examined in great depth'' (Charon, 

p .166). The ·scope of this the·sis will be 1-estricted by these 

limitations of the symbolic interactionist perspective. 

The Montgomery bus boycott demonstrated to the American 

people that Southern blacks would no longer participate in a 

segregated transit system. It gave notice of the 

dissatisfaction of blacks for the entire segregated way of 

life in the South and ultimately for racial discrimination in 

any form. The change sought by the protesters would have 

implications for the basic premise upon which America was 

established and for both Jim Crow laws and the social order 

then in existence in the South. The protesters tried to 

change the social order by changing an accepted social 

definition--that they were satisfied with life under 

segregation. How they were effective in changing the social 

order is the subject of this thesis. 
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PRECIS 

This thesis will be divided as follows: 

Chapter I will introduce the Montgomery bus boycott and 

the symbolic interactionist perspective that will be employed 

to analyze the development of boycott communication. 

Chapter II will give the historical background of pre

boycott Montgomery and discuss pertinent biographical data of 

key figures who launched the boycott. 

Chapter III will discuss the precipitating event of the 

boycott, the arrest of Rosa Parks, and the events immediately 

following which led to the announcement of the boycott. The 

focus will be on how a core group organized and communicated 

boycott plans ta the black community of Montgomery. The 

formation of the MIA and of the movement ideology following 

the arrest are integral parts of Simcock's interaction between 

ideology and discontent. They will be studied as the 

beginnings of formal movement organization. 

Chapter IV will outline the development of protest 

strategy and how that strategy was communicated to movement 

participants. The importance of sustaining communication for 

the maintenance of group solidarity and morale through weekly 

church meetings will be explored. The reactions of the city 

government, bus company and wider community of Montgomery had 

a significant effect on the course of the protest. This 



chapter will examine the failure of negotiations and the 

resulting litigation instituted by both the MIA and City· 

Commission. Rising racial tensions and the growth of white 

segregationist organizations led to harassment and violence 

against the boycotters. The role of the City Commission in 

the development of anti-boycott sentiment will be analyzed. 

Chapter V will conclude this study with a description of 

the resolution of the Montgomery bus boycott and a summary of 

symbolic interactionist implications for the study of social 

movement communication. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

MONTGOMERY'S HISTORICAL BACKGROUND: 
THE PRE-BOYCOTT SETTING 

Montgomery, Alabama, lies in the Black Belt, a thin tier 

of ten counties where the plantation system reached its peak 

of development. Black referred to the calcareous clay soil 

which made the area the State's best cotton growing section. 

Metaphorically, black also referred to the high population of 

slaves--almost half of Alabama's slaves lived in these ten 

counties which occupied less than one-fifth of the state's 

i area . .1. 

Alabama was the fourth state to secede from the Union. 

In 1861, representatives from six Southern states met in 

Montgomery to establish the Confederate States of America. In 

this first Confederate capitol, Jefferson Davis was elected 

and inaugurated as president; for these reasons Montgomery is 

often called the "Ci-adle of Confederacy."2 Alabama, and 

particularly Montgomery, is steeped in plantation and 

1Richard R. Smith, Alabama: A Guide to the Deep South 
(New York: Workers of the Writers Program of the Work Projects 
Administration in the State of Alabama, 1941), p.10; see also 
Peter Kolchin, First Freedom: The Response of Alabama's Blacks 
to Emancipation a.nd F-:econsti-uction ·(Westpo1-t: G1-eenwood Pi-e·ss, 
I nc • , 1 972) , p • 12 . 

2walter L. Fleming, Civil War and Reconstruction in 
Alabama (New York: Columbia University Press, 1905), p.98. 



Confederate tradition. Slaves were auctioned from a platform 

in Court Square in the heart of downtown Montgomery and close 

by the capitol building is a monument of Jefferson Davis 

erected by the National United Daughters of the Confederacy 

(Smith, pp .225-228) . 

The change from a slave-holding society to one in which 

blacks were granted equal status under the Fourteenth and 

Fifteenth Amendments was fiercely resisted by the deep South. 

At the end of the war, Alabama, as well as the other 

provisional legislatures, adopted the Black Codes--statutes 

intended to maintain white control. These laws regulated 

black labor by establishing systems of peonage or 

apprenticeships resembling slavery. The Codes also enforced 

,..., 
segregation in education and transportation.~ In 1865, when 

Alabama refused to ratify the Fourteenth Amendment which would 

grant citizenship and full civil rights to blacks, the State 

wai immediately placed under military rule and a registration 

of voters was ordered for the election of delegates to a State 

constitutional convention. As a condition for return to 

statehood, the convention had to prepare a new State 

constitution for black suffrage. All black men over the age 

,..., 
~Catherine Barnes, Journey From Jim Crow: The 

Desegregation of Southern Transit (New York: Columbia Press, 
1983), p.2; see also C. Vann Woodward, The Strange Career of 
Jim Crow (New York: Oxford University Press, Inc., 1966), 
pp .2:3-24. 



of twenty-one were given the vote and granted eligibility to 

hold office.4 

During Reconstruction blacks participated in Alabama 

politics voting in significant numbers for Republican candi-

dates. They held a wide range of local, State and 

Congressional offices, both elective and appointive.5 The 
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black vote was soon organized into powerful political machines 

by both Republicans and Democrats who used bribery, threats 

and violence to insure black support. By 1874, Democrats 

regained control of State politics and managed to remain in 

power by delivering ten thousand to thirty thousand black 

Ft:epLtb l icans. 11 6 The last two decades o·f the century saw the 

deterioration of race relations in the South following the 

withdrawal of Federal troops and the decline of judicial and 

legislative restraints. 

A succession of decisions by the Supreme Court 

effectively gave federal sanction to segregation statutes 

4smith, op. cit., pp.52-53; see also Milton R. Konvitz, fr 
Century of Civil Rights (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1 '361 ) , p . 48 . 

5 steven Michael Mil lnei-, "The Montgomery Bus Boycott: 
Case Study in the Eme1-gence and Cai-eei- of a S,::ic i al Movement" 
(unpublished PhD dissertation, University of California, 
Berkeley, 1':J81), p.25. 

E-virginia Van der Veer Hamilton, Alabama: A Bicentennial 
History <New York: W.W. Norton and Company, Inc., 1'377), p.'31. 



.., 
known as Jim Crow laws.' In a decision on the Civil Rights 

Cases of 1883, the Court held that the Fourteenth Amendment 

gave Congress power to restrain states, but not individuals, 

from acts of discrimination and segregation. Having ruled in 

a previous, 1877 decision that a state could not prohibit 

segregation on a common carrier, the Court in 1890 ruled that 

a state could constitutionally require segregation on carriers 

( Woodwai-d , p. 71) . Finally, iii F'lessy \/ . Fei-guson < 18':!6) the 

Cow-t upheld the legitimacy of racial segi-egat ion by 

establishing the "sepai-ate but equal 11 doct 1- i ne. 8 The Court 

found that law requiring segreg~tion of races in railway cars 

and providing for separate but equal facilities for both 

whites and blacks was constitutional. 9 Southern states 

interpreted the decision as justification to implement and 

extend Jim Crow laws pertaining to employment codes, public 

accommodation and educational facilities. Social customs of 

segregation became rigidly codified throughout the South. 

Because the federal judiciary ruling in favor of racial 

7 Jim Crow laws were named after "a black minstrel 
caricature popularized in song during the 1830's." The name 
came to represent the everyday customs of segregation 
separating blacks and whites. See Juan Williams, Eyes on the 
Prize: America's Civil rights Years, 1954-1965, (New York: 
1./ i king Penqu in Inc • , 1 ':!87) , p • 10 . 

n 
0 Lawrence Bauer, The Supreme Court (Washington, D.C.: 

Congressional Quarterly Press, 1981), p.165. 

9Perry A. Zirkel, ed. A Digest of Supreme Court Decisions 
Affecting Education (Bloomington: Phi Delta Kappa, 1978), 
p. 7E,. 



segregation spoke to the entire country, however, Plessy v. 

Ferguson had implications for segregation as a practice 

throughout the United States. 

During this era political rivalries in Alabama also 

fueled anti-black sentiments by appealing to racist issues. 

Violence towards blacks rose sharply with the incidence of 

lynchings reaching their height.10 In 1901, Alabama's Black 
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Belt Democrats, fearing a coalition of poor white farmers and 

black sharecroppers, rewrote the franchise provisions of the 

Alabama constitution, greatly reducing the number of poor 

white voters and virtually excluding blacks from the polls 

(Hamilton, p.40). The conditions of the suffrage provision 

did not bar blacks on the unconstitutional basis of race, but 

set uc complicated social and economic qualifications 

(literacy, property ownership, poll taxes, long established 

residency, absence of petty crime) that few could meet 

<Hamilton, p.40). Alabama's blacks lost their rights of 

citizenship through the growing structure of Jim Crow laws, 

the failure of the federal government to protect those rights 

and finally, the disfranchisement of the vote. 

What was the black response to the erosion of their 

status following Reconstruction? Booker T. Washington, 

president of T~skegee Institute located forty miles from 

Montgomery, was.the acknowledged spokesman for the nations's 

10Melton A. McLaurin and Michael V. Thomason, The Image 
of Progress: Alabama Photographs, 1872-1917 (University, 
Alabama: The University of Alabama Press, 1980), p.209. 



blacks. He encouraged a philosophy of selfhelp through edu-

cation and counselled blacks to avoid political activism. 

Washington believed that civil rights would be granted on the 

merits of educational and vocational skills rather than 

through political activities (Hamilton, p.93). His 

accommodationist stance, which was lauded by the American 

public, promoted racial diplomacy at the expense cf black 

citizens' rights. The high incidence of terrorism against 

blacks was also a compelling argument against organizational 

efforts to challenge their loss of status. 

This accommodationist response to disfranchisement was 

also the response of blacks in general. Rather than seeking 

full rights for all black citizens, various groups threatened 

to migrate to other states or proposed a return to Africa. 

One group in Colbert County, Alabama, petitioned Theodore 

Roosevelt to set aside a reservation where blacks might enjoy 

rights of citizenship fully segregated from the white 

population (Hamilton, p.93). 

A few individuals, however, sought legal redress. H.N. 

Johnson, a Mobile editor, organized the Colored Man's Suffrage 

Association, hired a lawyer and filed suit on behalf of 

Jackson William Giles, a janitor in Montgomery, who had voted 

for twenty years, and five thousand other blacks denied voting 

rights ''because they could not answer such purposely abstruse 

questions as: 'What were the differences between Jeffersonian 

Democracy and the Calhoun Principals as applied to the Monroe 



Doct1-ine?' 11 (Hamilton, p.95). Giles v. Han-is (1':H):3) was the 

first suit that tested the constitutionality of the Alabama 

suffrage law. The Supreme Court ruled that the plaintiff had 

raised a political, not a constitutional, issue and turned 

dawn the suit. The Association then appealed to Section Two 

of the Fourteenth Amendment asking Congress ta cut Alabama's 

representation in the House, but this appeal was also refused. 

The Suffrage Association disbanded when several men involved 

in filing the suit were fired from their jobs and the 

Associatians's funds were depleted. 

Peter Crenshaw, who filed an individual suit, became the 

first black in Alabama granted the right ta vote by court 

order. Others qualified because they had served in the Civil 

War, the Spanish-American War or in the Philippines. In 1902, 

H.C. Binford and Daniel Brandon sought aldermen's seats in 

Huntsville, and Dr. George Wilkinson ran for Congress from 

Birmingham, but these few politically active men were a rare 

exception. In 1900, one hundred thousand black men had been 

enrolled as voters in Alabama; ten years later, all but 

had been removed from the voting rolls because they could not 

meet the new suffrage provisions. In the face of the failure 

of appeals on both state and federal levels, the great 

majority of Alabama's blacks became apathetic and ceased to 

vote. By the early 1930's, only 1500 to 1800 black voters 

remained registered (Hamilton, p.96). 



The black response ta the institution of segregation in 

transportation followed a similar course. Between 1891 and 

1906 blacks protested the introduction of segregation an 

streetcars by holding rallies and organizing boycotts in over 

twenty-five Southern cities including Montgomery (Barnes, 

p.11). Municipal ordinances allowed conductor·s to assign 

passengers to seats and gave them police power to arrest in 

order to enforce their directions. Boycotts occurred in 

Atlanta (18"34, 1'300), Augusta (1898), Montgomei-y (1'301),11 

Jack·sonvi 1 le (1'301), Columbi21 (1'303), New Orle.ans, Mobile and 

Houston (1904) and Austin and Nashville (1906), but most were 

unsuccessful in the long run.12 After the early 1900's most 

blacks stopped fighting Jim Crow transit because protests and 

recourse ta law proved futile. After 1910 blacks abandoned 

demonstrations against segregated carriers and their court 

challenges decreased dramatically. Efforts in the three 

decades following attempted only to equalize accommodations, 

not undo segregation (Barnes, p.16). 

In the decades following disfranchisement, the geography 

of objective conditions for the citizenship status of 

Alabama's blacks was defined by the social codes of a strict 

segregationist society, by municipal and State Jim Crow laws 

and ultimately, by the rulings of the federal judiciary. In 

11Janet Stevenson, "Rosa Parks Wouldn't BLldge," American 
Heritage, 23, No.2 (1972), 57. 

12August Meiei-, "Boycatts of Segregated Street Cars, 
18'34-1905," Phylon, 18, No.3 (1'357), 296. 
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Plessv v. Ferguson (1896) the Supreme Court held that the 

Fourteenth Amendment i-equ i re,j equality before the law but "not 

the commingling of races or the abolition of social 

distinctions based on skin color" (Zii-kel, p.77); 

consequently, the separate but equal doctrine was established. 

This decision was interpreted as constitutional support for 

segregation as applied not only to transit, but also to social 

and educational facilities. The loss of equal rights for 

blacks was in effect federally sanctioned. Resources for 

changing these overwhelming conditions were few. Political 

activism in the South was discouraged by black leadership, by 

vigilante terrorism and by the futility of previous efforts to 

stop the spread of segregation and discrimination. A small 

group of Northern black political activists and an even 

smaller group of white sympathizers continued, however, to 

promote a structure that would eventually give Southern blacks 

the resources to regain their civil rights. 

W.E.B. Du Bois, a black scholar and spokesman who opposed 

Booker T. Washington's accomodationaist philosophy, graduated 

from Harvard in 1895 with a doctorate in sociology, the first 

black American to receive a PhD from Harvard. Unlike 

Washington, Du Bois advocated organized and aggressive action 

to achieve social, economic and political equality. He was a 

founding member of the American Negro Academy established in 

Wa·shington in 1897 for the pLU-pose of "the promotion of 
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literature, science and art.".1.-.:, At one of the Academy-'·s 

meetings, Du Bois proposed a conference to organize American 

blacks for the purpose of working towards civil rights, 

economic opportunities and the establishment of news organs to 

influence public.opinion. The next year in 1906, twenty-nine 

black professionals met and formed the Niagara Movement, named 

after Niagara Falls where the group met on the Canadian side 

because hotels on the American side were not open to blacks. 

The movement grew in numbers and held public rallies in 

Boston, New York, Cleveland, Minneapolis, Baltimore and 

Washington. During this same time, a small group of white 

liberals, two social workers and a journalist, horrified by 

the conditions of poverty for Southern blacks, the spread of 

racial violence and the lack of police protection for black 

people, called for a national interracial conference to 

protest the denial of black civil rights and to put an end to 

racial violence. From this conference emerged the National 

Negro Committee which the following year in 1910 was 

incorporated as the National Association for the Advancement 

of Colored People. Its board of directors included eight 

former members of the Niagara Movement <Hughes, pp.17-24). 

The NAACP began immediately to work for equality of 

rights by filing legal petitions on behalf of individuals and 

groups experiencing discrimination in voter registration, 

housing and employment. An intensive publicity campaign 

13Langston Hughes, Fight For Freedom: The Story of the 
NAACP (New Yoi-k: W.W. Noi-ton and Company, Inc., 1':362) , p .17. 
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exposing acts of racial injustice and spreading news of early 

legal victories helped in soliciting support for the growing 

organization. By the end of 1914 there were fifty branches of 

the NAACP in the U.S. and by the end of its first decade 

(1920), the NAACP had over 150 branches in the South, 

including Montgomery (Hughes, pp.26-49). 

The early years of the NAACP in Montgomery were supported 

by a small but dedicated group. Because the Montgomery branch 

was not large enough ta maintain an office or staff, the 

members met in different churches, usually the second and 

fourth Sundays of each month. Meetings were devoted to 

raising funds for litigation and to discussion of civil rights 

issues such as the importance of voting. The officers and 

members of the executive committee were elected or appointed 

from leading black citizens who showed an interest in the 

Association and were willing to donate their time and efforts. 

Although the organization was ineffective in stimulating 

widespread interest Conly ten to fifteen people regularly 

attended meetings), concerned citizens could be kept abreast 

of legal developments in civil rights matters.1 4 More 

importantly, the existence of the Montgomery chapter meant a 

channel of communication with progressive developments in 

other parts of the country and, in this way, politically 

conscientious individuals remained informed of successful 

13Lamont Yeakey, "The Montgomery, Alabama Bus Boycott, 
1·~.:55-1956," (Unpublished PhD ,ji5se1-tation, Columbia 
Univei-·sity, 1·:179), pp .57-58. 



challenges to segregation. The organizational structure 

itself gave opportunity for these individuals to maintain 

contacts and relationships which would become important in the 

formation of the bus boycott. 

The most important and well known spokesman for the black 

community in Montgomery prior to the boycott was a 

sharecropper's son, E.D. Nixon, born in Montgomery in 1899. 

In 1923 after failing as a grocery store owner, Nixon became a 

Pullman porter, a job that enabled him to travel to many parts 

of the U.S. where he experienced freedom unavailable ta black 

people in the South (Millne1-, pp.72-83). "I stayed on ove1- at 

the Pullman Campany. I keep on storing things in my mind that 

I saw wasn't happening in Montgome1-y· 11 (Millne1-, p.74). 

Nixon's many years as a political activist started in the 

1920's, when he joined and became very active in the 

International Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Parters. As 

president of the Montgomery local and eventually president of 

the entire state division, Nixon gained valuable legal 

experience negotiating for workers' rights. During the 

Depression he worked with the Montgomery Welfare League, a 

relief agency that assisted people in finding jobs, medical 

treatment, housing, food and financial aid and in the early 

1940's Nixon helped establish the Montgomery Voter League, the 

first black voter registration program in Montgomery County. 

In 1941, Nixon led a group of 750 blacks to the county 

courthouse to demand that they be allowed to register. For 
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the ten previous years, four or five times each year, Nixon 

had tried unsuccessfully to register. Shortly after the 

demonstration, Nixon and about 100 other people were allowed 

to register (Yeakey, pp.117-118). Nixon also became president 

of the local chapter of the Alabama Progressive Democratic -

Association which he helped organize in the 1940's as a black 

alternative to the regular party apparatus. In 1954, one year 

before the boycott, he ran as a candidate for the County 

Democi-atic E:,-,:ecutive Committee, "the first black in li\dn•;;J 

memo1-y to seek public office. 11 15 Though he lost to a white 

candidate, Nixon won 42¼ of the vote in a precinct only one

fourth of whose voters were black (Thornton, p.173). 

Nixon's involvement in the NAACP began in the early 

1 ':(30 's. Ten years later he became the Montgomery branch 

president and was statewide president from 1948-1949. Twenty

two chapters were added during his term (Millner, pp.74-75). 

When not serving as president, Nixon headed the redress 

committee and worked vigorously to investigate complaints of 

civil rights violations and police brutality. In this 

capacity he enlisted the aid of lawyers to help prosecute 

cases CYeakey, p.140). In addition to an indefatigable spirit 

and valuable organizational skills, E.D. Nixon brought a firm 

commitment to political and legal action in the campaign 

against segregation. His experience and readiness to initiate 

15J. Mills Thornton III, "Challenge and Response in the 
Mont gome1-y Bus E:oycot t of 1 '355-1956," Alabama F{ev i ew, 33, 
?'~a • 3 , 1 '38() , p • 1 73 • 
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litigation to test the constitutionality of Jim Craw laws was 

a key factor in the origin of the boycott. 

The chapter's secretary while Nixon was president was 

Rosa Parks, the forty-two year old woman who refused to move 

from her bus seat when ordered, thus creating the incident 

which precipitated the boycott. Rosa Parks, the granddaughter 

of slaves, attended the Montgomery Schaal far Girls which was 

run by Northern white teachers. Montgomery had no public 

elementary school far blacks (Yeakey, p.249,257). In the late 

1920's when the school closed because of pressure from the 

white community, Parks transferred ta the lab school of 

Alabama State Teachers College, a black institution (Thornton, 

p • 1 '35) • 

Park's family wanted her to become a teacher as her 

mathei- did befai-e ma1-riage, but ·she objected. "I thought the 

schools were too segregated and oppressive. You didn't get 

much money fo1- that" (Millner, p.·:H). She wod,:ed at 

relatively menial jobs eventually becoming a seamstress far 

Montgomery's largest department stare. Parks life long 

experiences with segregation started early when as a small 

child she watched daily as school buses passed her house 

transporting white students to a white only school (Yeakey, 

p.256). For black children there were neither buses nor 

public schools. 

The strict segregationist codes, both social and legal, 

governed not only the scope of her actions as a black person, 
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but also the prescription of her social manners in interacting 

with whites. As an employee of the Montgomery Fair Department 

Store, Parks had to ride the black only elevator, drink out of 

the black only waterfountain and address each white person by 

a formal title while she was denied the reciprocal courtesy by 

whites. As a citizen of Montgomery, she was required by law 

to enter public buildings through a separate entrance set 

aside for blacks. She could not ride in a taxi with whites or 

colored people are effectively separated by a solid partition 

e:,-,:t ending fi- □m the f 1001- t ,:::i a di ·stance seven feet 01- hi ghe1-. 11 

Segregation statutes also existed for all theater, athletic 

performances and educational or professional meetings (Yeakey, 

pp .28-29) • 

Rosa Parks' decision to join the NAACP in the early 40's 

came from a desii-e to relie\le "this oppres·siv·e social 

situation" <Millner, p .93). Elected as chapter secretary in 

1943, Parks volunteered much time and effort over the next 

twelve years in bettering the welfare of the black community. 

She worked closely with Nixon in filing field reports on 

incidents of racial violence and civil rights violations. She 

also worked on voter registration drives and became a 

registered voter in 1945, when less than 5¼ of Alabama's 

blacks were on the polls (Hamilton, p.97; see also Yeakey, 

p.261; see also Millner, p.94). 
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In the early 1950's Parks' responsibilities increased 

when she became the president and advisor to the chapter's 

youth auxiliary, organizing youth activities which sometimes 

included white children (Gardner and Brown, p.17). For these 

efforts Parks received obscene phone calls and harassment 

which upset her greatly. In need of rest and support and time 

away from the accumulated stress of working against a 

segregationist system, Parks attended an integrated retreat at 

the Highlander Folk School in Tennessee which held interracial 

seminars on race relations. For the first time she 

experienced interracial living. "That was the fii-st time in 

my life I had lived in an atmosphere of complete equality with 

the members of the other race, and I did enjoy going up there, 

and I felt it could be done without the signs that said 

'white' and 'colored'- well, without any artificial barriers 

of i-ac ia l segi-ega ti on. 11 1E, G1-ea t l y encoLU-aged and renewed in 

her hopes for a racially integrated society, Parks returned to 

Montgomery in the summer of 1955, where, in less than six 

months time, she would break a city statute and be arrested 

for refusing to move from her bus seat when ordered. 

The man who was to become the official boycott leader was 

three decades younger than E.D. Nixon, fresh out of school and 

barely experienced in civil rights activities. The son and 

grandson of Baptist ministers, Martin Luther King, Jr. was 

15Howell Raines, My Soul is Rested: Movement Days in the 
Deep South Rememb~red (New York: G.P. Putnam's Sons, 1977), 
p.44. 



born and raised in a middle class family in Atlanta. His 

father, Mike King, worked hard to overcome his poor 

sharecropper's beginnings, leaving rural Georgia at 15 for 

work in Atlanta. He eventually earned a high school diploma 

and college degree, after becoming a part-time pastor at two 

small churches. Mike King married Alberta Williams, the 

daughter of the pastor of Atlanta's Ebenezer Baptist Church. 

When the Reverend Williams died two years after Martin's 

birth, the elder King became the pastor of Ebenezer. Mike 

King was a respected man in the black community, serving on 

the executive board of the NAACP and on its Social Action 

Committee which won a legal battle to equalize teachers' 

salaries in Atlanta. He worked for blaak voters' rights in 

the Negro Voter's League and in 1936, led several hundred 

black citizens on a voting rights march to City Hall. In 

addition to political prominence, Mike King had considerable 

business interests, including the directorship of a black 

bank. He became one of several black spokesmen white city 

officials called on in times of crisis.1 7 
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Martin Luther King was a precocious child who very early 

developed a love for words and reading. He did well in 

school, skipping grades and in his junior year in high school 

won an oratorical contest speaking on ''The Negro and the 

Constitution.'' At age 15, King passed Morehouse College (an 

17stephen Oates, Let the Trumpet Sound: The Life of 
Martin Luther King, Jr. (New York: Mentor Books, 1985), pp.4-
E,. 



all black institution) entrance exams, and made plans to 

enroll at the school in the fall. His summer job, obtained 

through the college, was working on a Connecticut tobacco 

farm. Away from Jim Crow segregation for the first time, King 

and othei- Moi-ehouse students enjcr,..-ed the fi-eedom of eating ir, 

the same restaurants with white people, entering public places 

through unmarked doors and sitting wherever they wished in 

black child growing up in the South, King abhorred the racism 

that suffused Southern society and that supported the 

segregation which angered and insulted him. Despite his 

parents admonition to love whites because it was his Christian 

duty, King doubted that he could love "a ,-ace of people who 

hate me" (Oates, p .10). 

At Morehouse, King continued his interest in forensics 

winning a second place in an oratorical contest as a 16 year 

old college sophomore. He searched for a profession that 

would enable him to help black people. Though expected by his 

family to continue the tradition of the ministry, King had 

decided that the emotional, fundamentalist religion of the 

black Baptist church could not be intellectually respectable 

or socially relevant. In a philosophy course taught by 

Professor George Kelsey, director of the Department of 

Religion, King began to rethink his religious attitudes and 

came to see that a "modern minister should be a philosopher 

with so,=ial as well as spi1-itual concerns" (Oates, p .17). 

From the example of Dr. Benjamin Mays, the college president, 



f<ing saw what he wanted "a i-eal mini:stei- to be--a rationa.l man 

whose sermons were both spiritually and intellectually 

stimulating, a moral man who was socially involved'' (Oates, 

p.1D). At age 17, Martin Luther King was ordained and made an 

assistant minister at Ebenezer after a very successful trial 

As King continued his studies at Morehouse, he served on 

the Atlanta Intercollegiate Council, an interracial student 

group. Working in a cooperative effort with white students, 

King's resentment towards whites softened. He found that 

contact on fairly equal terms could alleviate racial 

hostility. Inspired by Morehouse professors to search for 

solutions to racial ills, King developed the goal of working 

through the church to improve black people's lives (Oates, 

pp .1 1::-l-2(J) • 

In 1948 King, age 19, graduated from Morehouse with a BA 

in sociology and entered divinity school at Crozer Seminary in 

Pennsylvania. He pursued studies on the role of the church 

and began his own investigation into a philosophical method to 

eliminate social evil. At a lecture by Dr. Mordecai Johnson, 

president of Howard University, King was introduced to the 

teachings of Gandhi--that Soul Force, the power of love or 

ti-uth, could be a "mighty vehicle foi- social change" (Oates, 

p. 30) • Johnson argued that the moral power of Gandhian non-

violence could improve race relations in America. King was 

fascinated by this insight and began studying Gandhi's life 



and works. The idea of non-violent resistance, non-

cooperation with evil, was the theoretical method he had been 

searching for. It was a method to effect social change. He 

saw parallels between the Indian-British conflicts and the 

black-white situation in this country. King was convinced 

that Gandhi's philosophy was the only moral and practical way 

for oppressed people to fight social injustice. Through non-

cooperation, predicated on love for the enemy and a belief in 

divine justice, oppressed people could redeem their 

adversaries and break the chain of hatred (Oates, p.31). 

When he graduated at the top of the class from Crozer 

with a BA in divinity, King won a $1300 scholarship to the 

graduate school cf his choice. He chose Boston University's 

School of Theology, where in 1951, he began studies for a PhD 

in systematic theology. Through his studies, King found that 

the philosophy of personalism was to become his basic 

philosophical position. Because personalism held that a 

personal God operated in and on every human life and that ''the 

meaning of the ultimate reality'' was found in personality, one 

could cast out evil from the world by confronting his own 

sinfulness and opening himself to God's love and good will. 

From this theological position, King fashioned a positive 

social philosophy, predicated on nonviolent resistance to 

evil. True pacifism, according to King, was a courageous 

confrontation of evil by the power of love; by appealing to 

the good in the oppressor, man could bring about a 

transformation of the heart. King relished the challenge of 
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intellectual inquiry and thought that becoming a scholar of 

personalism, the Social Gospel and Hegelian idealism, while at 

the same time, inspiring young people to positive social 

action, would be "a meaning·Ful way to serve God and humanity" 

(Oates, pp .38····3·?,). 

After finishing his residency requirements at Boston 

University, King decided to find employment. He was offered 

several academic positions as well as pastorates in the North 

and South. He and his new wife of seven months, Coretta, also 

a native of Georgia, hesitated to return south with all the 

disadvantages and deprivations that segregation presented. 

They felt, though, a moral obligation to return for at least a 

few years to share their northern educations to help improve 

race relations in the South, where racial discrimination was 

most i nten:;;e. 18 

After beginning the Dexter Avenue pastorate in Montgomery 

in the fall of 1954, King set up a Social and Political Action 

Committee, whose purpose was to hold forums on political 

developments and keep the congregation informed of NAACP 

activities. King joined the local NAACP branch and was soon 

elected to the executive committee. He also joined the 

Alabama Council on Human Relations (ACHR), an interracial 

group concerned with employing educational methods to better 

human relations. King felt the goals and methods of both 

18Martin Luther King, Jr., Stride Toward Freedom: The 
Montgomery Story (New York: Harper and Row, Publishers, 1958), 
pp.2-7. 



c:ii-ganizations woi-ked towai-d intei:_;p-ation at "a high level of 

dignity and wisdom" (King, p.19). He was stai-ting to put into 

practice his goals of social action through the ministry. 

The NAACP and the ACHR were not the only organizations 

in Montgomery working for social change. A highly visible and 

politically active women's group was established in 1949, 

after the League of Women's Voters refused to admit black 

women (Millner, p.108; see also Thornton, p.173). Led by 

teachers from the all black Alabama State Teachers College,19 

the Women's Political Council worked for voter registration of 

black women and for the defense of black women whose civil 

rights had been violated. Jo Ann Robinson, an English teacher 

and founding member of the Women's Political Council, was 

president of that organization before and during the boycott. 

She was probably the best known black woman activist in 

Montgomery, often leading delegations in meetings with the 

City Council to protest against discrimination and injustice 

<Thornton, p.174). Robinson was at the forefront of the 

campaign to desegregate Montgomery's schools after the 1954 

Supreme Court decision which ruled segregation in education 

unconstitutional (Yeakey, p.154). She worked for other 

organizations as well, such as the Social and Political Action 

Committee of the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church (Yeakey, p.154; 

see al so King , p. 15) . Later, Robinson became a principal 

19 The largest institution of higher learning in 
Montgomery, Alabama State Teachers College had a faculty of 
almost 200 and a student body of approximately 2000 (King, 
p.14). 
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negotiator for the MIA during deliberations with city and bus 

company officials. Her contacts in the school system were an 

invaluable network in communicating initial boycott plans to 

the black people of Montgomery. 

The small core of black activists in Montgomery 

represented various groups, none of which had a large 

membership or even attracted a sizable following from the mass 

of Montgomery's 44,000 blacks. Other groups, in addition to 

the NAACP, the Women's Political Council, the Social and 

Political Action Committee and the ACHR, included the Citizens 

Steering Committee, the Progressive Democrats and the Citizens 

Coordinating Committee which attempted without success to 

unify all the other civil rights groups. Coordinated efforts 

by these various groups were never achieved before the boycott 

because of a lack of unity among the leaders <King, p.19). 

After 1944, when the Supreme Court struck down the white 

primary rule and blacks became legally eligible to vote in 

primary elections, the number of blacks registered grew slowly 

but steadily. By the early 1950's, even though blacks 

constituted only 7.55¼ of Montgomery's 22,210 registered 

voters, their support for Dale Birmingham, a 1958 City 

Commissioner candidate, gave him a margin of victory. The 

election of Birmingham encouraged these groups to seek redress 

from the city government for long standing inadequacies. 

Three areas of major concern were the lack of black policemen 

(four were hired within six months of the election), the lack 

of parks and playgrounds in black sections of the city and the 



conditions on city buses. The Women's Political Council met 

several times with the three member City Commission20 urging 

action on these specific issues (Thornton, pp.171-174). 

At the end of 1953, the Women's Political Council met 

with the City Commission and representatives of the bus 

company, Montgomery City Lines, to lodge a threefold complaint 

about the treatment of blacks on city buses: that blacks had 

to stand beside empty seats when the black section was filled 

and the white section was not, that blacks had to pay at the 

front door then get off to reboard through the back door and 

that buses did not stop at every corner in black neighborhoods 

as they did in white neighborhoods (Thornton, p.173). The 

laws regulating seating according to race, in addition to the 

extremely discourteous behavior of the drivers who enforced 

seating, were sources of deep humiliation and aggravation to 

Montgomery's blacks who made up three-quarters of the bus 

clientele (Mi 1 lner, p .109). Black riders were subjected daily 

to ve1-b.al and physical .abuse. "Black cow," "black ape" and 

"nigger" were terms commonly used by drivers to 1-efer to black 

passengers. Often after blacks paid their fare at the front 

door and got off to reboard through the rear, the bus would 

drive away before the passenger could reboard (King, p.25). 

201n addition to the Mayor, the City Commission included 
a Commissioner of Public Affairs who administered the police 
and fire departments, and a Commissioner of Public Works who 
was in charge of parks, libraries, street maintenance and 
garbage collect ion <Thornton, p .166) . 



In the Spring of 1954, the Women's Political Council, 

accompanied by delegates from three other black groups, met 

again with the Commission and bus representatives to reiterate 

complaints and offer documentation of specific instances of 

abuse by drivers~ Bus officials agreed to having the buses 

stop at every corner in black neighborhoods, but the bus 

company attorney, referring to city and State laws, reported 

that the company was legally powerless to change seating 

policy. The principal spokesman for the blacks at these 

meetings was, once again, Jo Ann Robinson (Thornton, p.177). 

In February of the following year, during the campaign 

for the 1955 municipal elections, the candidates bidding for 

black support, agreed to appear before Nixon's Progressive 

Democratic Association to answer questions about their stands 

on racial issues. Notably, the first area of black grievances 

discussed was the bus situation. The Association proposed 

that blacks fill the bus from back to front until all seats 

were occupied but discussion on other issues superseded the 

candidates addressing this point (Thornton, pp.180-181). 

The winner for the office of Commissioner of Public 

Affairs was Clyde Sellers who was present at the Progressive 

Democratic Association meeting. Shortly after the meeting, 

Sellers turned the presentation of black grievances into the 

principal issue of the campaign. Making blatantly racist 

addresses, Sellers pledged to uphold iegregation in 

transportation, employment and politics (Thornton, pp.182-



183). Black activists, who had been encouraged by their 

initial successful dealings with the city administration, now 

faced a City Commission which included a publicly avowed 

segregationist. 

On March 2, less than two weeks later, a fifteen year old 

black girl was arrested for refusing to vacate her seat when 

ordered to do so by the bus driver. Attorney Fred Gray, one 

of two black lawyers in Montgomery, represented the girl and 

argued the constitutionality of segregated seating but was 

overruled. An appeal was filed with the Circuit Court, but 

the state pressed only a charge cf battery and assault which 

was affirmed. As a result, the defense lost its opportunity 

to use the case as a means to contest the constitutionality of 

segregation laws (Thornton, p.189). Black leaders led by 

Robinson met twice more with city and bus officials again 

proposing the seating plan presented at the Progressive 

Democratic Association meeting but Jack Crenshaw, the bus 

company attorney, maintained that the law left the bus company 

no room for compromise (Thornton, pp.190-192). 

Two other arrests of black women followed; each time the 

Women's Political Council and Nixon met to discuss a possible 

boycott of the city buses in conjunction with a court case to 

test the constitutionality of local bus ordinances. In both 

cases Nixon felt the women would not make good litigants 

because they might be intimidated in court proceedings. Also, 

Nixon felt that these women would not make good symbols for 



Montgomery's blacks to rally around. He believed that the 

subject cf the test case had to be above reproach so that a 

prosecuting attorney could not exploit the issue with negative 

controversy (Raines, pp.38-39). The figure around whom a 

boycott centered should ''embody the most representative 

characteristics of the black citizenry and arouse sympathy and 

elicit broad based support in the community'' <Yeakey, p.272). 

Montgomery in the late 1940's and early 1950's found 

itself emerging from the long reign of a rigid segre-

gationist society. Its tradition of white supremacy was being 

challenged by a small group of activists who were gaining 

civil rights for black citizens. The federal government in 

striking down the white primary system in the South supported 

the constitutional rights of blacks against individual state 

attempts to deprive them of the vote. The 1954 Supreme Court 

Brown v. Board of Education ruling overturned Plessy v. 

Ferguson and found separate facilities in education to be 

inherently unequat. 21 The Brown case fundamentally altered 

the legal framework surrounding segregation and the 

constitutional rights of all black citizens; the decision 

destroyed constitutional support for the entire Jim Crow 

system in the South and for any legislative racial segregation 

throughout the country (Barnes, pp.92-93). The importance of 

the decision was that the federal government formally and 

officially defended first class citizenship for all black 

21oavid Fellman, The Supreme Court and Education (New 
York: Teachers College Press, 1965), p.90. 



Americans. Knowing that at last they had federal sanction 

protecting their rights, Montgomery's small core of 

politically active blacks prepared to take action to enforce 

desegregation. Their task would be formidable. Alabama was 

5'3 

the fii-st southei-n state to apply the words "null, void .::1.nd-of 

no effect" to the ~;upi-eme Court school decision (Wclodward, 

p • 156) • 

Pre-boycott Montgomery had a black public that was very 

discontented with the the segregated bus system. Politically, 

they were powerless to change either city ordinances or State 

statutes, since whites controlled both elective and appointive 

offices, but because they made up 75¼ of the bus ridership, 

blacks had the capacity for economic pressure. E.D. Nixon and 

the Women's Political Council recognized this. Seeing the 

strike. The success of initiating a boycott would depend on 

their ability to unite the factionalized black leadership and 

to galvanize the black community which had never before 

undertaken mass action. 

The configuration of objective conditions (a discontented 

public) and resources (ideological experts who were 

knowledgeable about social and political action) was set for 

the development of social movement activity, but it would be 

the process of ·symbolic int er action bet ween "idea logy and 

discontent'' that would determine the initiation, direction and 

duration of movement activity. The arrest of Rosa Parks and 



the initial communication which established a relationship 

between the boycott planners and the black public will be 

covered in the next chapter. 

so 



CHAPTER THREE 

ROSA PARKS' ARREST: THE BOYCOTT BEGINS 

In the seven days after Rosa Parks' arrest, the black 

citizens of Montgomery organized a boycott of city buses 

involving the entire black community and entered into 

negotiations with city officials. The events of these seven 

days--Parks' arrest, the communication of boycott plans, the 

successful actualization of these plans, the formation of an 

official protest leadership recognized by city and bus 

representatives and the initiation of negotiations--
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established the boycott as recognized by both the protesters 

and the white citizens of Montgomery. These critical 

happenings encompass the origin of this particular movement; 

they must be carefully traced in order to understand how the 

element of symbolic interactionism between ideological experts 

and a discontented public affected social movement 

development. 

Simcock cautions that it is not enough to attend to a 

strict social-psychological interpretation of social movements 

in providing an account of how and why organized protest 

emerges when it does. Nor, is it sufficient to account for 

social movement activity by focusing bn the role of resource 

variables such as the social distribution of material 



resources and the availability of organizers with mobilization 

skills. Both frameworks imply ''that social movements are 

behavioral artifacts of various objective conditions or 

c i r· c: u.rns t .:3_ nc e·s . i, 1 

The social-psychological grievance model finds a close 

association between objective deprivations and social movement 

activity, while resburce mobilization theory relies on the 

presence of resources in producing social movements. "The 

practical effect is to reduce the actor to the level of a 

behavioral organism whose protest and social movement activity 

is controlled by the objective (economic, social, and 

resource) circumstances in which he is located'' (Simcock, 

p.85). Applied to the Montgomery boycott, these theories of 

protest behavior produced many such analyses. For example, 

the boycott has been described as the result of the 

accumulated frustrations of the black community or as a result 

of new leadership or as the result of outside influences such 

a.-s the NAACP or communists.2 

1Bradford L. Simcock, "Developmental Aspects of Anti
Pollution Pi-ote:st in Japan," Re:seai-ch in Social Movements, 
Conflicts and Change, Vol.2, (Oxford: JAI Press, 1979), p.84. 

2Aleine AL1stin, "Behind the Montgomery Bus Boycott," 
Monthly Review, 8 (September, 1956), 163-167; see also Ralph 
H. Hines and James E. Pierce, "Negro Leadership After the 
Social Crisis: An Analysis of Leadership Changes in 
Montgomery, Alabama," Phy lon, 26, No. 2 ( Summer 1 "365) , 162·-172; 
5ee a. l so Pi-est on Val ien, "The Montgomery Bus Boycott 2"1s a 
Soci.:al Movement," Race Relation·s: Problems and Theory, eds. 
Jitsuichi Masuoka and Preston Valien (Chapel Hill: The 
University of N. Carolina Press, 1961), pp.112-127; see also 
Gi-,::r,,.e;- C. Hall, J1-., "Alabama'·s Bus Boycott: What It's All 
Abeiut ," U.:3. News and Wo1-ld Repoi-t, 184, No.1 (June 1957), 12. 



But human action is the result of much more than the 

arrangement of objective conditions. 

limits set by objective conditions and the inner ones set by 

our tendencies to function as if we were behavioral organisms, 

there lies the open field of symbolically mediated thought and 

interaction" (Simcock, pp.:35-86). Hei-e, according to Simcock, 

the range of possibilities for action, collective or 

otherwise, is influenced by a vast, complex and highly 

variable symbolic environment of social cognitions and 

constructions of reality that function somewhat independently 

of material conditions and forces. 

Such symbolic environments may exp~ain why all the 

objective resources and deprivations in the world will not 

produce a social movement in a setting where problems are not 

seen as actionable by the inhabitants of the situation. 

Conversely, the perception of a sitL1ation "as a problem in 

need of a social movement type of solution'' <Simcock, p.86) 

may move certain publics to collective action where this same 

set of circumstances would not seem problematic to others. 

An understanding of the relation between material 

conditions and social movement action must include an analysis 

cf the symbolic interaction that occurs within the public and 

between the public and issue entrepreneurs. Simcock finds 

that social movement de··velopment is control led "by a lively 

and fairly unpredictable underlife of interaction'' (Simcock, 

p.87) between a people discontented with conditions whether 



economic, political or moral, and various issue entrepreneurs 

adept at resource mobilization. "Neither the cause nor the 

explanation for the form and direction of movement activity 

will be found finally on one side of this interaction or the 

other. Rather, it will be found at the interface between the 

two where ideology and discontent meet (and variously modify) 

one .anothe1-" (Simcock, p .:37). 

In symbolic interaction theory the coordination of action 

formation of a shared perspective, the product of the defining 

activities of symbolic interaction. The extension of this 

insight into social movement inquiry would also argue for a 

focu·s on the relationship between "ideology and di·scontent ," 

that is, between the two groups, leadership and mass, from 

which the movement would form. The ongoing relationship 

between leadership and mass that was the basis for a shared 

perspective, changed as the actions of one group influenced 

and modified the actions of the other. Thus, a study of the 

sequence of events underlying initial interactions is most 

critical in understanding how a core group of activists seized 

an opportunity and successfully articulated a need for a bus 

boycott to Montgomery's black community and how the 

overwhelming response of Montgomery's blacks led their 

leadership to create a formal organization to run the boycott. 

Rosa Parks' arrest occurred on Thursday, December 1, 

1955, as she rode the bus home from her job as a seamstress at 
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the Montgomery Fair Department Stare. She had waited far the 

bus at the busy downtown Court Square step and by the time she 

boarded there was only one vacant seat in the black section. 

She took this seat which was in the row immediately behind the 

section reserved for whites (first four rows of the bus) •3 

The Montgomery municipal code required segregated seating on 

~~ th~- -;t,· wh1·1-~ 1·n ~-tLtal ,-h,a,,-.,,_e ,-w·f -_~_n'y' bL\·:::,-. 114 <..i , _ I'= L .L - :,' '= 1 ,::,.L - ._, .. Legally, 

blacks could not sit in the white section, even if all black 

seats were taken and white seats remained empty. If white 

passengers boarded and the first four rows were filled, the 

driver could make rows available to them by ordering blacks to 

give up their seats. 

Within two stops after Parks boarded the bus, all seats 

were taken and several passengers were left standing. Driver 

J.F. Blake ordered the first row of black passengers to give 

up their seats for white patrons; but, none of the four 

blacks, including Parks, responded. When Blake spoke again, 

saying "You'd better make it light on yourselves and let me 

have those seats," the three other people in Parks' row stood 

up and moved <Raines, p.41). 

3Rosa L. Parks interview with Howell Raines, My Soul is 
Rested: Movement Days in the Deep South Remembered (New York: 
G.P. Putnam's Sons, 1977), p.40; see al·so Ca1-1 T. Rowan, Go 
South to Sorrow (New York: Random House, 1957), p.115. 

4Noi-man W. Walker, "The Walking City, A History of the 
Mont9ome1-y Boycott," Negro Histo1--...,- Bulletin, 20, ~~,:::i.1 (October 
1956) , 1 7. 



Blake asked Parks if she was going to stand and she 

.::1nswered quietly, "No." He ,✓ ai-ned that he would have hei-

arrested, then left to summon police. 

experience Rosa Parks was well aware of the injustice of the 

bus system. As secretary of the local NAACP chapter, she was 

also aware of the series of meetings between black 

representatives and city officials in relation to the bus 

situation and of the incidents involving other black women who 

,:::-

for non-compliance.~ Parks deeply resented the 

bus situation. This was not the first time she demonstrated 

hei- discontent. In previous years Parks had been evicted from 

buses because she would not reboard through the rear door 

after paying her fare at the front (Raines, p.40). Her 

refusal to give up her seat, however, was a spontaneous 

decision. 6 When the arresting officers asked her why she 

would not move, Parks told them she had paid the fare and 

didn't think she should have to stand <Raines, p.41>. Parks 

was taken to the city hall where she was charged with 

violating Section 11, Chapter 6 of the city code which "gives 

police powers to bus drivers in enforcement of segregation 

aboard buses. 117 She called home and asked her mother to have 

her husband pick her up. 

,:::-

·-'.Janet Stevenson, "Rosa Parks Wouldn't BLtdge," American 
Heritage , 23 , No . 2 ( 1 '372) , 58 • 

E,:=..:osa L. Pad,:s interview with Cynthia Stokes Bi-own, "Rosa 
Pcu-ks," Southei-n E:,-,:posui-e, '3, No.1 (1'381), 16-17 . 

.., 
1 Montgomery Advertiser, December 2, 1955, p.9A; see also 

Montgomery Advertiser, December 4, 1955, p.1A. 



Meanwhile, at the time of the arrest, a friend and co-

worker of Rosa Parks got off the bus and ran several blocks to 

E.D. Nixon's house to notify him. Nixon was at the NAACP 

office where his wife phoned to tell him of the confrontation. 

Not knowing the reason for the arrest, Nixon called police 

headquarters, but he was refused information as an 

unauthorized per3□ n. Fred Gray, a young black lawyer who had 

worked on cases for the NAACP, was out of town so Nixon turned 

to civil rights attorney Clifford Durr, who was a member of 

the bi-racial Alabama Council on Human Relations and a well 

known white liberal. Nixon and the Durrs (Mrs. Durr was a 

friend of Parks) drove down ta the police station where Nixon 

posted $100 bond for Parks and requested a court date for 

Monday, December 5. Within minutes Parks' husband arrived and 
,..., 

they all left for the Parks' apartment. 0 

After discussing the details of the bus incident, Nixon 

and Durr suggested to Parks that her case could be used to 

test the constitutionality of Alabama's segregation laws and 

pei-haps "·strike a majo1- blow against Jim Ci-ow" (Steven·son, 

p.58). Nixon knew that Parks would make an excellent 

litigant. She was a soft-spoken, dignified person who would 

remain calm and not be intimidated in court proceedings. 

Furthermore, Parks was well known and respected in the black 

community as a civic leader who worked diligently for others. 

8Lamant Yea key, "Tr,e Mont gome1-y Bus Boycott , 1955-1956, 
(Unpublished PhD dissertation, Columbia University, 1979) 
pp.263-266; see also Stevenson, op. cit., p.58; see also 
Raines, op. cit., pp.39-42. 



According to Ni::-,:on, "She wa.s moi-all':l clean, and she had a 

fairly good academic training. Now, she wasn't afraid and she 

didn't get excited about anything. If ever there was a person 

that we woulda been able to break the situation that existed 

on the Montgomery city line, Rosa I 
Lo Parks was the woman to 

use'' (Raines, p.43). As a community symbol, she would draw 

the broad-based support needed for a bus boycott. After much 

consideration, Parks consented. That same evening Nixon began 

contacting other black civic leaders to gather support for a 

one day strike of city buses on Parks' court date, Monday, 

December 5. 

Nixon's contacts in the leadership structure of the black 

community were extensive. His first calls, however, were to 

the people who had been active in the NAACP and thus, had 

known Parks.9 These people included the women who had worked 

closely with him on the bus meetings with city officials. 

Nixon notified Jo Ann Robinson who, after giving her 

enthusiastic support, called the other officers of the Women's 

Political Council. She also telephoned the principals of the 

black schools and teachers at Alabama State University, where 

blacks attended college, because they were all members of the 

Women's Political Council. These women, who had taken an 

active part in trying to improve the bus situation, put into 

9J. Mill·s Thornton III, "Challenge and Response in the 
Mont gomei-y Bus Boycott of 1955-1956," A l-abama Review, 33, No. 3 
(Jul~ 1980) 178. 



effect their telephone network which had been set up to help 

with voter registration.10 

Robinson's first goal after informing these people of the 

arrest and boycott was to prepare them for a mass distribution 

of flyers which would inform the entire black community of 

44,000 of Parks' arrest and the one day boycott scheduled for 

Monday. After typing the stencil herself, Robinson with the 

help of two students, spent the entire night running off 

thousands of copies in the basement of the Alabama State 

morning, December 2, she delivered packets of flyers to her 

associates who used their network of voter registration 

workers to distribute the leaflets on porches in black 

neighborhoods. This network was an organized structure of 

volunteer workers who were assigned to neighborhood areas; 

these people, in turn, were in charge of others who covered 

sub-areas (\/alien, p.125). In addition to the door to door 

distribution, the school principals sent hundreds of flyers 

home with black school children. 

Robinson's actions might be considered premature since a 

boycott leadership, formal or informal, had yet to convene. 

The leaflet, however, was the first communication between 

10vincent Hai-ding, "The Black ~.Jedge in America: Struggle, 
Ci-i;si;;;; .and Hope, 1955-1975," The Black Scholai-: JoLu-nal of 
Black Studies and Research, 7, No.4 <December 1975), 35; see 
also ::3teven Micha.el Mil lne1-, "The Montgomery Bus Boycott: Case 
Study in the Emergence and Ca1-eer of a Social Movement" 
(Unpublished PhD dissertation, University of California, 
Berkele·y, 1981) , p .114. 



ideological experts and a discontented public. It established 

a relationship of instruction. With this first communique, 

black activists supplied information about a politically 

effective means of challenging the bus system they abhorred. 

In essence, the leaflet stated that another Negro woman was 

arrested for refusing to give up her seat to a white person. 

This was the third such incident in the past year and until 

Mc1ntgome1-y-'s blacks "do something" to stop the an-ests, they 

wou. l d cc:int i nue. 11 The ne::d ti me it might be y·ou. 01- ·,-ou or you. 11 

(Thornton, p.197). "This has to be stopped •.. If Negroes did 

not ride the buses they could not operate ••• every Negro stay 

1::::iff the bLises Monday in protest of this an-est and trial" 

(Yeakey, p .285) . 

The importance of the December 2nd flyer, however, goes 

beyond this first call to Montgomery's blacks to participate 

in a bus strike. The day after Parks' arrest as news of the 

boycott spread throughout the black community, Montgomery's 

more conservative black leaders planned to meet; but, since 

the Women's Political Council had already communicated plans 

to the community for a Monday protest, the boycott as public 

knowledge was established before the leadership met. 

Montgomery's militant black leaders, a very small group, 

seized an opportunity and acted. Their flyer articulated 

black outrage over the injustice of the bus system and called 

people to action. Any conservative leaders who might have 

doubted the efficacy of a strike found themselves risking 
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unpopularity and a compromising image if they did not support 

the boycott. 

Early Friday morning E.D. Nixon began calling black 

peoples. 1111 Fiw social, commercial or public facilities were 

available to the black people of Montgomery. Six nightclubs, 

four movie theaters, one community center, eleven schools and 

forty churches constituted the major means of social, 

educational and recreational services for 44,000 blacks (Hines 

and Pierce, p.164). The churches were central institutions in 

the life of Southern blacks. Their ministers were influential 

and respected community figures. In order to involve the 

masses, Nixon knew he had to call on the black clergy for 

support. He first called Ralph Abernathy, a twenty-nine year 

old Baptist minister who was active in the NAACP and who had 

attended all the bus meetings with city officials. When 

Abernathy agreed wholeheartedly with the idea of a boycott, 

Nixon asked him to arrange a meeting of leading black 

ministers for that evening (Thornton p.198 footnote; see also 

Yeakey, pp.280-283). 

Another young Baptist minister that Nixon called 

immediately was Martin Luther King, Jr. Although agreeing 

that some form of protest was necessary, King hesitated to 

commit himself and asked Nixon to ''let me think about it a 

11E.D. Nixon interview with Howell Raines, op. cit., 
p .45. 



while and call me back" (F'.a.ine·s, p.45). The twenty-si::< ·y'eai

old King was very busy trying to finish his dissertation while 

fulfilling his pastoral duties. A month before Parks' arrest, 

King had turned down ths presidency of the local NAACP because 

of these commitments and because the King's first child was 

1 .-, 
soon .... c When Nixon called back, King offered his 

church as a meeting sight but was still unsure of the depth of 

his i l!\/O 1 \/fEine n t see also Thornton, p.138 

{ootnote). Nixon and Abernathy continued to contact community 

leaders about the meeting that night at the Dexter Avenue 

Baptist Church which was centrally located on Court Square. 

Over forty ministers and civic leaders met Friday evening 

to discuss boycott plans. They were far from agreement on 

issues such as a list of demands and the length of the 

boycott, but unanimous in the resolve to inform all black 

citizens of Parks' arrest and the boycott. The ministei-s 

planned to urge their congregations on Sunday, the day before 

the protest, to stay off the buses, while business and 

professional leaders would begin immediately to contact their 

1 .-, colleagues and patrons.~ The group also decided to hold a 

mass meeting Monday night in order to assess the success of 

the strike and to ask the black community whether they wanted 

12stephen Oates, Let the Trumpet Sound: The Life of 
Martin Luther King, Jr. (New York: Mentor Books, 1985), p.35, 
60. 

13Martin Luther King, Jr., Stride Toward Freedom: The 
Montgomery Story (New York: Harper and Row, Publishers, 1958), 
p.32; see also Yeakey, op. cit., pp.288-289. 



to continue the boycott or merely to threaten to renew it if 

demands were not met (Stevenson, p.61). Ta insure that all of 

black Montgomery would be notified, it was decided to 

distribute additional leaflets. A committee headed by King 

drew up a statement similar to the one prepared by Jo Ann 

Robinson. 

"Don't ride the t,u·s to wo"i-k, to town, ta 
school, or anyplace Monday, December 5. 

Another Negro woman has been arrested and 
put in jail because she refused to give up 
her bus seat. 

Don't ride the buses to work, ta town, to 
school, or anywhere on Monday. If you 
work, take a cab, or share a ride, or 
walk. 

Come ta a mass meeting, Monday at 7:00 
p.m., at the Holt Street Baptist Church 
foi- further instruction." (King, p.23) 

Dexter Avenue Church secretaries ran off several thousand 

copies for Alabama State college students and other volunteers 

to distribute the next day. One additional topic was 

addressed before adjourning. Many blacks, even middle class 

families such as the Parks, did not own autos and relied 

strictly on the buses for transportation. To remedy the 

problem, black taxi companies would be asked to charge the 

same fare as the buses (ten cents per person>. There were 

approximately eight black owned taxi companies operating sixty 

ta seventy cars in the city (Yeakey, p.290; see also King, 

p.33) Under Montgomery's segregation laws only cabs driven by 

blacks and mai-ked II cal 01-ed II were all owed to t i-anspar t black 

passengers (Stevenson, p.59). 
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This second leaflet represents a more defined 

communication from a coalescing black leadership to the 

masses. This evolving leadership found that the momentum for 

a protest was already in existence due to the Women's 

Political Council flyers. Plans, however, for the boycott 

could be made only as far as Monday night's mass meeting, the 

first face to face encounter between ideology and discontent. 

Movement plans (joint action) were dependent on the formation 

of a shared perspective. Would Montgomery's blacks 

participate in the boycott? Did they share the outrage over 

Rosa Parks' arrest and their own unfair treatment on city 

buses? Did they see the boycott as an effective 

countermeasure? The direction of movement activity would be 

determined by the symbolic interaction between leadership and 

mass. 

The last pre-boycott communique appeared Sunday morning 

December 4 in the Montgomery Advertiser. The paper printed an 

article that contributed significantly to publicizing the 

boycott. The only previous newspaper account of the bus 

controversy was a brief report on page nine in Friday's 

"Negro Jailed Here for 'Overlooking' Bus 

Segregation" mistakenly reported that F'ark·s ~-.ias an-ested foi-

14Montqomery Advertiser, December 2, 1955, p.9A. The 
Advertiser, on a daily basis, continued to report incorrectly 
that Parks was arrested for sitting in the section reserved 
for whites and for refusing to move to the black section. From 
December C:: on, the paper de·scr i bed her conviction II for 
refusing to move to a seat in the Negro section of a City 



Sunday's much larger front page article was written by Joe 

Azbell, the city editor and an acquaintance of Nixon's. 

Because of his job as a Pullman porter, Nixon was out of town 

Friday evening through Sunday morning, but before he left 

Ni::-,:on cal led Azbell :;;ugge·sting that he "had a hot lead" 

(Raines, p.46). They met at the train station where Nixon 

informed Azbell about the boycott plans. Both men agreed that 

the story would not be attributed to Nixon (Stevenson, p.59). 

Azbell's article quoted the entire leaflet written by Jo 

Ann Robinson and gave the time and place of the Monday night 

mass meeting. The source of information cited was maids who 

asked white women employers for Monday off so that they could 

boycott city buses. The circumstances of Parks' arrest and a 

statement issued by the bus company followed. J • H • Bagley' , 

manager of the Montgomery City Lines, stated that the bus 

company was not exempt from state or city law. 

that the colored people blames us for any state or city 

ordinances which we didn't have passed. We have to obey all 

laws jLtst like any other citizen. 11 15 This was the initial 

statement of what would be the company's position during 

months of negotiation and litigation. 

Nixon, like the Women's Political Council, acted before 

an organized boycott leadership met. His strategy in 

Lines bL1·s, 11 dropping the mistaken reporting that she sat in 
the white section. See Montgomery Advertiser, December 8, 
1955, p.2a. 

15Mantgomery Advertiser, Dec~mber 4, 1955, p.6A. 
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confiding to Azbell was to circumvent conservative black 

leaders by insuring that all of Montgomery's black people were 

informed of the bus strike. He believed that once the 

dissatisfied, long suffering masses became aware of Rosa 

citizens and have riqhts," they would i ,=. rally as a people.~~ 

The blacks knew of their own personal grievances against the 

bus system. The article, quotinq the leaflet, served to show 

them th.::1t the seating policies di5ci-iminated a,;iainst them as a 

people. "Until we do ·somethin9 to 5top these ai-1-est·s, they 

will continue. The ne:,d time it may be you or you 

The instructions to stay off the buses gave them a possibility 

Ideological experts hoped to change black 

people's symbolic perception of their plight, thereby moving 

them to action. Through the leaflets and news article, their 

problem was publicly and politically defined. The activists 

supplied citizens with a larger, more political perspective of 

In addition, the front page Advertiser article gave 

formal status to the planned protest. News reports and 

articles about "Negroes" seldom appeai-ed in the Montgomery 

paper and very rarely on the front page. Coverage of black 

events other than crime reports was limited. For example, the 

Saturday issues which devoted a full page to Montgomery church 

16Montqomery Advertiser, Decembe~ 9, 1955, p.1A; see also 
Yeakey, op. cit., p.299 footnote. 

1~ A 'Montgomerv Advertiser, December 4, 1955, p.1 ·. 
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news and announcements did not include any of the forty black 

chw-ches. The article and its headline "Negro Gi-oups Ft:eady 

Boycott of City Lines" was a public announcement of the 

The news organ formally recognized a city wide 

event which might otherwise seem a minor or uncertain effort. 

The Sunday article also for the first time informed white 

Montgomery of the boycott. By afternoon Police Commissioner 

Clyde Sellers announced on radio that city policemen would 

patrol main bus stop areas to protect anyone who wished to 

ride from harassment. Calling the boycott of the buses a most 

serious matter, Sellers added that the police department would 

deal with the situation ''in an attitude of maintaining peace 

and enfoi-cement of the law." 1':J 

Monday's boycott was an overwhelming success, much more 

so than the leaders had expected. Most blacks waited on 

corners for rides or shared crowded taxis rather than boarded 

buses and many walked to their destinations. By 7:00 A.M. at 

Court Square only two blacks were reported to have gotten off 

buses when usually, according to the Alabama Journal, the 

b1_,se·s wei-e "packed with Ne,;ii-oes going and coming at that 

time. 11 20 The motorcycle corps of the pol ice department 

18Montgornery Advertiser, December 4, 1955, p.lA. 

19Montgomery Advertiser, December 5, 1955, p.2A. 

20Alabama Journal (Montgomery, Alabama), December 5, 
1955. The Montgomery Advertiser (morning paper) and the 
Alabama Journal (afternoon paper) were owned by a local 
publisher, R.F. Hudson. All Alabama Journal and some 
Montgomery Advertiser articles are references from the Alabama 



followed buses as they passed through black neighborhoods, but 

this police protection only served to keep blacks who were 

uncertain of their protest participation, away from the buses 

(Raines, p.46). Many white employers picked up their black 

employee:;;. The Advertiser estimated that only 5 to 10¼ of the 

several thousand blacks who normally ride the buses broke the 

By 9:00 A.M. a crowd of over 200 supporters gathered at 

the Recorder's Court in police headquarters for Rosa Parks' 

In twenty years of helping to defend the rights of 

blacks, E.D. Nixon rarely saw another black person in the 

courthouse "unless he was being tried" (Raines, p.46). He was 

surprised and encouraged by the community members who had 

responded to the political leaders' call and decided at last 

to act. The City Prosecutor asked to change the complaint 

against Parks to make the warrant read a violation of the 

state law rather than the city ordinance. The city code, 

while giving bus drivers police power to enforce segregation, 

also prohibited the unseating of a passenger unless another 

seat was available. Driver Blake had stated that there were 

twenty-two Negroes and fourteen whites seated in the thirty

six seat bus, which meant that all bus seats were occupied and 

Blake could not have legally asked Parks tb move. Attorney 

Gray objected but the judge allowed the amendment. Passed by 

Department of Archives and History (Montgomery, Alabama). 
Page numbers for these references are missing. 

21Montqomery Advertiser, December 6, 1955, p.6A. 



the state legislature in 1947, the State statute authorized 

bus companies to provide and enforce separate facilities for 
,.., . ..., 

"White and Negro races."c.c. Parks was found 9uilty and fined 

$10. Gray needed this guilty conviction in order to file an 

appeal against segregation in Federal District Court. 

While leaving the courthouse, Nixon learned from 

Abernathy and another minister, Rev. E.N. French, that a 

planning committee would meet at 3 P.M. to decide on long term 

policies for the now successful boycott. The three met at 

French's African Methodist Episcopal <AME) Zion Church and 

drew up a list cf proposals to be presented at the later 

meeting. The recommendations were that all bus patrons should 

be seated on a first-come, first-served basis with blacks 

seated from the rear to the front and whites, from the front 

to the rear, that blacks would be treated courteously and that 

qualified blacks should be hired to drive buses in black 

neighborhoods (Yeakey, pp.313-314). These were basically the 

same proposals presented by Nixon at the February Progressive 

Democratic Association meeting with candidates for city 

offices. The men agreed that the boycott should continue 

until these conditions were met. 

The committee of sixteen that met later that afternoon at 

the Mt. Zion AME Zion Church quickly accepted Abernathy's 

suggestion of the creation of a formal organization to oversee 

boycott activities • The local NAACP president, upon learning 

. ..,.-, 
cc.Montgomery Advertiser, December 6, 1955, p.6A. 
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of Parks' arrest, had refused to allow the chapter to become 

involved in the running of the boycott without the approval of 

the national headquarters (Thornton, p.200>. Abernathy 

proposed the Montgomery Improvement Association as an 

appropriate name. The election of officers followed with 

Martin Luther King very quickly being nominated and 

unanimc:ius l 'y· 
.-.. ..,, 

elected as president.c~ 

Although King was relatively new to the community, he had 

impressed the others with his eloquent and dynamic speaking 

abilities and his educational background (Thornton, p.199; see 

also Yeakey, p.321). Nixon had invited him to speak in August 

at an NAACP meeting and kept him in mind for a future role in 

black civic affai1-s <Raine·s, p.48). King's election also 

avoided the factionalism that had divided Montgomery's black 

leadership and prevented them from working together. As a 

newcomer, he had not become identified with any particular 

group.24 Other officers were elected and it was agreed that 

everyone present would constitute the executive board which 

would serve as a coordinatiAg agency for the protest. Most of 

the board members were ministers, but others included 

teachers, lawyers and businessman (King, p.42). 

23[Jonald H. Smith, "Ma;-tin Luther King, Jr.: In the 
Beginning at Montgomei-y," The Southern Speech Journal, 34, 
No . 1 (Fa 1 1 19E,8) , 10 . 

24John White, "Mai-tin LLtther King, Jr.: Militant 
Clergyman," Black Leadei-·ship in America 1895-1968 (New York: 
Longman House, 1985), p.126. 



The recommendations drawn up by Nixon, Abernathy and 

French were accepted after discussion of the possibility of 

supplemental demands. The board also agreed that the protest 

should continue until demands were met. Abernathy was 

appointed chair~an cf a committee that would prepare a 

resolution to be presented for approval at the evening mass 

meeting (Yeakey·, p.331). The n?solution cal led fo1- "evei-y 

citizen in Montgomery, regardless of race, color or creed, to 

,'>lorked out and stated that "the Negro citizens we1-e ready and 

.-, c:-

willing to work out a solution."c~ 

Board members then began to question the willingness or 

ability of the black community to endure a sustained, united 

boycott. The leadership may have wanted the boycott to 

continue until demands were met, but the participation of the 

masses would be the deciding factor. The board realized that 

further boycott plans would depend on the approval of that 

evening's gathering (Stevenson, p.61; see also Yeakey, p.332). 

The bus boycott now had a formal leadership structure and a 

very successful first day, but once again the direction and 

possibility of future movement activity could not be 

determined until the interaction of leadership and mass. 

By the 7:00 P.M. meeting time, the Holt Street Baptist 

Church was completely filled and the overflowing crowd jammed 

the streets around the church for several blocks in all 

.•,c:-
C ~Alabama Journal, December 6, 1955. 



directions. One thousand black people crowded into the church 

and an estimated 5,000 people gathered outside for the mass 

meeting.26 Many others, including the Durrs, gave up their 

attempt to reach the church because of the congestion of the 

crowd and traffic. Loudspeakers were set up outside the 

building so that the people could hear the proceedings 

( Ga i- d ner , p . 18) . 

The church meeting opened traditionally with a hymn 

followed by prayer, then scripture reading. E.D. Nixon made 

the opening remarks and urged the crowd to continue the 

boycott (Stevenson, p.61). The main speaker, Martin Luther 

King, since leaving the afternoon meeting, had less than half 

an hour to prepare his address. Television crews recorded the 

enthusiastic response to his speech. 

King first welcomed the gathering, then established the 

pw-pose of the meeting by saying, "We 'i-e here in a genei-a l 

sense because first and foremost, we are American citizens, 

and we are determined to acquire our citizenship to the 

ful lne·;:;s of it·s meaning" (Smith, p.12). He broadened the 

significance of the local boycott by addressing the underlying 

issue, that of citizenship rights. Acknowledging the 

humiliation, fear and despair that blacks felt about the bus 

situation and racial segregation in general, King gave voice 

to their new found commitment to seek justice. "You know my 

friends, ther~ comes a time when people get tired of being 

26Alabama Journal, December 6, 1955. 
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trampled over by the iron feet of oppre~sion. There comes a 

time, my friends, when people get tired of being flung across 

the abyss of humiliation where they experience the bleakness 

of nagging despair. There comes a time when people get tired 

of being pushed out of the glittering sunlight of life's July 

and left standing amidst the piercing chill of an Alpine 

November'' (Yeakey, p.667). The congregation responded 

enthusiastically to King's poetic articulation of their mood. 

He ju·stified the boycott bath mai-al ly and legal ly--"One 

of the greatest glories of democracy is the right to protest 

fell- 1- i g ht " CK i ng , p • 4 7) • "If we are wrong, the Supi-eme Coui-t 

is wrong. If we are wrong, God Almighty is wrong. If we are 

wrong, Jesus of Nazareth was merely a Utopian dreamer and 

never came down to earth. If ~"e are wrong, just ice is a lie" 

(Yeakey, p.337). 

The black public had been instructed by activists in a 

method of challenging an unfair bus system. King gave them an 

ideology, a politically and spiritually self-conscious vision, 

to support their efforts. He grounded their actions in 

democratic principles and elevated the boycotters' intentions 

by invoking the legal authority of the Supreme Court and the 

moral authority of God. Placing the boycotters' struggle 

within the context of the Christian doctrine of love, King 

emphasized that they were a Christian people whose method 

would be persuasion, not violence. "□LU- act ions must be 

guid~d by the deepest principles of our Christian faith. Love 
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mu·st be oLU- 1-egu lat i ng ideal" (Oates, p .67) . He asked that 

they "protest courageously and yet with dignity and Chi-istian 

lo•,.,-e" (King, p.48). His final w1:::ir,js b,:::iund the black •=itizens 

together by evoking a heroic image of their unified stand. 

when the history books are written in the future, somebody 

will have to say, 'There lived a race of people, of black 

people, of people who had the moral courage to stand up for 

their rights. And thereby they injected a new meaning into 

the vein·:;; of histoq1 and of ci·,.,-ilization"' (Yeakey, p.66"3). 

Through Martin Luther King's imagery the protesters found 

themselves becoming a symbol, that of an oppressed people 

willing to suffer in order to achieve justice. 

The audience responded wildly to King's address. Ralph 

Abernathy read the resolution which, according to the 

mass concurred with leadership's plan, the boycott would 

continue until demands were met. 

The significance of the mass meeting was that for the 

first time leadership and mass met and a discontented people 

completely accepted a formalized leadership. The activists 

had supplied the black public with a political definition of 

their problem and a method for seeking redress, but whether 

the public would 1-espond depended on the "int er vent ionary 

force of symbolism (functioning as a control on perception) in 

.-,-, 
c 1 Montqomery Advertiser, December 6~ 1955, p.1A. 



the relationship between conditions and social movement 

action" (Simcock, p.86). The leaflets successfully· portrayed 

Rosa Parks' problem as their problem; in protesting her 

treatment they would be protesting their own unfair treatment 

on city buses. Azbell 's Sunday article gave public 

recognition to the planned boycott and elevated the status of 

black activities. Finally, beyond these forms of written 

communication, the mass meeting (face-to-face encounter) 

confirmed to black Montgomery that they were tired of the bus 

situation as a prime example of the injustice of segregation 

and that they were acting as a people to amend the oppression. 

Even more important than this visual symbolism of 

thousands of black people who had never before worked together 

to challenge an imposed way of life, was the oratory (aural 

symbolism) of Martin Luther King. Speaking without notes, he 

showed the community that it was not only their right to 

p1-otest, but it was their "overwhelming 1-esponsibi lity" (King, 

p.48). The eloquence and power of his speech astonished black 

Montgomery and charged them with a higher moral sense of their 

endeavor. To one community leader "This was the 

awakening ••• It was the most stimulating thing I have ever 

heard. Nobody dreamed that Martin Luther King being that sort 

of man under these conditions'' (Yeakey, p.339). To Rufus 

Lewis, a teacher at Alabama State University and a leader in 

vote1- 1-egist1-ation campaigns, "This was the time that the 

people were brought face to face with the type of man Martin 

Luther was--not only the people who came to the mass meeting, 



but those who nominated him, too. Th~t was the great 

awakening. It was astonishing, the man spoke with so much 

foi-ce" (Yeakey, p.340). 

Through his speech, King did awaken the black people to 

both the power of his oratory and to the significance of their 

protest movement. He was able to create a new symbolic 

reality of black Americans' attempts to claim their civil 

rights. King enlarged the political self-understanding of the 

people by infusing their actions with the highest political 

and religious significance. The symbol of a unified people, 

no longer afraid to protest for justice, would be the shared 

perspective that sustained boycott activity for months to 

fci l low. 

King came to the boycott leadership after plans were 

initiated and was not elected president until after the first 

successful day. His involvement began in the series of 

meetings and events through which the leadership evolved and 

it culminated in his election. Although not part of the 

original ideologists and at first reluctant to participate, 

King became the boycott's principal spokesman. His appeal to 

the Christian doctrine of love in Monday's mass meeting was to 

become the boycott's guiding philosophy of non-violence. 

The significance of the mass meeting extended beyond the 

unified action and resolve of the black community. The lead 

a1-ticle in Tuesday moi-ning's Advertiser i-epoi-ted on "the hL1ge 

assemblage" at the Holt St1-eet ChLU-ch, Pai-ks' conviction and 
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the bus company's reaction.cw The page long, five column 

story included three photos and was continued for three 

columns on the second page. The entire city of Montgomery, 

both blacks and whites, would recognize the import of Parks' 

87 

action, the boycott and the mass meeting for the bus situation 

and for city politics in general. 

On Wednesday, Joe Azbell wrote a comprehensive editorial 

about his experience attending the meeting. 29 He stressed the 

quiet orderliness and politeness of the hundreds cf 

participants prior to the meeting and ''the passion that fired 

the meeting'' as the program started. Azbell noted that after 

the resolution on continuing the boycott was accepted with 

wild delight, the crowd was reminded that ''what we are seeking 

is by peaceful means. There will be no violence or 

intimidation. We are seeking things in a democratic way and 

we are using the weapon of protest.'' He ended his report 

with: ''It proved beyond any doubt there was a discipline among 

Negroes that many whites had doubted. It was almost a 

military discipline combined with emotion.'' The 

organizational sophistication of the blacks' campaign took 

white Montgomery by surprise. From this point on boycott 

activities would have local front page newspaper coverage. 

On Tuesday, in reaction·to the mass meeting, bus company 

attorney Jack Crenshaw said that the firm ''would have no 

28Montgomery Advertiser, December 6, 1955, p.1A. 

29Montgomery Advertiser, December 7, 1955. 



objections to meeting with the Negroes responsible for the 

i-acial boycott," bLtt he thought their ai-gument was with the 

city and state officials, not the company. 

1-espcmsible f,::ii- the la.w, but we dci ha\le t,:::i obey it . 11 30 In 

i-epl·y·, l<ing stated that "we are not asking an end to 

·5e,;p-eg.atian, 11 sug,;ie·5ting th.at a 5eatin,;i ai-i-angement could be 

worked out within the law.31 

On Wednesday, December 7, the bi-racial Alabama Council 

an Human Relations (ACHR) offered to arrange a meeting with 

the MIA, City Commission and bus officials for the next day. 

At that December 8th meeting which included television and 

newspaper reporters, King presented the three demands agreed 

to at the Monday afternoon meeting of boycott leaders. 

Crenshaw objected to all the demands except the one proposing 

more courtesy. He again stated that the bus company must 

follow city laws on seating. With regard to the demand of 

hiring black drivers, he said the company had no intentions of 

hiring Negroes. Attorney Gray argued that both city code and 

state statute simply required separate but equal 

accommodations, but that no specific seating arrangement was 

mandated, therefore, the bus company could negotiate a new 

seating plan. King added that the proposed plan was in effect 

in Mobile, Atlanta, and other Southern cities (Thornton, 

pp.200-203). After four hours the first bus boycott 

,.., ") 
~lAlabama Journal, December 6, 1955. 

31Mantgamery Advertiser, December 8, 1955. 
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conference came to an unproductive end with both sides 

reiterating their positions. Thus, the seven days following 

Rosa Parks' arrest ended with the beginning of a successful 

boycott and the establishment of negotiations between a 

Once the boycott had been called, the emergence of both 

leadership and followers depended on the effectiveness of 

communication in facilitating a shared perspective. The form 

and manner of this communication underlying the relationship 

between leadership and mass were affected by social structural 

factors. As Hall has pointed out, social definitions and 

those who have a part in their creation and implementation are 

limited by the distribution of power and resources.32 Because 

the blacks were a politically and economically suppressed 

minority, they did not have access to news media to publicize 

their boycott; instead, the original communication calling for 

a protest was an anonymous leaflet. 

The telephone network and voter registration worker 

organization that were also a part of initial communication 

existed because of previous political activities by the 

ideologists. They used the communication resources available 

to them to their best advantage. These forms of relaying 

information contributed most significantly to the symbolic 

interaction that allowed a coordination of joint effort. 

32peter M. Hall, "Structltl-ing Symbolic Interaction: 
Communication .::1.nd Pov,e1-," Communicat ic;n Yearbook Four, ed. Dan 
Nimmo (New Brunswick: Transaction Books, 1980), p.58. 



Their importance in moving the black public to action was 

pa;-amount. 

When Nixon involved the ministers in the emergent boycott 

leadership, he relied on Southern black society's most 

independent institution and primary means of communication.33 

Historically, black ministers were community and cultural 

leaders and their involvement in and eventual dominance of 

protest leadership was another key factor in the success of 

the boy·cot t . Their dominant role in Southern black society 

allowed them great influence in imparting a religious 

definition to the protest. The ministers first public action 

while assuming leadership was urging their congregations to 

support the strike. From their pulpits on the Sunday morning 

before the protest, the religious leaders read the leaflets, 

advised unity in participation and announced the scheduling of 

the Monday night mass meeting. 

The overwhelming success of this first meeting led to the 

twice weekly mass meetings held at various black churches 

during the year long boycott. These gatherings became the 

most important means of communication between the MIA and the 

black community. They provided the interface, the 

organizational framework which sustained the symbolic 

interaction between ideologists and protesters. In the mass 

32Dominic J. Capeci, Jr. "From Ha;-lem to Montgomery: The 
Bus Boycotts and Leadership of Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., and 
Mai-tin Luther King, Ji-.," The Histo·1-ian, 41, No.4 (August 
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meetings King espoused the non-violent philosophy which became 

the guiding spirit of the boycott. To black Montgomerians, 

the boycott became inseparable from the religious life of 

their community (Capeci, p.731). The role of the mass 

meetings in communicating strategy and maintaining group 

solidarity and morale will be explored in the next chapter. 

Chapter Four will also trace the development of protest 

strategy in relation to the intransigence of the bus company 

and in relation to the actions of the city administration. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

THE BOYCOTT~ AN EXTENDED SYMBOLIC INTERACTION, 
SOCIAL PROCESS AS DEFINITION 

The previous chapter explored the organizational 

practices of the protest leadership, specifically the 

processes of communication which informed the black public. 

'32 

As the introduction to the chapter noted, it is not enough to 

attend strictly to the availability of organizers to account 

for social movement activity. According to Simcock, an 

unde1-standing of "the symbolic environment of social 

cognition·5 and const1-uction·5 of n:ality, 11 must include an 

analysis of the symbolic interaction that occurs within a 

public and between the public and movement ideolcgists.1 

Through the on-going process of symbolic interaction, the give 

and take of social activities between mass and leadership, a 

new socially defined construction of reality emerged. 

Montgomery's blacks would no longer tolerate the unjust bus 

system--its seating policies, the harsh treatment from drivers 

and unfair hiring practices. From the interaction between 

leadership and mass came a formalized leadership and a plan of 

action. The formal organizational framework or interface 

between ideologists and the black public was the mass church 

meeting. 

i 

.:.Br.::1dford L. Simcock, "Developmental Aspects of Anti-
Pollution Pi-otest in Japan," Reseai-ch in Social Movements, 
Conflicts and Change, 'v'ol.2, (0:,.::foi-d: JAI Press, 1':179), p.:34. 
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Bi-weekly church meetings made possible the formative, 

interpretive social process through which Montgomery's blacks 

continually defined their social and political reality. A 

week after Rosa Parks' arrest, the black community's symbolic 

environment included a definition of themselves as protesters 

and a definition of Martin Luther King, Jr. and the Montgomery 

Improvement Association <MIA> executive board as the protest 

leadershio. These identities were dependent not only on each 

other for definition in a figure-ground relationship (the 

actions of one group affecting and being affected by the 

actions of the other), but they were also dependent on 

interactions with the opposition, the City Commissioners and 

the bus company. Through interaction these groups variously 

modified each other; continually emergent, they should be 

considered organizations in-the-process-of-becoming. 

The central concern of a symbolic interactionist account 

of the Montgomery bus boycott must be the defining activities 

of these groups as they interacted. This chapter will analyze 

the role of the mass meetings as the principal means by which 

protest leadership and the black public communicated with each 

other. The evolving relationship between the protesters and 

the city administration will be studied through an examination 

of negotiations and litigation. The various lawsuits that 

were filed by both sides in the months following Parks' arrest 

were a direct outgrowth of the failure of negotiations. 

The developing attitudes of the white citizens of 

Montgomery towards the boycott and blacks, in general, were 
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influenced by the threatened possibility of change in the 

social order. Their reaction (and actions) affected both the 

course of movement ideology and the stance of the city 

administration. As a barometer of public opinion, the letters 

to the editoi- in the "Tell It To Old Gi-andma" section of the 

Montgomery Advertiser and the other newspaper articles dealing 

with white Montgomerians actions in relation to the boycott, 

added another dimension to the symbolic environment. This 

chapter will look at the contribution of these communications 

towards defining the white majority response to the boycott. 

Montgomery's boycotters, whose broad based enthusiasm 

surprised protest initiators, represented all social and 

economic classes of the black community. Black demographic 

statistics, however, were in sharp contrast to those of the 

1rJh i t e c ommu n i t y . The median income for blacks was about $1000 

a year compared to $1730 for whites.2 Median years of 

schooling for blacks was 6.5 years compared to 10.2 years 

recorded for the city as a whole. As a further indication of 

economic deprivation, 68¼ of black homes lacked flush toilets, 

while only 6¼ of Montgomery's white families did not have this 

facility. 

The majority (73¼) of black women workers were employed 

as domestic servants or service workers; 48¼ of black men were 

laborers, domestics or service workers (Yeakey, pp.13,17). 

2Martin Luther King, Jr., Stride Toward Freedom: The 
Montgomery Stary (New York: Harper and Row, Publishers, 1958), 
p.13; see also Lamont Yeakey, "The Montgomery BLls Boycott, 
1gs5-1956,- (Unpublished PhD dissertation, Columbia University, 
1'37')), p .651. 
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Generally, domestic servants earned $15-20 a week. 3 These 

non-professional workers made up the backbone of the protest 

mo\:ement . 

The small group of Montgomery's blacks who had previously 

participated in various civil rights organizations drew their 

membership from teachers, clergy, businessmen and 

professionals. Serving the black community of 44,000 were 

three physicians, one dentist, two lawyers and one pharmacist. 

In contrast, white Montgomery which made up 60¼ of the 

population (64,(H)O), had 144 physicians, 43 dentists, 189 

lawyers and 62 pharmacists. The number of black clergy 

approximated that of the white community (92 vs. 95) as did 

the numbei- of black teachei-s to whites (590 vs. 4'30) (Ye.:::l.key', 

pp.17-1'3). 

Although the vast majority present were domestic workers 

and unskilled laborers, the mass meetings involved all strata 

of the black community. As King described it, "the F'hD's and 

the no D's were bound togethet'' (King, p.68). The black 

people of Montgomery had never attempted a unified effort to 

change segregation in their lives. The importance of the mass 

church meetings was that black Montgomerians of all 

backgrounds were brought together. The protesters became 

aware that all segments of the black community were supporting 

the boycott. This self-awareness, gained through the symbolic 

interaction that occurred within the public, gave rise to a 

new socially defined conception of themselves. When King 

,.., 
. .:,"Attack on Conscience," Time, February 18, 1957, p.18. 



said, "We •• u-e tired of being se91-ega.ted and humiliated," bath 

he and the congregation understood that he described and spake 

fc:i1- the enti1-e black popula.tic:in (l<ing, p.47). 

After the first successful Monday night mass meeting, the 

MIA leadership met an Wednesday, December 7, 1955, and farmed 

various committees to work on organizational problems. The 

most pressing need was an alternate system of transportation. 

For the first week of the protest black taxi companies and a 

smaller number of volunteer drivers provided rides for the 

boycotters. At the first negotiation meeting on Thursday, 

December 8, 1955, the fourth day of the boycott, Police 

Commissioner Sellers mentioned a city l~w that required a 

minimum fare of of $.45 an taxis. Realizing that the city 

administration might enforce this law to stop taxis from 

aiding the boycotters, l<ing, at a mass meeting being held that 

night, asked far volunteer drivers and received a list of 150 

n.ames. The next day, Sellers issued an order to all taxi 

companies that failure to comply to the minimum fare was a 

legal offense. On Sunday, black ministers asked for 

additional volunteers and the carpool grew to 800 (King, 

pp.57-58). 

The eight member transportation committee, headed by 

Rufus Lewis, worked feverishly ta produce a coordinated system 

of car pool routes that would service the 17,500 blacks who 

were no longer riding buses. By Tuesday, December 13, 

thousands of mimeographed leaflets listing forty-eight 

dispatch stations operating from 5:30 A.M.-10:00 A.M. and 
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forty-one pick-up stations operating from 2:00 P.M.-8:00 P.M. 

were distributed in the black neighborhoods. The dispatch 

stations were generally churches in black neighborhoods where 

passengers could wait for their rides. Pick-up stations were 

located near businesses, stores, churches, factories or 

parking lots. Within days the carpool system was working 
., 

efficiently."~ 

Two factors in these early days of the protest 

contributed to the high success rate of black people staying 

off buses. On Friday, December 9, 1955, the day after the 

first meeting between the MIA and the bus company, the mayor 

announced that bus service in most black neighborhoods would 

t::-
be halted the next day.~ Although five incidents of buses 

being shat had been reported to police, the reason given for 

the termination of bus routes was that there was no demand for 

service. 6 With ridership down 75¼, the bus company was losing 

$3200 a day operating empty buses; but, by ending service to 

most black areas, the local bus officials removed the 

opportunity for any blacks who wanted to continue riding 

bu;:;es.7 

4 List of MIA Carpool Pick-Up Stations, Martin Luther 
King, Jr., Collection, Mugar Memorial Library, Boston 
Massachusetts. Folder I-38; see also Yeakey, op.cit., p.391; 
see also King, op.cit., p.59. 

5Alabama Journal, December 9, 1955. 

6Montgomery Advertiser, December 10, 1955, p.iA. 

7carl T. Rowan, Go South to Sorrow <New York: Random 
Hou·5e, 1957) p .120. 
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The other contributing factor was that Montgomery's white 

women would not give up their domestic servants. Many 

employers picked up and drove home their maids, cooks and 
,.... 

washwomen. 0 In a press release on January 25, 1956, Mayor 

Willia.m Gayle u1-ged white Montgomeria.ns to "halt the p1-actice 

of using their automobiles as 'taxi services' for Negro maids 

and cook·s ,....,ho w01- k for them. 119 He accused whit es, who 

lead the boycott. Even with a highly organized carpool system 

and white employers driving black employees, many protesters 

walked to and from work or school to demonstrate their support 

of the boycott. The sight of many black people walking became 

symbolic of the black willingness to endure suffering until 

the situation changed. 

A second urgent and immediate problem for the MIA 

leadership was the financing of the protest, especially 

raising funds to support the carpool. An eight member finance 

committee, working under Treasurer E.D. Nixon, was appointed 

to raise money, disperse funds and keep financial records 

<King, p.204; see also Yeakey, p.369). Because of the 

relatively small executive board, half of these members also 

worked on the transportation committee. At first, local 

contributors sustained the MIA budget--the first mass meeting 

had raised $785. 10 Collections were generally taken at each 

8Janet Stevenson, "Rosa Parks Wouldn't Budge," American 
He1-itage, 23, No.2, (1972), p.58. 

9Montgomery Advertiser, January 25, 1956, p.1A. 
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mass meeting and a special boycott collection plate was passed 

during Sunday church services. 

raised $1800.11 

The first Sunday collections 

The carpool cost an average of $200 a day for gasoline 

and auto maintenance; with added administrative and legal 

expenses, the cast of running the boycott increased to $5000 a 

month. As press coverage spread the story of the boycott, 

donations arrived from labor, civic and social organizations 

across the country. Individual contributions, sometimes as 

large as $500, came from other parts of the country and 

abroad. MIA leaders soon formed a speakers' bureau and 

accepted invitations to speak at fundraising meetings across 

the country (King, p.62). 

The third MIA committee that was appointed consisted of 

an eleven member negotiating team working under King. Besides 

King, Abernathy, Nixon, Gray, Lewis and Robinson, the 

committee included Charles Langford, the second black attorney 

in Montgomery, Rev. H.H. Hubbard and Rev. A.W. Wilson, Baptist 

ministers representing the largest black congregations in 

Montgomery, J.E. Pierce, a faculty member of Alabama State 

College, Mrs. A.W. West, one of the founders of the Women's 

Political Council (WPC> and Rev. Roy Bennett, who had chaired 

the first meeting to organize the boycott (King, pp.54-55). 

10Howell Raines, My Saul is Rested: Movement Days in the 
Deep South Remembered (New York: G.P. Putnam's Sons, 1977), 
p.49. 

11Mantgamerv Adv~rtiser, January 10, 1956, p.4A. 



After the first unsuccessful negotiating conference, th~ 

MIA leadership met and agreed to stand firm on the three 

They were: courteous treatment from drivers; 

seating of black passengers from rear to front, and of white 

passengers from front to rear without reserved seats for 

either group; and employment of black bus drivers in 

predominantly black neighborhoods. Feeling that bus attorney 

Crenshaw's intransigence was an obstacle to negotiations, the 

MIA decided to contact the bus company headquarters, National 

City Lines in Chicago, urging the company president to send a 

representative to Montgomery to arbitrate. 12 Briefly 

outlining the complaints of discourteous, unfair treatment and 

the failure of repeated conferences with bus officials, their 

letter indicated the gravity of the situation by emphasizing 

and a copy of the resolutions adopted by "more tt-,en 5,000 

1-egular bus ·,-iders" were included. 13 National City Lines 

responded that a representative would be in Montgomery within 

the week (Ki ng , p . 94) • 

A week later on Thursday, December 15, 1955, King 

discovered that C.K. Totten, vice-president of National City 

Lines, had been in Montgomery for two or three days, but had 

not contacted the MIA (King, p.94-95). The Montqome1-y 

12National City Lines, Inc. of Chicago was the parent 
company of the Montgomery City Lines. The firm was given a 
twenty year franchise in 1936 which was renewed in March 1956. 
See Thornton, p.193. 

13Letter to National City Lines, King ~ollection, Boston, 
Folde1- I-38. 
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Advertiser reported that Totten had conferred with Mayor Gayle 

and Commissioners Parks and Sellers on the events that led up 

to the boycott and that he came to Montgomery at the 

invitation of King, leader of the MIA. 14 That Totten chose to 

meet with city officials rather than the MIA was an indication 

of the stand he was to take at the next meeting, Saturday, 

December 17, which was requested once again by the Alabama 

Council of Human Relations CACHR). 

Mayor Gayle arranged the Saturday morning meeting in the 

offices of the Chamber of Commerce and in addition to the MIA, 

invit9d a citizens' committee composed of representatives of 

labor, PTA groups and ministers of three white churches. Two 

members of the citizens' committee were black businessmen who 

were not part of the MIA negotiating committee. After King 

explained the MIA proposals, Totten disclaimed authority by 

the bus company saying that city and state laws governed local 

bus seating policy and that ''it is up to the citizens of 

Montgomery to determine how segregation on the buses is to be 

handled. 1115 Totten's statements were a virtual repetition of 

bus company attorney Crenshaw's arguments. Any hope that the 

MIA had of being able to negotiate with the national bus 

company representative ended. 

By afternoon, because progress had not been made, Gayle 

appointed representatives from the citizens' committee and 

from the MIA to adopt resolutions and present them to the City 

14 Montgomery Advertiser, December 17, 1955, p.1A. 

15Montgomery Advertiser, December 18, 1955, p.2A. 
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Commission for consideration. 16 To the MIA's disappointment, 

the eight white appointees included a prominent founder of the 

local White Citizens' Council CWCC), a Southern organization 

recently formed to ''maintain sovereignty and preserve racial 

segregation'' in the South, and Methodist minister Rev. Stanley 

Frazier, an outspoken opponent of integration.17 Gayle 

appointed five black representatives, two being the black men 

he had invited, leaving the MIA with only three people on the 

committee. When Jo Ann Robinson objected to the inequity of 

Negr- □es to eight 11 (King, pp .97 ,39). 

The first proposal regarding courtesy was voted on and 

unanimously approved by the committee, but no agreement was 

1,..., 
reached on the hiring of black drivers. 0 White committee 

members agreed that the company could hire whomever it wanted 

and that the MIA had no right to suggest the hiring of black 

personnel (Yeakey, p.452). As far as a seating plan, Rev. 

Frazier proposed that signs be placed on buses designating a 

reserved section of ten seats for each race. Vacant seats 

beyond these reserved areas could be temporarily occupied as 

long as passengers of the other race did not board the bus. 

Black committee members rejected this plan outi-ight, "finding 

16Montqomery Advertiser, December 18, 1955, p.lA; see 
also Yeakey, op.cit., p.449. 

17 11 The Citizens' Council," Time, Decembe1- 12, 1955, p.25:; 
·see also "Hold White Citizens' Council F:ally--Without Folsom," 
The Christian Century, February 29, 1956, p.280. 

18Rev. Thomas P. Thi-asher, "Alabama's Bus Boycott, 11 The 
Reporter, March 8, 1956, p.14. 
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Gray, saying that the city code did not prescribe the manner 

in which seats should be assigned or that any particular part 

of the bus should be set aside for either race, added that 

blacks were not asking for an abolition of segregation at this 

time. "l,iJe ha .... ;e only asked that all passengei-s be given that 

equality in seating which the la~-.i 1-equires. 11 19 

The last motion put forward by the white committeemen was 

that the boycott be postponed until January 15, at which time 

the committee would meet again ta work out a settlement. They 

suggested that city officials would be more sympathetic ta MIA 

requests if the protest was called off. The eight white 

members voted for approval, the eight black members, opposed. 

With the meeting deadlocked, the committee adjourned with 

plans to meet Monday, December 19.20 

The third negotiating meeting, December 19, met as 

arranged and lasted barely two hours. When Luther Ingalls, a 

Montgomery attorney and leader of the Montgomery wee, was 

added to the committee, King called far immediate adjournment, 

saying that the mayor had been unfair in not appointing a 

committee representative of whites. White committee members 

then challenged King's willingness to negotiate by calling him 

the chief obstacle to a settlement O:::ing, pp .100-101). Both 

sides became involved in "shai-p e:,-,:changes" about the fairness 

19Alabama Journal, December 12, 1955. 

20Montqomery Advertiser, December 18, 1955, p.1A; see 
also King, op.cit., p.99. 
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of committee representation and about the nature of the 

opposition's intentions. Rev. Frazier presented another 

seating plan, suggesting that the allocation of space an each 

bu·5 be in p1-opor ti on to the "average pat 1-onage of each 

1-.::1ce. 11 21 The MI.Pi, rejecting this plan because the driver· 

still maintained power to unseat passengers, reiterated its 

original demand for first come, first served seating. When 

City Attorney Walter Knabe stated that he believed this plan 

would be illegal under segregation laws, Attorney Gray 

countered that their seating proposal could be effected within 

the law. Bus representative Totten said the company would 

abide by whatever was decided. Plans were made to call a 

future meeting, but no further meetings of this particular 

'::J'-, 
group were arranged.cc 

Ten days later on December 29, 1955, the MIA placed a 

large ad in the Montgomery Advertiser calling upon all 

citizens of Montgomei-y to "unite with us in a Day of 

.::,.-•1 
Prayer.",__ . .::, They asked all churches to open the i 1- doors on 

2 l Montgomer'i Advei- t i se1-
' 

December 20, 1 1355. 

·-:-'.""'I 

ccMont gomerx.' Advertiser, December 20, 1 1:)55. 

·:_'):•"i 

c...:;,Mont gc,me1-y: Advert i =.er, Decembei- 29, 1955, p.2A. 
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December 30 from 6:00 A.M. to 6:00 P.M. in order to encourage 

prayer for the following: 

''1. That people may be able to move with a 
sense of dignity about the City of Montgomery 
without fear and with love for all mankind. 

2. The willingness to suffer that justice may 
triumph. 

3. That God will help men of good will to 
reach out for sympathetic understanding of the 
struggle in which we are engaged, and give them the 
courage to take a positive stand. 

4. That we may have the blessings of God and 
the continuous directions of the Holy Spirit.'' 

This was the MIA's first appeal to the entire community 

to see the bus situation as a city (black and white) issue, 

not Just a problem of black people. By defining the bus issue 

as a community problem, they hoped to encourage a willingness 

on the part of sympathetic whites to publicly support their 

stand and to avoid calling attention to the schism between 

whites and blacks. 

On the Day of Prayer, Mayor Gayle responded by issuing a 

proclamation urging Montgomerians to patronize city buses. In 

a news release, Gayle accused the boycott of attempting to 

deprive citizens of the advantages of mass transportation and 

the alleviation of traffic congestion. He warned that the 

boycott could result in loss of bus service. 24 

These public announcements, in addition to the newspaper 

coverage of the negotiating conferences, defined early on the 

symbolic environment of the bus boycott in Montgomery. From 

~4 c· Montgomery Advertiser, December 31, ~955, p.1A. 
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the beginning, the black citizens identified their demands as 

tenable within the law. Their argument was with the bus 

company. Local bus officials, backed by the city 

administration, held that they could not change seating 

policies without breaking the law and that the black 

community, therefore, had no argument with them. They defined 

the black protest as disruptive and saw the only solution to 

be a return ta riding the buses. While blacks were pressing 

for a change in the social order by withdrawing their 

cooperation in the status qua, whites staunchly denied that a 

change was possible. Yet, even though whites were politically 

dominant, they did not have the power to farce the black 

community to ride the buses and thereby, effect a return to . 
the old order. The MIA saw their alternatives as either 

boycotting until their demands were met and/or appealing to 

the federal court system. Either alternative meant a 

significant change in Montgomery's social order. Fram the 

first day of the boycott, the path that they had chosen marked 

the beginning of an irrevocable change in Montgomery's race 

relations. As negotiations failed and each side began ta lase 

hope of reaching a settlement, the possibility of alternative 

tactics was explored. For the MIA, this meant pursuing 

litigation--changing the law. Far the City Commission, 

alternative tactics resulted in harassment of the blacks and 

violence. 

As the year came to an end, Montgomery City Lines 

continued operating at a financial lass in spite of the 
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cancellation of bus routes. Company Manager Bagley asked and 

received permission from the City Commission to allow the bus 

company to stop all service on Christmas, December 26, and New 

Year's Day (Yeakey, pp.460-461). On January 4, 1956, the City 

Commission authorized the bus company to increase fares 50¼. 

Company officials petitioned for a raise because losses were 

averaging S.22 a mile while operating expenses were S.40-S.44 

a mile. The news article announcing the raise called the 

boycott virtually 100¼ effective. 

negotiating conference as having pi-educed 11 nothing neai- an 

agreement" but note,j that both the citizens' committee 

appointed by Mayor Gayle and the MIA were willing to meet.25 

An editorial in the Advertiser, which discussed the 

possibility of the fare increase being permanent, referred to 

the bus situation as an "emergency." Citing "the sizable 

boycott deficit to be made up," the editc:ii-ial stated "the bus 

company is hard 
,-,,: 

LIP a IIC.:C• These public acknowledgements of the 

severe financial impact of the boycott came before the protest 

entered its second month. 

The MIA tried once more to negotiate a settlement by 

requesting a meeting for January 10, 1956, with the City 

Commission only, because earlier efforts which included the 

citizens' committee and bus officials were deadlocked. During 

the two hour conference Attorney Gray explained a modification 

.--,i= 
c 0 Montgomery Advertiser, January 5, 1956, p.4A. 

26Montgomerv Advertiser, January 5, 1956. 
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of the original seating proposal: blacks would be seated from 

the rear of the bus to the front, whites from the front to 

rear until all seats were occupied; no one could be made ta 

give up his seat ta a member of the other race, if no empty 

seats remained; if seats became available, blacks would 

voluntarily move to the rear, whites would move forward and 

under no circumstances would both races share the same seat 

(Yeakey, pp.468-463). The City Commission maintained that 

this proposed seating arrangement would not comply with 

segregation laws requiring separate, but equal facilities, 

once again defining the blacks' demand as illegal. To this 

charge, the MIA answered saying that they were not asking far 

a change in the law, merely that it be interpreted 

By this time, the second month of the protest, the 

expression of white community attitudes towards the bus 

boycott began to undergo a significant change. During 

December, 1955, the first month, letters to the editor in 

"Tell It To Old Grandma" were mostly (2 to 1) sympathetic to 

the protesters' cause. On December 8, the fourth day of the 

boycc::itt, an Advertiser editorial titled "Some Observations an 

the Bus Boycott" described Montgomei-y's race relations as 

"gentle, easy and benign. 11 28 Admitting to "same animosity" 

which "is the minimum," the editoi-ial stated that "segi-egation 

27Mantgomerv Advertiser, January 10, 1956. 

'.:)M 

~ 0 Mantgomerv Advertiser, December 8, 1955, p.4A. 



sentiment dominates Montgomery and will for a long time to 

come." "Montgomery witnessed the d1-amatic event of the 

boycott with admirable and typical coolness. I t i 5 we l l . For 

~retests of this kind are going to be a commonplace of our 

sta.te a.nd community e:,-,:i5tence frn- .:i:\ long time t,::J come." The 

newspape1- while foreseeing "a time c,f evolution," entii-ely 

misjudged the feelings of the black community and 

underestimated the nature of white reaction to a change in 

·::;ac i al CLV5 t om·s • 

The letters of boycott support during December criticized 

the unfai1-nes5 of tt-,e bus 5eatin,;i policy, ("I have yet to find 

one white person who feels that it is right that a Negro be 

d. t t d th + [ . ] h . t - 1' t' "29 11 I 1-, - "~ ma e . 1:::i ·5 an ,a,_ ·51c a w, 1 .e pei-sc>n may => , ,1-:::\vc 

been on many a crowded bus and have seen Negroes having to 

stand when there were open seats because some stupid white has 

a seat towards the rear of the bus and will not move forward 

.and pei-m it the Negro to sit u30) and the harsh t 1-eat ment from 

di- i ve1-s ("I have hea.rd some bu·s di- i vers Ll'se the tone and 

manners of mule drivers in their treatment of Negro 

passenger 1131 ). 

The letters speaking out against the boycott assumed, as 

did Police Commissioner Sellers, that the majority of 

boycotters were being intimidated into staying off buses. 

2'3Mont gomer·:~-:' Ad vei- t i ser 
' 

December 9, 1 '355. 

•:::,n 
Advertiser December 15, 1955. ...., -·Montgomery 

' 
:31 Mont gome1-y Adv·ei-t iser 

' 
December 1~ ,_ ' 1 •3;:;5 , 
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Sellers' first announcement in regards to the boycott reported 

that city policemen would pati-ol bus stops to "check attempts 

In a talk to the Montgomery Junior Chamber of Commerce on 

January 17, 1956, Sellers was reported by the AdvertisPr as 

saying, C5 to 90¼ of the Negroes of Montgomery wanted to ride 

the buses again, but that they were remaining off buses for 

•-1'1 

violence from goon squads.~~ 

Anti-boycott letters in December blamed irresponsible 

leadership for coercing black citizens into a bus strike. 

"The ti-uth is that the majority of the colored people ai-e 

afraid to ride the buses and even afraid to express their true 

feelings even to each other--they are not afraid of white 

act ions were seen as suggesting lawlessness. "They are 

advocating a theory that law enacted by constituted authority 

be ignored and violated without regard to it, suggestive of 

anarchy. And in so doing they are encouraging their race to 

was a disregard for the old social order of segregated 

Montgomery, an unexpected change resisted by many whites. 

r;c; 
~~Montgomery Advertiser, Dece~ber 5, 1955, p.1A. 

•'""\'I 

~~Montgomery Advertiser, January 18, 1956, p.1A. 

34Montgomery Advertiser, December 22, J955. 
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"Needed Responsible 1··~eg1-o Lea.de1-ship" headed a lettei-

published December 28, 1955, which foreshadowed the heavy 

volume of January's letters blaming the boycott and its 

leaders for inciting racial hatred. The author, after having 

"ta.lked ~-..1ith dozens on the subject," found "without .an 

exception the rank and file of the white are definitely 

against it, and nine out of ten Negroes don't know what it's 

"These people who 01-gani zed 

the boycott are violating the law, and have set up an 

organized effort to stir the Negroes to bitterness and 

resentment against the white people who have been their real 

friends." "It is causing a condition that may become very 

serious. When anybody stirs up racial hatred, they are 

-.c:-fool in,;;:J with dynamite.",::,._, 

In January, 195G, the letters to the editor regarding the 

protest tripled in number with white public opinion now very 

heavily (70¼) against the boycott. A dominant theme in the 

anti-boycott letters was the claim of racial strife being 

caused by the black leadership. "It is a pity that chLtrches 

built to worship God in should be used to stir up race 

bitterness." "What is the Montgomery Improvement Association? 

What are its proposals? Who are its members? Are there any 

white people in it? From the way it operates to divide the 

American people--stir up racial bitterness--it must be a 

, •JC:-

,::,0Montgomery Advertiser, December 28, 1955. 



delight to commL1nists everywhere. 11 36 "If the ones hei-e who 

1 ,t ·::) 
J. J.1.... 

oppose our way of life here in the South would only go 

elsewhere it woL!ld be better for both white and colored. Why 

do they try to stir up race agitation 

A further concern was the threat of intermarriage and 

"1-ace mi:,-,:ing . 11 "By all means enc,:::>urage and aid them in 

raising their standard of living, but do not lay the 

foundation for ultimate intermarriage, this disintegration of 

the white race which was created superior to the black 

.•-,n 
area."•;;;,o "I am very much inten:?sted in the fight Montgomery 

is having to preserve segregation. It is a fight for every 

Southerner to preserve our white race that our grandfathers 

bequeathed to us." 11 0L\l- city officials have seen to it th.at 

Negroes have good schools, good housing and fair and just 

treatment. Still they aren't satisfied. So it only proves 

one thing and that is they will not stop until they are 

allowed to came into our schools, churches and yes, even our 

homes. u3'3 

The change in the tone and volume of anti-boycott letters 

came as negotiating meetings showed the MIA to be firm in 

their demands and as Montgomery City Lines experienced 

financial hardship from the loss of revenue. By not 

36Montgomer·"t: Advert i se1- , JanL1ary 2, 1'356. 

,.,-, 
.::, 1 Mont gomer:i Advertiser , January C ,_, , 1956. 

. ...,,.., 
-=,oMont gamer··:::: Advert i ·ser , JanL!ary 6, 1'356. 

:3'3Montgomery AdvEff ti ser, Januai-y 9, 1 "356. 
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cooperating with established social custom (segregation>, 

Montgomery's blacks upset the community's social order. White 

Mcntgomerians, realizing this change 1n relations might not be 

shortlived, expressed what they thought were the implications 

of desegregation for their way of life. As the boycott and 

threat of desegregation endured, segregationists defined 

themselves even more strongly as anti-black. By no means were 

all white citizens against the boycott or desegregation. 

Encouraging letters from white supporters, however, were 

vastly outnumbered and usually drew critical response from 

succeeding letters to the editor. 40 The symbolic environment 

created from public opinion became one of impatience and 

intolerance on the part of white citizens. Their 

communication through letters to the editor provided the means 

for the symbolic interaction which brought about this 

definition of a strengthening resistance to the MIA's goals. 

Contributing to January's hardening of white resistance 

was the well publicized appearance of Police Commissioner 

Sellers at a meeting of the Central Alabama White Citizens' 

Council (WCC). Attended by ''an enthusiastic crowd of more 

than 1200 persons,'' the meeting featured speakers Curt 

Copeland, an editor of a pro-segregationist magazine, and Jim 

Johnson, a former Arkansas state senator and director of the 

40Montgomery Advertiser, January 4,5,6,8,10,14,15, 1956. 
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Arkansas wcc. 41 According to the Advertiser, Sellers received 

a tremendous ovation when he announced that he was joining the 

wee. The effect of Sellers' membership was not lost on the 

Advertiser. An editorial in the same issue of the newspaper 

stated, ''In effect, the Montgomery police force is now an arm 

of the Citizens' Council'' (Yeakey, footnote p.489). The 

alignment of a City Commissioner with this segregationist 

organization was part of and contributed to an escalating 

anti-black expression. 

In the January 18, Advertiser article covering Sellers' 

speech to the Junior Chamber of Commerce, the Police 

Commissioner described the bus situation as ''tragic, mare 

tragic than we realize that the people of Alabama, and 

particularly Montgomery, are sitting by and not taking an 

interest in the present situation caused by the bus boycott. 

It is a vital thing and means our life blood. We must at all 

cast strive to preserve our way of life and maintain the 

southern heritage of our fathers and forefathers. It is 

important and vital to our very existence as a people.••42 The 

impact of this statement was first, that the Police 

Commissioner, one of Montgomery's highest ranking civic 

authorities defined bus desegregation as a life or death 

matter for Alabama's whites and second, that he pronounced the 

41Montqom~ry Advertiser, January 7, 1956. There was no 
evidence found of a relationship between the WCC and the KKK 
in Montgomery in the background research for this paper. 

42Mcntgnm~rv Advertiser, January 18, 1956, p.1A,3A. 
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lack of white response tragic. Taken together, these 

statements plus Sellers' membership in the WCC, were a call to 

segregationists for action. 

On Sunday, January 22, 1956, the City Commission 

announced that it had met the day before with a group of 

prominent Negro ministers and had reached a compromise 

settlement: courtesy for all patrons, a reserved section 

(front) for whites and a reserved section (rear) for blacks 

with first come, first served seating in the middle section 

and all-black buses during rush hours. The MIA leadership, 

upon finding that the three ministers were not representatives 

of the MIA, denounced the agreement. The MIA actually learned 

of the meeting the night before when a reporter for the 

Minneapolis Tribune discovered the news story via an 

Associated Press dispatch and called King to verify the report 

(Rowan, p.130). King and the MIA leaders spent Saturday night 

relaying information to the black community that the 

settlement was false. During Sunday morning church services 

black ministers denied the newspaper account and announced 

that the boycott was continuing. Even though bus service was 

restored on Sunday, blacks stayed off the buses (King, p.106). 

When confronted by King, the three ministers said they 

had been invited to the Commissioners' offices for discussion 

of city insurance matters. They denied agreeing to a 

compromise and publicly repudiated the Commissioners' 
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announcement.43 Mayor Gayle, later in court testimony at 

King's trial, swore under oath that the executive secretary of 

the Chamber of Commerce and the Alabama Council on Human 

Relations CACHR) representative had read the agreement to the 

ministers who fully understood the agreement and approved it. 

Nevertheless, the three ministers denied agreeing to a 

compromise plan, infuriating the Commissioners. 44 The next 

day, Gayle "declai-ed in a dynamic statement" that there would 

be no more discussions with boycott leaders until they were 

,-eady to end the boycott . Sa)/ i ng that "we ha·v·e pussyfooted 

,.u-ound cin this boyc,::Jt t long enough," he added that "we have 

had meetings with the Negroes at which proposals were made 

that would have been accepted by any f~ir-minded group of 

peep le. 11 Gay le described the boycott l eadei-s as having forced 

the boycott into "a campai,;in between whethe1- the social fabi-ic 

of our community will continue to exist or will be destroyed 

by a group of Negro radicals who have split asunder the fine 

relationships which have existed between Negro and white 

"The Neg1-o leade1-s have proved they 

are not interested in ending the boycott but rather in 

pi-olonging it so that they may· sti1- up 1-acial ;:;trife. 11 Gayle 

emphasized that "the vast majority of whites do not care 

43Montgomery Advertiser, January 24, 1956, p.2A; see also 
king, p.107. 

44J. Mills Thornton III, "Ct-,allenge and Ft:esponse in the 
!1c,ntgome1-\...- Bus Boycott of 1':!55--1':J5C," Alabama F:eview, 3:3, No.3 
( .Ju 1 "/ 1 ':380) , 213 • 
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i·5suing this statement, "it ~-.as announced that the entii-e City· 

Commission, Mayor Gayle, Commissioner Parks and Commissioner 

Sel le1-s had j,::Jined the Mcmt,~omei-y Citizens' Council . 1145 

Within weeks the entire County Board of Revenue also became 

wee members (Thornton, p.215). 

The City Commission's announcement of the end of boycott 

talks received overwhelming support from whites. City Hall 

was deluged with hundreds of telephone calls, telegrams and 

visitors praising the mayor and Commissioners for their 

stand • 46 Sellers "was convinced be':,,'ond any doubt that every 

right thinking white man and woman in Montgomery is solidly 

behind us in our stand." With the announcement of a "get 

tough" policy, Sel le1-s insti-ucted police to b1-eak up group·s of 

blacks waiting for rides. He accused them of loitering for 

long periods, trampling lawns and making loud noises in white 

residential districts.47 

The Commissioners' "get tough" policy marked an 

escalation of harassment that had begun with the boycotts 

inception. Boycott leaders received threatening phone calls 

and letters that increased with rising tensions. By the 

middle of January, King reported receiving thirty to forty 

thn~ats a day (King, p .112). 

45Mont gomerl'.· Advei-t i ser, January 24, 1956, p.1A,2A. 

4i-= -·Montgomery Adve1- ti ser , J anuai-:,•· 25, 1 '35E,, p.2A. 

4 7Montgomer·:z:: Advert i sei- January c:)C:- 1956, p.2A. 
' i....•-1 ' 



An Adve1-ti:ie1- editci1-ial 11 The Mech.anics cif the Bus 

Boycott" featured Pastor Robei-t G·,-aetz, a 27 year old white 

Lutheran minister cif an all black congregation. Graetz, a 

West Virginia native, was an enthusiastic supporter of the 

boycott. working many hours driving for the MIA carpool. He 

was the only white person on the MIA executive board. A few 

hours after the editorial appeared in general circulation, 
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Graetz started receiving hostile and threatening phone calls 

which he reported to Commissioner Sellers.48 With the 

pi-onouncement of an official "get tough" policy, community 

leaders :ianctioned more than just verbal expression of anti

black feeling. The social cognition of appropriate behavior 

towards boycotters became one of permission to obstruct and to 

some, permission for violent action. 

Under Sellers' instruction, Montgomery police began 

arresting carpool drivers for trivial violations. 49 

Additional harassment and intimidation included stopping 

carpool drivers and questioning them for long periods of time 

about their licenses, insurance and place of employment. On 

Janua1-y 28, 1956, three days into the "get tough" policy, King 

was arrested for speeding. In court, he testified that he had 

noted two motorcycle patrolmen following him for several 

48Montgomery Advertiser, January 12, 1956. 

4'3 11 Attack on Conscience," Time, February 18, 1956, p.18 



blocks and made a special effort to stay within the law. He 

c::-c filed notice of appeal and was released on $50 bond.~J 
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Two nights later, while he was attending a mass meeting, 

King's home was bombed. Damage was done to the front of the 

house, but Mrs. King and their seven week old daughter escaped 

The City Commissioners immediately spoke out against 

the bc;mbirn;i, sayin,::;i "We do not condone such acts of violence 

under any conditions in our community. The pei-sons who 

committed this terrible crime should be punished to the 

fullest e:,-::tent of the l2n•J. 11 51 Both the City Commission and 

state senator Sam Englehardt, president of the Central Alabama 

WCC, offered $500 rewards for information leading to the 

arrest of the guilty party. Despite the Commission's 

denunciation of the bombing and the offering of rewards, 

violence was not abated. Two nights later, on February 1, a 

bomb exploded on the lawn of E.D. Nixon's home.52 

The bombing of King's home proved to be a critical test 

of the protest's non-violent philosophy. An angry crowd of 

"about 300 Negroes" gathered outside the King home. BecaLtse 

the police failed to disperse the threatening crowd, 

reporters, the mayor and his aides remained inside the house 

50Montgomery Advertiser, January 29, 1956. 

c::: 1 
~ Montgomery Advertiser, January 31, 1956, p.1A. 

c::•·-1 
0 ~Montqomerv Advertiser, January 31, 1956, p.1A; February 

1, 1·~15E,, p.1A; Feb1-ua·1-y 2, 1':156, p.1A. 
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(Ki ng , p • 11 7) • In -::l. "di-ama.tic scene," King .addre·ssed the mob 

which fell silent when he appeared on the porch. 

nF'lease be peaceful. We believe in law and 01-der. Don't 

get panicky. Don't do anything panicky at all. Don't get 

your weapons. He who lives by the sword will perish by the 

sword. Remember that is what God said. We are not advocating 

violence. We want to love our enemies. I want you to love 

our enemies. Be good to them. Love them and let them know 

I did not start this boycott. I was a.sked b':,l 

you to serve as your spokesman. I want it to be known the 

length and breadth of this land that if I am stopped, our work 

will not stop. For what we are doing is right. What we are 

doing is just. And God i;s with 

After both Gayle and Sellers addressed the crowd, 

denouncing the violence and saying that they would provide 

police protection for the King family, King told the group to 

"•;iO hcime and ;sleep calm. Go home and don't worry. Be calm as 

c::-4 I and my family are."·-' Though it seemed i-etaliatory violence 

was imminent, King was able to calm the crowd by reminding 

them of the Christian precepts guiding the movement and by 

calling their attention to the larger purposes involve in 

their boycott effort. 

c::--::, 
~~Montgomery Advertiser, January 31, 1956, p.1A,2A. 

c::-4 
~ Montgomery Advertiser, January 31, 1956, p.2A. 
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From the night of the first mass meeting, King and the 

other ministers had preached that the Christian doctrine of 

love was to be the boycott's regulating ideal. "The phr.::1.se 

most often heard was 'Christian love.' It was the Sermon on 

the Mount, rather than a doctrine of passive resistance, that 

initially inspired the Negroes of Montgomery to dignified 

It was Jesus of Nazareth that stirred the 

Negroes to protest with the creative weapon of love'' (King, 

p • 66) • 

Dui-ing the second week of the boycott, "Tell It To Old 

boycott sympathizer. She likened the bus protest to Gandhi's 

"Salt Mai-ch," and felt "histo1-·1 is being made in Montgomei-y 

tr,e·se da--y·s." Admii-ing the "quiet dignity, discipline 21.nd 

ded icat icln" with which the black community conducted the 

boycott, Morgan gave the protest an identity that eventually 

became the personal social philosophy cf King's civil rights 

C.:ffee1-: "Passive resistance combined with freedom from hate is 

a power to be 1-eckoned with. 11 55 King latei- made the 

distinction between passive resistance and non-violent 

resistance. The non-violent resister is passive only in that 

he is not physically aggressive toward his opponent, but he is 

spiritually active, constantly seeking ways to persuade his 

opponent that his is wrong (King, p.54). 

c:- c:-
~~Mont q om er y Advertiser, January 1955. 



122 

King realized the Gandhian method of non-violence was the 

only morally and practically sound method open to Montgomery's 

oppressed blacks in their struggle for freedom. During mass 

meetings in his weekly address as MIA president, King stressed 

that meeting hate with hate would do nothing but intensify the 

existence of evil in the universe. 

of hate with the power of love; we must meet physical force 

with soul force. Our aim must never be to defeat or humiliate 

the white man, but to win his f1-iendship and unde1-standing" 

(King, p.69). King sought to awaken moral shame in the 

opposition by offering redemptive good will through a 

willingness to suffer without retaliation. By meeting hate 

with compassion, the proteste1--s wi::>uld call on love, "the 

creative force that works for universal wholeness'' in seeking 

to create a beloved community. Montgomery's blacks responded 

"with amazing ai-dor" to this philosophy (King, pp.69,84--

8E,, 88) . 

Non-violent tenets were taught and reinforced at the bi

weekly church meetings, Monday and Thursday evenings. These 

meetings were the vital link that kept the black community 

united. Through these forums, communication between black 

leadership and mass was closely maintained. Although 

religious in structure, these meetings provided information on 

strategy and logistics and allowed the community to 

participate in MIA decisions. Most importantly, the 

gatherings provided fellowship and support. 



Almost 100 mass meetings were held in various churches on 

a rotating basis during the year long boycott. For the first 

few weeks, as many as five simultaneous meetings were 

scheduled with the MIA leaders speaking at each session (King, 

once a week CYeakey, p.361). 

Programs were scheduled for 7:00 P.M., but often by 

3:00 P.M., people started filling the church auditoriums and 

by 5:00 P.M. all seats were usually taken (King, p.68; see 

also "Conscience," Time, February 18, 1'357, p.20). Each 

meeting began with a hymn, scripture reading and prayer, 

followed by a second hymn. Reports from committees dealing 

with transportation, negotiations or future strategy were 

presented. Remarks by the president (King) and appeal for 

Dffering with collection followed. A "pep talk" was always 

scheduled and was considered by King to be the main address of 

c:-,: 
the evening.·-•--· He advised every "pep" speaker to make non-

violence a central part of his theme (King, p.69). 

Applause usually greeted the MIA leaders as they entered 

the church halls at the start of the meetings. Shouts of 

approval and more applause followed each speaker's words of 

encoui-agement until cheei- i ng, "thunderous app lau·se and 

stomping" punctuated the "pep" talks. In a meeting shortly 

aftei- Commissioner Sel lei-s announced the "get tough" policy, 

C::-f ~~Mass Meeting Programs, King Collection, Boston. Folders 
I--:38, I\l-14. 



the "pep" speakei- was a ministei- fi-,:::im M,:::ibi le. He 1-eminded the 

audience of the old spiritual "O F1-eedom, 0 freedom over me. 

Before I'd be a slave, I'd be buried in my grave and go home 

tD mv :...c:n-d .and be fi-ee."57 Sayin,;i that it was his fault if .:::1 

loud, he pointed out that "if he doesn't ,..;a.nt to sit be:•side me 

because I am black, that's not my fault because God made me 

black, and my white brother is discriminating against God and 

His will. But even though they are, we must love them. We 

must love Mr. Sellers and Mr. Gayle for God said that we must 

love our enemies as ourselves. Let's not hate them for with 

love in our hearts and God on our side, there are no forces in 

hell 01- on earth that can mow us down." 

The "pep" ta 1 ks and othe1- speeches sei-·,,,..ed to encoL11-age 

the protesters and to renew their enthusiasm for the boycott. 

Besides building morale, the speeches with their call and 

response format, reinforced black unity. The ministers often 

spoke of the need for remaining united. "We are linked 

together, and I cannot be what I ought to unless you are what 

you ought to be" (Valien, p.120). 

The underlying importance of the mass meetings for the 

boycott was that they provided a social structure of direct 

contact between "theoreticians and pi-act it ionei-s" (Simcock, 

57Preston Valien, "The Montgomery Bus Bo')lcott as a Social 
Movement," i=;:a.ce Pelations: Problems and Them-y, eds. Jitsuichi 
Masuoka and Preston Valien (Chapel Hill: The University of N. 
Ccffolina F'i-ess, 1961), p .120. 



p.92), between leadership and mass. The symbolic environment 

defining black social and political reality was heavily 

influenced and shaped by the ministers' teachings of Christian 

love and non-violence. Of their endeavor, King assured black 

citizens with the ultimate justification--that the universe is 

on the side of justice (King, p.88). As city and bus 

officials moved to thwart boycott efforts, MIA leaders 

consulted with their congregations, often taking a vote as to 

appropriate action. The symbolic interaction, the process of 

communication, that occurred between the leaders and mass was 

a mutual give and take. A focus on the relaying of 

information, the building of morale and fostering of unity in 

these meetings should not obscure this fact. The construction 

of black social and political reality was a continuously 

emergent process, stemming primarily from the interaction that 

took place in the mass meetings. 

As tensions and hostility escalated with the breakdown of 

negotiations in January, the MIA began more seriously to 

consider alternate approaches. Faced with the opposition's 

total unwillingness to compromise and the prospect of Rosa 

Parks' appeal being indefinitely delayed in the state court 

system, the MIA considered filing suit in federal court to 

challenge the constitutionality of city and state bus 

segregation laws. Although Attorney Gray had begun to prepare 

the litigation, the MIA continued to hope for some concession 

from city and bus officials. With the bombing of King's home, 

however, the MIA executive board decided that more aggressive 
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action was needed. On the morning after the bombing, the 

board directed Gray to file suit (Thornton, footnote p.216). 

The suit filed in U.S. District Court on January 31, 

1356, was entered on the behalf of five black women--Amelia 

Browder, Susie McDonald, Jeanette Reese, Claudette Colvin and 

Mary Louise Smith. Named as defendants were Mayor Gayle, 

Commissioners Sellers and Parks, Police Chief G.J. Ruppenthal, 

the Montgomery City Lines and bus drivers J.F. Blake and 

Robert Cleere. 58 The suit charged that blacks had been 

deprived of their rights under the Fourteenth Amendment and 

accused the defendants of "a consp i i-a.C'y' to int er fei-e with the 

Further, the conspiracy was described as including acts of 

"f,:::n-ce, th1-eats, violence, intimidation and hai-a·ssment . 11 5'3 

Harsh racial feelings continued to increase as each side 

not only held fast to its vision of the desired social order 

in Montgomery, but also as each side took action to restrain 

the implementation of the opposing order. In his "City 

Limits" colLtmn on February 6, city editor Joe Azbell, alarmed 

at the ''words of racial hatred that would have seemed foreign 

to most Montgomerians, Negi-o and white, 60 days ago," Ltrged an 

end to the intense emotionalism and racial violence.GO ''In 

the last three weeks more whites have used the word 'Nigger' 

c::-r. 
·-' 0 Mont gomerv Advertiser, February ':;) 

..... ' 1956, p. 1 A. 

c::-,::, 
._; -'Mont ,;;iomer·i Advert i sei- , February 2, 1956, p.2A. 

60Montgomery Advertiser , February 6, 1 '356. 
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than ever before in their lives. Negroes who have been helped 

numerous times by whites have damned the white race as 

mon·ste1-5 who hai-ass, intimidate and attempt to cont1-ol . 11 

Noting that Montgomery had been a city justifiably proud of 

its atmo;;phere of community spirit and goodwill, Azbell 

cautioned that "the c.ancer of bitterness, suspicion and 

Because the federal suit would decide the bus segregation 

issue, he reasoned that blacks should return to the buses and 

evei-yone "Cease the hai-sh feelings and let just ice decide the 

issue." Thi;; caution did little to alleviate the tense 

situation between blacks and whites. Although the federal 

courts would eventually decide on the constitutionality of bus 

segregation, black citizens were unwilling to return to 

segregated seating and so continued the boycott. 

At this point in the conflict, two community groups tried 

to promote a sense of balance and rationality. The Montgomery 

Ministerial Association passed a resolution urging that racial 

bitterness, suspicion and hatred end and that the spirit of 

unity and peace be restored. Saying "the loss to Montgomer·..,.-, 

morally and economically, i·5 incalculable," the association 

advised a personal censorship of words and unfounded rumors, a 

stop to measures of force and intimidation and the selection 

of true representatives who would lay aside passion to reach 

an agreeable solution.Si The Men of Montgomery, an 

61Montqomery Advertiser, February 1'356, p.2A. 



organization of influential businessmen, were also concerned 

about the economic effects of the boycott (downtown shopping 

had suffered as a result). The organization released a news 

statement identical to the Ministerial Association's and 

through a listing of their secretary's phone number in the 

Advertiser, solicited advice from anyone with suggestions on 

responses. The businessmen's organization met twice in early 

February with a group from the MIA but the joint effort was 

not fr·uitful O<ing, p.102). 

As Alabama's white segregationists perceived the 

persistence of the boycott 's threat to their way of life, they 

joined the WCC in increasing numbers. On February 11, the 

segregationist organization held a rally at the Alabama 

C,::iliseum in Montgomery· atti-acting 11,000 people, "the la1-gest 

5eg1-egation gathei-ing in the 1-ecent histo1-y of the South • 11 63 

U.S. Senator James Eastland CD-Miss), the keynote speaker, 

called on the white people of the South to organize a massive 

grassroots campaign to resist racial integration. Although 

insisting that "acts of violence and law l es5ness have n,:i place 

in our organization," Eastland said there was only "one 

p1-esc1-iption for victoi-y" which was "to 01-ganize and be 

militant." "We must fight them with every legal weapon at 

every step of the way. Southern people are right both morally 

62Montgomery Advertiser, February 9, 1956, p.1A. 

63Montgomery Advertiser, February 11, 1956, p.1A. 
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and legally·." Both Mayc:r (3ayle and Cornmissi,:inei- Sellers spoke 

briefly and received tremendous ovations. Also representing 

Montgomery on the speakers' platform were four Montgomery 

County Board of Revenue members.S4 

This rally was white Montgomery's answer to the formation 

of the MIA, the black people's grassroots campaign. The l\!CC 

rally and speeches were a distorted mirror image of the 

protesters own first mass meeting. While the MIA had declared 

the unconstitutionality of segregation laws, Eastland called 

the Supreme Court's desegregation decree ''illegal, immoral, 

dishonest and a disg1-ac:e." He maintained that the "Supi-eme 

Court has been destroying harmonious relationships between the 

races in the Sc,1_tt.h :I 
11 Viewed as a system of injustice and 

oppression by black Americans, segregation was considered the 

basis of harmonious relationships by staunch segregationists. 

Det ei-m i ne,j ta use II eve1-·1 1 ega l wea.pon," p1-omi nent 

Montgomery lawyers advocated the pursuit of an indictment of 

the city's black leadei-ship (Tha1-nton, p.221). 

the rally, exactly two weeks after the MIA filed suit in 

federal court, Circuit Court Judge Eugene Carter directed the 

Montgomery County Grand Jury to determine whether the 

boycatters were violating a 1921 state anti-conspiracy act. 65 

He warned that persons convicted of unlawful boycotting were 

64Montgomerv Advertiser, February 10, 1956, p.1A. 

65Mnntqomery Advertiser, February 14, 1956, p.1A; see 
also Thrasher, op.cit., p.15. 



subject to a maximum penalty of six months in jail and a $1000 

fine. 66 An eighteen member jury, including one black person, 

questioned 232 witnesses in a week long investigation. "In a 

expected to make its final report late on February 20 or on 

,· -, 
21 .i::= t Working against this deadline, the Men of 

Montgo~ery renewed settlement efforts and met on the morning 

of the 20th with all three members of the City Commission and 

representatives of the bus company (Thornton, p.225). The 

meeting p;-oduced c"1 nc:omprc,mise" plan that offei-ed the same 

seating proposal previously rejected by boycott leaders. In 

addition, the City Commissioners assured black citizens that 

there would be no retaliation resulting from the bus 

boycott, 68 suggesting that if the compromise plan was 

accepted, the Grand Jury investigation would be dropped.69 

The plan was submitted to Abernathy who offered it for a vote 

that evening at a mass meeting. It was turned down 3998 to 2. 

One hundred-fifteen black people were indicted by the 

Grand Jury the next morning on the charge of participating in 

the boycott against Montgomery City Lines. Seventy-five black 

6E•Montgomer::z:: Advert i se?r , February 19, 1956, p.2A. 

67Montgomer::z:: Advertiser, February 20, 1956, p.1A. 

68Montgomer·t Ad·v·er ti ser , February 21 
' 

1956, p. 1 A ,2A; see 
al5o Th1-ashe1-, op.cit . 

' 
p.225. 

69rn a 1'376 interview with Mil ls Thornton, County 
Solicitor Thetford said that if the blacks had accepted the 
compromise, he would have entered a nolle prosegui as to the 
indictments, meaning that he would have halted legal action. 
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political, religious and educational leaders were arrested the 

Joe Azbell noted the jovial, high spirits of the 

like 1 old home 1,Jeek'"~siith laughtei-, jokinq and casual 

"/;-"\ 

conversation.'v The blacks were not at all intimidated by the 

apposition 1 s legal maneuvering. Over half of those arrested 

had voluntarily gone to the sheriff's office. In addition to 

the well known leaders such as Nixon, Robinson, Abernathy, 

King and Lewis, those arrested included laborers, truck 

drivers, businessmen, students and mail carriers. On the same 

day, the conviction against Rosa Parks far violating the city 

bus segregation ordinance was upheld in Circuit Court. 

Sentenced to seventy days in jail, she ~iled an appeal, pasted 

bond and then was immediately arrested an boycotting 

charges. 71 

By the evening of Thursday, February 23, 1956, a total of 

ninety protesters including twenty-four ministers, had been 

arrested.72 All were released on $300 bond each.73 The 

evening's mass meeting as reported by the Advertiser, was an 

exuberant show of support for their indicted leaders by 2500 

blacks. The crowd "clapped, sang and shouted as the indicted 

7 0Montqomery Advertiser, February 23, 1956, p.7A. 

-, ➔ 
1 iMontqomery Advertiser, February 23, 1956, p.1A. 

7211 "1ew qu-i_tndo::. 1·n a ,~OL!l-t HOLlSe II T1·me Ap1-1·1 2 1•"."sC'i:'. 
,-~ ~ - - I.., ' -- ' ' ;;,._11::;, ' 

p.24. 

73E.D. Nixon reported receiving $11,000 from a few local 
white sympathizers in order to post band for the arrested 
protesters. See Gardner, p.15. 



lea,jei-s challenged them tc:i 'lov·e ':,.-oLu- enemies. 111 7,q. The theme 

of passive resistance was repeatedly stressed as Abernathy 

thirty-five newsmen representing local and national press 

covered the meeting, E.D. Nixon indicated the misdirected use 

of authority by pointing out the irony of the mass arrests. 

you 1 re arrested for not 
-,c::-

1- id i ng • 11 t ·-' In an adjoining article, 

the Central Alabama Citizens' Council chairman praised the 

Grand Jury's action and said the WCC was 100¼ behind the Grand 

Jury and its officials. 

The mass arrests drew attention to Montgomery as no other 

previous boycott incident had, including the bombings. City 

Editoi- Azbell reported that newsmen fi-om Life, News.week, Time, 

Collier 1 s, The New York Herald Tribune, three or four newsreel 

cameramen and reporters far the Associated Press had arrived 

7· in Montgomery.,b From Washington, D.C., the thirteen member 

Council of Bishops of the African Methodist Episcopal Church 

denoLtnced the "po 1 ice st ate met hods II in the II t i-ag i c 

pei-secut ion" of b lack-s. The National Council of Churches, 

described by the Associated Press as U.S. Protestantism's top 

organization, gave public assurance and support to the 

..,4 
t Montgomei-:.{ Advertiser, February 24, 1'356, p. 1 A. 

""7C::-

t ·-'Montgomery Advertiser , February 24, 1956, p.2A. 

76Montgomery Advertiser, February 24, 1'356. 



indicted clergymen and reaffirmed its stand against 

segregation.77 The Washington F~ening Star called the 

sti-ategy of a.n-ests "a. lmost bey·ond belief. 11 The papei- ·found 

it 1-emar kab le that a Grand .Jui-y "thinks that Negroes can be 
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compelled to patronize buses." The Washinqton F'ost alscl found 

it unlikely that the boycott would be broken by such tactics, 

which it desci-ibed as "a mc,numental display ,:-if foll·/·" II -r1- -
I I I I.: 

inescapable road to 'exemplary race relations' seems to lie in 

according Negroes the equitable, courteous treatment they now 
-,,..., 

have the strength .as well as the 1-i,;iht to demand." ;o 

The Nation described the City Commission as 

"fantastically inept," calling the Commissioners' membership 

in the WCC a "dubious union. 117'3 It found the indictments a 

test of the loyalty of the entire nation to its basic ideals 

and values. Saying the i·ssue at hand was not the "outrageoLts" 

indictment, but rather ''the fidelity of every citizen to the 

pi-omises which are America," the ai-ticle noted the incredulity 

of the nation and the world over the actions of the '''white' 

South. 11 80 For the nation not to lend its moral support to 

Mont,;iomery's blacks, "would be tantamount to .a i-epudiation of 

tt-;e premise of American life." 

-,-, 
;'Montgomery Advertiser, February 26, 1956, p.2A. 

-,,..., 
10Montgomery Advertiser, February 27, 1956, p.4A. 

7":J"The Montgomei-y Bo·/cott ," The Nation, FebrLta1-y 3, 1'~i56, 
p. 102. 

80 11 Miracle 
p.11::.':J. 

in Alabama," The Nation, February 1956, 
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The Christian Centurv reported the irony of the arrest of 

the black ministers on Washington's birthday.81 It welcomed 

their enemies but refuse to yield to oppression because it is 

just and God is .on the side of justice." Asking what i·s on 

trial in Montgomery, the article answered, human relations in 

Alabama, the majesty of the law, the good name of America and 

the validity of the Christian faith.82 

The national response to the grand jury indictment as 

desci-ibed in "Bcr,-cott Indictments Stir Nationwide F'rote·st," 

put pi-essu·,-e on th,: l•Jhite House to "p·,-otect the Negroes" in 

the On 1956, faced with these 

demands, the White House called on Congress to create a 

.-,4 
special Commission on Civil Rights. 0 On February 24, 1956, 

,..., . 
C.i."Negro Ministers A·,-·,-ested," The Christian Century, 

March 7, 1956, p.294. 

8 2 "Wh.at is on Ti-ial in Montgomery?" The Christian 
renturv, March 28, 1956, p.387. 

83Montgomery Advertiser, February 26, 1956, p.1A,2A. 

84Since the Brown decision, the Eisenhower administration 
had remained cautious about executive involvement in racial 
issues. In his State of the Union Address, however, Eisenhower 
recommended the creation by Congress of a bipartisan civil 
rights commission to look at charges that citizens were being 
denied their legal civil rights. On March 14, 1956, when 
questioned at a press conference about presidential influence 
in relieving racial tensions, Eisenhower referred to his 
previous recommendation of a joint civil rights commission. 
When asked specifically about his assessment of the propriety 
of the Mc:intgome1-y ar-i-ests, the President 1:::ibse1-ved, "As I 
understand it, there is a state law about boycotts, and it is 
under that kind of thing that these p~ople are being brought 
to t1-ial. 11 On March 28, 1'356, the President and his Cabinet 
sent a three point civil rights program to Congress, asking 
Congress to look into complaints of denial of civil rights, 
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following a meeting with newspaper publishers and editors, 

Alabama Governor James Folsom considered asking the state 

legislature to create a bi-racial commission to seek a 

In the days before the anti-boycott trial was scheduled 

to open, news people continued to converge on Montgomery. 

International press representatives from Japan, France, India 

.:::1nd Engl and Letters in "Tell It To Dld 

Grandma'' on the whole remained pro-segregation, anti-black but 

voices seeking reason were also heard. Rev. Thrasher of the 

Alabama Council on Human Relations (ACHR> described the fear 

that was universal in the community--the businessman's fear of 

losing business, the black's fear for his safety and job, the 

clergy's fear of a congregation divided, the politician's fear 

that we may be torn asunder by a single rash act precipitating 

intei-i-acial \dolence. "87 

the creation of a special division in the Justice Department 
to supervise all civil rights questions, and legislation that 
would permit any citizen to institute federal legal action 
against individuals or organizations that denied the right of 
suffi-age in any state. See Robei-t F1-ed1-ick Burk, The 
Eisenhower Administration and Black Civil Rights <Knoxville: 
The University of Tennessee Press, 1984), pp.157, 159; see 
also The New York Times, March 15, 1956, p.15 and March 28, 
1 '35E,, pp . 1 , 24 .. 

oc:-
w~Montgomery Advertiser, February 26, 1956, p.3A. 

86Montgomery Advertiser, February 27, 1956; March 7, 
1956; Alabama Journal, March 20, 1956. 

87Mantgomery Advertiser, March 1956, p.4A. 



Thrasher, saying there seemed to be no possible way for 

whites and blacks to communicate across the invisible barrier, 

1-ecognized con-ect ly that "the pattei-ns of oLU- past 

the new patterns are not yet 

blacks broke away from the pattern by not adhering to the 

social order of segregation. The growth of the wee, which 

Thrasher found most disturbing because of its misplaced 

argument against intermarriage, represented an attempt to 

recapture the old patterns of behavior and communication. The 

fear that Thrasher found to be universal in Montgomery stemmed 

from the uncertainty of the changing social order. The once 

established symbolic environment of th~ old South was 

undergoing irrevocable change. The invisible barrier between 

whites and blacks existed because of opposing symbolic 

environments. To add further to white Montgomery's sense of 

dislocation, on March 9, 1956, ten days before the anti

boycott trial, Montgomery City Lines ended Sunday bus service 

because of the increasing loss of revenue. Although suffering 

a one-third reduction in service, a fare increase of 50¼ and a 

cutback in personnel, bus officials stated that the company 

nr-1 
was not in perilous condition. 00 

Trying to halt the change both legally and 

psychologically, the wee continued to hold rallies. Police 

Commissioner Sellers spoke at a March 7 meeting reading a 

,..,,,, 
00Montgomery Advertiser, March 9, 1956, p.1A. 



5peech he titled, "The Bl-:::1.ck Menace. 1189 E:,-,:pre5sing Southe1-n 

5egregationists' interpretation of the reasons for the 

changing social order, Sellers blamed the Supreme Court, 

·say'ing it "cannot ·,-am undesirable soci-:\l customs down the 

On March 19, 1956, King, because he was the recognized 

spokesman for the MIA, was tried as the first of ninety 

defendants in the boycott trial. In an attempt to establish a 

conspiracy behind the boycott, state attorneys produced MIA 

bookkeeping records showing that over $30,000 had been 

disbursed by the MIA for transportation services and other 

expenses. Seventy-seven prosecution witness were summoned as 

state attorneys tried to link King to the boycott and show 

that the MI,~ had kept the boycott alive by "periodic mass 

pastor of the Holt Street Baptist Church, Rev. Robert Graetz, 

Rev. Uriah Fields, MIA secretary, and Erma Dungee, MIA 

financial secretary were called by prosecution attorneys. The 

Adve1-t ise1- i-epo1-ted "most of them testified gi-udg i ng l y • .,90 

The witnesses generally stated that they had difficulty 

recalling specific details and events of the MIA meetings. 

Challenging the constitutionality of the state boycott 

law which prohibited a conspiracy or agreement from hindering 

operations of a business without just cause or legal excuse, 

89Montqomery Advertiser, March 8, 1956, p.1A. 

90Montqomery Advertiser, March 21, 1956, p.2A. 



defense lawyers countered with twenty-eight witnesses who 

described mistreatment on city buses in an attempt to show 

just cause in their grievances. King, testifying in his own 

defense, denied encouraging blacks to refrain from riding 

segregated buses. He argued that the boycott began 

spontaneously, that he had not instigated it but was chosen 

the leader after it started. On March 22, King was convicted 

on a charge of violating the state anti-boycotting law and was 

fined $500 by Judge Carter. Carter could have sentenced King 

to six months imprisonment and a $1000 fine, but he took into 

consideration testimony that indicated King had discouraged 

violence in the boycott. Carter then ordered a continuance in 

the other eighty-nine cases until a final appeal was completed 

in King's case.91 

The celebrity brought to Montgomery because of King's 

arrest and trial was due to national and international news 

coverage. The Advertiser reported that the trial drew more 

press, radio and television coverage than any other single 

trial in Montgomery County history. 92 As pro-boycott 

91Alabama Journal, March 20, 22, 23, 1956; see also 
Montgomery Advertiser, March 20, 1956, p.1A; March 21, 1956, 
p.1A; March 23, 1956, p.1A,2A. King's appeal was eventually 
thrown out on the grounds that his lawyers had not filed the 
proper papers in time. In December 1957, Circuit Court 
Solicitor Thetford proposed that if King would pay his $500 
fine, the charges against the other defendants in the boycott 
trial would be dropped. The MIA accepted and King reluctantly 
paid his fine. See David J. Garrow, Bearing the Cross: Martin 
Luther King, Jr., and the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference (New York: William Morrow and Campany, Inc., 1986), 
p.101. 

92Montgomery Advertiser, March 24, 1956, p.1A. 



sentiment gained momentum in the rest of the country, various 

civic and religious organizations raised funds for the defense 

of the indicted boycotters. A National Day of Prayer in 

protest of the arrests was promoted by Rep. Adam Clayton 

F'owel l (D--NY:=. On Masch 2:3, intei--den,:::,minatic:mal services 

were held in Boston, New York, Washington, Chicago, Ir....
i....w:::, 

Angeles and New Brunswick, N.J. 92 The scope of the symbolic 

interaction defining the moral and legal issues of 

Montgomery's fight over desegregation had widened to involve 

national public interest. No longer a local issue, the 

implications of possible boycott resolutions would affect the 

entire country and its citizens were now aware of this. The 

result of Montgomery's desegregation dispute would have 

significant consequences for national social cognitions 

surrounding civil rights. America's expectations and 

assumptions regarding the basic premise of equal protection 

under the law were now at issue in Montgomery. 

In April, the Supreme Court dismissed an appeal from a 

U.S. Court of Appeals decision in Virginia that ruled 

segregation on intrastate buses violated the Federal 

Constitution. The Associated Press interpreted this dismissal 

as an extension of the Supreme Court ban on racial segregation 

in public transportation within the borders of a state. It 

reported that the Court had outlawed segregation on intrastate 

1:=t·""'i 
J~Montgnmery Advertiser, March 29, 1956, p.1A,2A. 
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transportation. 94 National City Lines, the parent company of 

Montgomery City Lines, ordered an end to segregated seating on 

Montgomery's buses. City officials, however, maintained their 

policv on segregation and vowed to arrest bus drivers who 

,·-! ,:::-
opposite Taces on the bus."=·-' The Commissioners 1-eleased a 

statement saying their position was that the Supreme Court 

d,2cis:-ion "did not pa·ss on the ·statutes of Alabama and the cit··:✓ 

The MIA also issued a statement following a board meeting 

that the boycott would continue since the third proposal of 

employment of black bus drivers had not been met. The bus 

company answered that due to union contracts, the hiring of 

any new drivers, white or black, was impossible.97 

At this paint, two days after the Associated Press' 

initial report, much confusion surrounded the bus controversy 

and the interpretation of the Supreme Court ruling. At a mass 

meeting more than 3,000 protesters unanimously approved a 

resolution to continue the boycott until the city withdrew 

threats to arrest passengers and drivers who violate 

segregation laws. City and bus officials continued to 

94Montgomery Advertiser, March 24, 1956, p.1A; March 30, 
1 '356 , p • 4A . 

"35Mont gomerv Advertiser, March 25, 1956, p.1A. 

':H::•Mont gomer:i Advertiser, March 27, 1956. 

'31 Mont gomery Advertiser, Mai-ch 26, 1956, p.2A. 



negotiate with the City Commission threatening to revoke the 

bus company's franchise, if it failed to uphold segregation 

laws.98 Orders issued by bus company manager Bagley to 
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drivers not to enforce segregation on buses remained posted at 

bus headquarters. Finally, on April 30, 1~56, a week after 

the Associated Fress' original story on the Supreme Court 

ruling, the Washington Post confirmed that the press 

misinterpreted the Court's dismissal of the Virginia appeal. 

The aopeal was dismissed because it had been improperly 

brought before the Court; a procedural error, not a ruling on 

•::i•=i segregation, led to dismissal.J-

On May 1, the city filed suit in Montgomery Circuit Court 

asking for a temporary injunction to restrain Montgomery City 

Lines from desegregating buses. The suit cited the threat to 

public heal th and sa.-fet y, "a c lea.r and p1-esent da.nge1- o-f 1-ace 

riots, disorderly conduct, assaults, affrays, bombings and 

othe1- physical attacks," which non-seg1-egated seating would 

bring.100 In court, the bus company challenged the 

Commission, saying that continued segregation would result in 

greater danger of public disorder and subject the bus company 

to repeated prosecution under civil rights laws.101 Circuit 

Court Judge Walter Jones, holding that the Supreme Court had 

q,::, 
- '-'Mc,nt gome1-r: Advertiser , March 27, 1 '356, p .1 A ,2A. 

·3•?,Mont gomei-'z:'. Advertiser, March 30, 1956, p.4A. 

1 OOMont gamer\/ Advertiser, May 2, 1'356, p.1A. 

101Montgomer·t: Ad vei- t i sei- , May 4, 1'356, p.1A. 
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not outlawed bus segregation, directed Montgomery City Lines 

to abandon its new integration policy. The judge, agreeing 

with the Commission, observed that the situation of tension 

and unrest in Montgomery was ''likely to explode into violence 

Throughout the Spring of 1956, community feelings against 

desegregation remained high. White Citizens' Council (WCC) 

meetings continued as their membership increased. City 

Commissioners, Board of Revenue members and candidates for the 

spring primary elections were invited to speak at rallies.103 

Candidates vowed in their campaign advei-ti·sing to "maintain 

seg1-egation and OLu- southe1-n ~-.iay of life," "to ·see that 

Alabama still has segregation on passenger trains and busses 

of letters to the editor in the Advertiser continued to 

mi:,-:: i ng . " 104 

In March, Montgomery Advertiser editor Grover C. Hall in 

an open let te1- "A P1-oposa l to the 'New York Post'" 1-ep1-i nted 

in U.S. News and World Report, challenged Northerners to look 

102Montqomery Advertiser, May 10, 1956, p.1A. 

103Montgomery Advertiser, April 7 
1956, p.9A. 

1956, p. 1 A; June 

104Montgomery Advertiser, April 15, 1956, p.4B; May 6, 
1956, p.4A; May 8, 195G, p.2B; May 16, 1956, p.2B; May 25, 
1 '356 , p • 1 B ; Ma ·:1 28 , 1 956 , p • 8A • 
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at racial problems in their own communities and to admit that 

1--::tcism was not only a Hall found 

while Northern journals printed front page articles on 

Montgomery's racial strife, they tended to play down their own 

communities' racial problems and buried those articles in back 

pages. He received widespread support from letters written by 

people in the North and East. 

During April, in a related series of articles published 

in the Advertiser, Hall kept the challenge before the public. 

Letters to "Old Grandma" supporting the City Commission's 

stan,j and Hall's "1-epo1-ting of the true facts on both the 

North and South's pi-oblems" ai-i-ived from many parts of the 

country. 10 6 The turmoil in Montgomery struck a national 

responsive chord not only for the recognition of segregation's 

injustice, but also for the potential passing away of the 

accepted social reality upon which segregationist practices 

were built. The social realities that Montgomery held in 

microcosm were represented as well on the national level. 

Editor Hall, while commenting insightfully about white 

Montgomery's total unpreparedness for the boycott and about 

the ineptness of city officials' tactics, was not a boycott 

sympath i ze1-. In a rebuttal to an article by King in the 

August 3, 1956, issue of U.S. News and World Report, Hall 

cal led the boycott "a sup1-eme folly on the pa1-t of Negroes." 

105u.s. News and World Report, March 23, 1956, p.48. 

106Montgomery Advertiser, March 24, 1956, p.4A. 
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He described himself as a retired Southern moderate--''! used 

to be one myself in a happier time. The Southern Moderate has 

shifted to the defense against the ignorant and self-righteous 

jir1gci" of t:-,e NAACP and "the ci:lportunistic orgies of the 

Hall saw the necessity of segregation in the South for 

maintaining public order and at the same time declared that 

the Negroes' progress had net been handicapped by segregation. 

Calling the bus situation a poor area for whites to take a 

stand, Hall recognized that the old seating system was unjust 

.and that an "adjustment could have been made without 

disorder." His Southern modei-ate schema for societal changes 

assumed that the bettering of race relations could take place 

within the segregated order. With the rise of racial tension, 

bus seating, Hall found, was no longer the issue in 

Mont gomei-y, 11 t,u t on 1 y a symbol of wai-. 11 He blamed the 

activities of the MIA and King, in particular, for the build 

up of anti-black feeling and credited King for driving up the 

membership of the WCC which was ''inconsequential and 

disdained" before the boycott. Although Hall was critic.al of 

segregationist groups such as the WCC and KKK, his abdication 

of a II moderate" position to one of "a fo:,-,:ho le infant 1-yman 

holding the line," ,::Jccun-ed beca.u·se, like the members of the 

segregationist groups, he found the change in race relations 
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had troubling implications for the prevailing social order, 

On May 11, the MIA's suit challenging the 

constitutionality of Montgomery city and Alabama state 

segregation laws was heard by a three-judge panel in 

Montgomery's downtown Federal Court building. Each of the 

four olaintiffs, Browder, McDonald, Smith and Colvin, 

testified that the six month old boycott resulted directly 

Each woman told of mistreatment ,-::in 

city buses, which in the cases of Mary Louise Smith and 

Claudette Colvin, resulted in arrest. Defendants Sellers and 

Assistant Attorney General Gordon Madison argued that violence 

lifted. 10 9 Assistant Superintendent of the Montgomery Citif 

Lines Reynold C. Mills gave testimony that 300-400 Negro fares 

were received daily. Prior to the boycott, the company 

received 30,000-40,000 daily Negro fares. He added that 

blacks comprised 65¼ of the company's business. 

The three-judge panel returned their decision on June 5 

and ruled two to one that city bus segregation laws of 

107srover C. Hall, Ji-., "Alabama's Bus Boycott: What It"s 
All Ab,-::iut, "U.S. News and Wo1-ld Pepoi-t, August 3, 1956, pp.84-

108The day after the suit was filed, one plaintiff, 
Jeanette Reese, withdrew from legal action, claiming she was 
unaware of what she was signing. She reported receiving a 
threatening phone call and pressure from her employer. See 
Montgomery Advertiser, February 3, 1956, p.1A. 

109Montgomery Advertiser, May 12, 1956, p.3A. 
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Montgomery were unconstitutional (King, p.132; see also 

Yeakey, p.536). The panel issued a permanent injunction 

against segregated transportation in Montgomery on June 19, 

but suspended it to allow an appeal to the Supreme Court. 

Montgomery was now under conflicting court orders--the federal 

injunction requiring desegregation and the circuit court 

injunction ordering separate seating for blacks and whites. 

The city of Montgomery appealed the decision to the Supreme 

Court which was in recess for the summer. Pending this 

decision, segregation continued on city buses. The 

protesters, King announced, would boycott until the appeal 

action was completed.110 

Throughout the summer, the MIA carpool, now augmented by 

twenty-two church owned stationwagons, operated smoothly and 

efficiently, transporting without charge 30,000 to 40,000 

black people daily.111 As both sides awaited the Supreme 

Court ruling on the city's appeal, the City Commission 

announced plans for legal action to halt the protesters' 

carpool operations.112 On November 1, 1956, City Attorney 

Walter Knabe filed a motion in Circuit Court requesting an 

injunction to stop the MIA carpool. The petition claimed the 

motorpool was operating as a private enterprise without a 

110Montqomery Advertiser, June 20, 1956, p.1A,2A; June 
1 "356, p .1A 

111MIA Newsletter, 
Foldei- XI. I. 

June 1956, King Collection, Boston. 

112Montgomerv Advertiser, October 27, 1956, p.1A. 



license and without approval of the city. The MIA, 

anticipating the injunction, had on the previous day, 

petitioned the U.S. District Court for an emergency 

restraining order to block the city's planned legal action. 

147 

The motion was denied and a hearing for the city's request was 

set for November 13.113 

The City Commission's new attack on the bus boycott was 

A 

November 1 editorial likened the move to the mass arrests of 

bl-:1ck leaders "which most whites now consider a ·fol ly. 11 

According to the paper, had the city taken this action at the 

start of the boycott, it would have been accepted as a 

reasonable procedure, but with the final ruling of the Supreme 

CoUi-t e:,-,:pected in a few weeks, the legal maneuver would "mean 

another drubbing and further misconception of Montgomery in 

othei- sections." Since, the editorial noted, there was 

nothing to suggest that the Commission's legal action would 

cause boycotters to resume bus patronage, the seemingly 

punitive measure would only bring more adverse publicity to 

Montgomery. 

On November 13, as testimony was heard in Circuit Court 

in regards to the city's case against the MIA carpool, news 

reached Montgo~ery that the Supreme Court affirmed the 

113Montgomery Advertiser, November 2, 1956, p.1A; 
Novembe1- 3, 1956, p. lA. 

114Mantqomery Advertiser, November 1, 1956, p.4A. 
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decision of the three-judge panel. The Court, without 

listening to argument, declared Alabama's state and local laws 

requiring segregation on buses unconstitutional (King, p.14O). 

That same day as the MIA had expected, Circuit Court Judge 

Carter granted a temporary injunction to halt the carpool. 

The two court decisions and the reactions they engendered 

covered the front page of the Advertiser in seven articles. 

King hailed the Supi-eme Coui-t decision a.s "a gloi-ious daybi-eak 

to end a l,:::ing night of en-foi-ced segregation. 11 115 The MIA 

executive board planned a recommendation asking boycotters to 

return to buses. A vote would be taken at two mass meetings 

that evening. The purpose of the meetings would also be "to 

prepare the people to accept the new situation with the proper 

spirit and propei- attitude." 

The Advertiser reported that white city and state leaders 

warned of possible violence and bloodshed, if any attempt was 

made to carry out the decision. Jack Owen, president of the 

Alabama Public Service Commission <PSC} which controlled all 

public transportation in the state, urged all public 

transportation companies to continue assigning seats to 

separate races. According to Owen, segregation was mandatory 

in order to insure public safety. The Advertiser also 

interviewed people on the street to find their reaction to the 

decision. It found white men and women were unanimously 

opposed to integi-ation but "cui-iously, they appea1-ed almost 

115Montqomery Advertiser, November 14, 1956, p.4A. 
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desegregation reaction came from the Ku Klux Klan which drove 

hoi-n::: and 5hinin•:;i -floodlight·5 into homes. 11 116 

At two mas5 meeting5 the next evening, 10,000 black 

citizens cheered the approval of a return to the buses, 

pending the delivery of the high Court's mandate. King, 

acknowledging the Circuit Court injunction, a5ked the 

protesters to continue walking or sharing rides while the 

carpool was enjoined. He cautioned the crowds against 

possible insult or violence from white bus patrons, reminding 

them that to refuse to hit back was the more courageous act. 

In preparing the black people to accept the new situation, 

King told them not to take the decision as a victory over 

white people, but to go back to buses with dignity and without 

B.n-ogance, "go back with humility and meekness. 11 117 

The MIA, while awaiting the court order which took over 

five weeks to arrive, continued to stress non-violence to its 

members. In weekly meetings the ministers conducted classes 

in non-violent techniques. Bus situations were improvised 

with groups playing hostile and courteous roles (King, p.143). 

Abernathy reported as many as 1000 blacks attended these 

sessions.118 The MIA also celebrated the first anniversary of 

116Montgomery Advertiser, November 14, 1956, p.1A. 

11 711 Back with Humility," Time, November 2E,, 1956, p.20. 

➔ ·l ,'"'"i 

~~ 0 Montgomery Advertiser, December 15, 1956, p.1A. 
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the boycott by holding a week long ''Institute on Non-Violence 

.and Sc,c i al Change." l.!Jh it e and black speakers fi-om ai-ound the 

country were invited to participate in discussion on how a 

minority group could wield power through non-violent 

i 1 <:i resistance to social segregation.L ~ 

In the opening address of the Institute, King praised 

both blacks and whites of Montgomery for making possible the 

year long boycott. He commended the white community by 

sa.'/ing, "If there had not been ·some discipline and mo1-al 

sensitivity in the white community, we would have had more 

\/iolence in Montgomery. 11 120 Warning that "segregation is 

still a fact in Ame1-ica, 11 King said "we still conf1-ont it in 

the South in its glaring and conspicuous forms. We still 

confi-c,nt it in the No1-th in its hidden and subtle f □i-ms."121 

According to King, the black people's willingness to suffer 

and refusal to strike back, would soon cause the oppressor 

become ashamed of his own methods. The protesters' belief in 

the redemptive power of passive resistance was soon to be 

tested as different factions of white Montgomery fought the 

passing of segregated transport. 

The Montgomery City Commission responded to the Supreme 

Court's decision by vowing to seek every legal means of 

preserving racial segregation. Echoing the Public Service 

1 i ,-

L jMont gomery Advertiser, December 2, 1956, p .6C. 

120Mobile Register, December 4, 1956. 

121Montgomery Advertiser, December 4, ~956, p.2A. 



Commission CPSC) stand, Mayor Gayle declared the city would 

continue to enforce segi-ega ti on to "pi-at ec t the people o-f both 

-I :-1·""' 
1-aces and to pi-emote c:Ji-der in ou1- city•."J.c.:.c:. White leadei-s 

explored the idea o-f buying buses and forming private 

cooperatives to transport members. 123 The Montgomery County 

WCC placed a quarter page ad in the Advertiser soliciting 

memberships. Stating that integration 1s morally wrong and 

against the precepts of the Bible, the ad blamed the Supreme 

Court decision on communistic inspired organizations 

"dedicated to the destruction of olll- way of life·" and "the 

ultimate de·sti-ucti,:m of the United States of Amei-ica. 11 124 

White Montgomery's more radical element also responded to 

the Supreme Court ban on segregated transportation. A crowd 

of 1000 people including 350 robed members of the Ku Klux Klan 

held a rally at the Montgomery Motor Speedway ten days after 

the Supreme Court's decision. While three huge crosses 

burned, Rev. Alvin Horn, a Baptist minister, attacked the 

Sup·1-eme Court, Jews, Catholics, "burr headed Nii:Jgers" and the 

i ..-,,:-
governor, James Folsom.~c~ Insisting that the Klan was 

122Montgomer':i. Advertiser, Novembe1- 16, 1956, p. 1A. 

◄ 2,..., 
.1 ..::,Montgomer'i Advertiser, November 18, 1956, p.2A. 

124Montgomerx,: Advei- ti ser, Novembe1- 1 r., ...,, 1956, p.6B. 

125 Elected governor in 1946, Folsom consistently worked 
for the interests of Alabama's blacks, publicly criticizing 
racial discrimination. After the Brown decision, however, 
popular tolerance for Folsom's ''violations of racial custom 
disappeared." Fol;:;om opposed segregationist groL1ps and when 
the White Citizens' Council formed in 1954, he predicted that 
it would be shortlived. Because of his moderate position, 
Folsom was ;:;oundly defeated in the 1956 primary while running 
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peaceful and lawful, the ministei- sai,j, "The way I feel about 

them Niggers who want to integrate in education is this--they 

don-'t want an education, they want a fune1-al . 11 126 This 

the audience and repeated his earlier remarks that the Klan 

would only use legal means to preserve white supremacy. The 

Advertiser reported a second speaker, identified only as 

about blacks and receiving a far better reception from the 

An Adverti~er editorial quickly denounced the Klan 

meeting as a "grievous embai-ras:,;ment , " describing the speech 

m.:?.de by F.:ev. Hoi-n as "v·i le. 11 "Montgomei-y was debased by 

having its name associated with the orgy in the international 

-I • ...,1 ...... 
p,-ess.".1.c:.:.,.:, Describing the dominant attitude of Montgomei-ians 

towards the Klan as cold contempt, the editorial noted that 

although antagonism existed between whites and blacks, it had 

not turned to hatred. "Fui-thermoi-e, happy to 1-elate, dominant 

sentiment renounces violence. There has been a providential 

for Democratic national committeeman. Folsom lost the 1958 
gubernatorial election to John Patterson who campaigned 
against integi-ation of public ·:;;;chools. See George E. Sims, The 
Little Man's Big Friend: James E. Folsom in Alabama Politics, 
1946-1958, (University, Alabama: The University of Alabama 
Press, 191::;8) , pp .163-166, 168,174,178, 185-186 ,21:3-214. 

126Montqomery Advertiser, November 25, 1956, p. 1A. 

1 ~.-, 
c:.:. r Mont gomer:t: Advei- t i se1- , November 25, 1956, p.2A. 

1 .-,.-, 
c.oMont gomer'l' Adve1- ti ser , November 27, 1 ':156, p.4A. 
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restraint on the part of the adversaries because there is a 

common sense of the foll·/ of violence." 

Although white Montgomery may have been predominantly 

against violence, the attitudes and statements of public 

officials in their staunch resistance to desegregation and 

"1-ace mi::dng, 11 encc:iuraged the 1-adical fringe to action. In 

the two weeks before the Supreme Court order finally arrived 

in Montgomery on December 20. eight incidents were reported of 

acid being splashed on cars belonging to blacks and their 

1~q -white supporters.·~- Much more trightening violence was to 

occur after the implementation of integration on city buses. 

On December 18, 1956, when the Supreme Court had refused 

to reconsider its ban on segregated transportation, the City 

Commission announced it had no alternative but to recognize 

the Court's decision. This recognition was not, however, a 

capitulation as noted in the Advertiser headline "City Bows to 

Coui-t Decision, Pledges Fight For Segi-egation. 11 130 In a 

written statement, the Commission vowed to use every legal 

means to preserve the existing seating arrangements on buses, 

even though, as the Advertiser noted on the day of the 

November 13 Supreme Cou1-t decision, "One fact appeai-ed to 

stand clear--the court's decision had ended with abrupt 

finality any legal efforts the city or state might initiate in 

an attempt to preserve segregation on public conveyances. 

1.-,-=i c~Montqomerv Advertiser, December 11, 1956, p.1A. 

1 '='(1 ~~Montgomery Advertiser, December 18, 1956, p.1A. 
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The Commission's statement deplored the Supreme Court decision 

as unwarranted authority for ''sweeping away the wise and long 

st.anding Ol-din.ance of the city of Montgomery. 11 132 Still 

believing that ifresponsible outside leadership led to the 

cclnt 1-0..,,.er· =··l, t h 1? Cammi ss ion c,::indemned 11 1-ecent come1-s to 

Montgomery who claim to be the leaders of the boycott 

hypocritical and unjustifiable attacks upon the people of 

As Montgomery learned that the desegregation order was 

enroute to the city, last efforts by both sides were made in 

preparation for the integration of buses. The MIA, 

acknowledging the previous efforts of the Commission in 

maintaining peace, requested and was refused police protection 

in .2,nt i c i pated II dange1- zones," pl aces such a·s ends c,f bu·s 1-un;:; 

and dark streets where violence had occurred in the past. 

Reaffirming their conviction that violence was both 

impractical and immoral, the MIA noted that they had been 

training their people to remain non-violent in word and 

deed.133 The MIA also distributed a mimeographed list of 

"Suggestions fo1- Integ1-atinq Bu·;:;es" to the black community. 

Stressing the responsibility of maintaining a calm and loving 

....... 

.Lw.i.Montgomery Advertiser 
' 

Novembei- 14, 1 "356, p • 1 A. 

1 ....,...., 
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dignity, the suggestions included riding the buses with a 

fi- iend, "You can uphold one a not her by a glance or a pr aver," 

not deliberately sitting by a white person, unless there was 

no other ·seat, i-,~sponding to "an inci,jent" in c1 quiet tone and 

. + n 134 1 C • 

State Senator Sam Englehardt, speaking for the wee, 

proposed that white citizens consider boycotting the buses, 

the same action which prompted the wee supported mass 

white boycott of city buses was being considered in high 

cii-cles as a means of by-passing .an integi-ated bus system. 11 135 

Sources revealed to the paper that white persons were 

considering purchasing fifty stationwagons which would 

transport members of a club. The Advertiser also reported 

that unsigned circulars flooded black neighborhoods the day 

before, urging blacks to rebel against their leaders. 
,., . 
;:iay1ng 

that "thei-e isn't a cha.nee in the world of bi-ea.king 

segregation, 11 the circulars accused commLtni st inspired boycott 

leaders of riding in big cai-s and getting 1-ich ~-.ihile "we walk 

and suffer in many ways." King discounted the leaflets as 

13411 Int eg1-at ed BLts SLtggest i ans, 11 ~<i ng Col 1 ec ti on, Bost on. 
Foldei- IV-14. 

,f •IC: 

i~~Mantgomery Advertiser, December 20,_1956, p.1A. 
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dividing. 11136 

Commenting on the historic occasion of the desegregation 

of Montgomery's buses, an Advertis~r editorial admitted to the 

finality of the Supreme Court decree. While the three 

Commissioners had obeyed dominant sentiment and did everything 

possible to ev·ade the cow-t 01-dei-, they toc:i .:i.cknowledged "a 

historic new phase in Montgcimei-y·'s race 1-elations. 11 The 

editorial doubted the adequacy of a white carpool and reasoned 

that an orderly transition to desegregation might follow 

because trains, airplanes and elevators had all been 

desegregated. Stating as it had in previous editorials, that 

most of Montgomery was against violence, the paper noted that 

"it only takes a handful of trouble maker·s to create an 

e:,-,:p lei:;:; i ve situation." 137 

The suspense surrounding the passage of Montgomery from 

segregation to desegregation on buses ended December 21, 1956, 

381 days after the boycott began. Black ministers rode buses 

during morning and afternoon rush hours to lend support to 

their followers. King boarded the first morning bus in front 

of his house as television cameras, photographers and news 

reporters recorded the event (King, pp.149-150). The first 

1'.:36Noi-man W. Walkei-, "The Walking City, a Histo-,-y of the 
Montgomei-y DD'/Cc:itt," The Neqi-,::, Histoi-y Bulletin, 20, No.1 
(April 1957), p.149; see also Montgomery Advertiser, December 
20 , l '356 , p • 3A • 

137Montgomery Advertiser, December 20, 1956, p.4A. 



day passed peacefully with most bus patrons sitting in their 

i ;:::--, 

J. ·-'' 

customary parts of the bus. Many buses, however, even during 

rush hours, carried far fewer passengers than they normally 

would, but as the first few days passed, bus patronage 

increa·sed with "bla.cks choosing sea.ts at 1-andom .and sitting 

The first hint of violence came on December 24 when-a 

black teenaged girl was beaten at a bus stop by three white 

men, shDutir,tg "D,::Jn't 1-ide the bu·s 1 . ...,,::, anymore."-.:,-;;, Two days 

later, four black people narrowly escaped injury when a bus 

was fired upon, the second bus shooting that day.1 4 0 King 

called upon the white community to speak out against the 

violence and for law enforcement agencies to take a firm 

stand, but the city leaders commented that they did not 

believe the shootings were serious enough to suspend bus 

service. Both Police Commissioner Sellers and Police Chief 

Ruppenthal implied that the shootings were done by blacks. 

State Senator Englehardt predicted the violence was just 

beginning and that the City Commission would be forced to halt 

buses to preserve peace.141 

-I .-,n 
.L-.:, 0 Montgomer:z:: Adve:fft iser, December 22, 1956, p. 1A; 

Feb1-ua.i-y 23, 1957, p.2A. 

1 "''':J -.:,·Montgomery Adve1- t i ser , December ·:::)C:-...... _1' 1956, p.4E. 

140Montgomer'z:'. Advertiser, December 27, l '356, p. 1 A. 

14 1 Mont gomer·z:: Adv·ei- ti sei- , Decembe·,- -:::i-. 
'- I ' 1956, p.2A; 

Decembei- 28, 1956, p .1 A, 2A. 



The next day a pregnant black woman riding a city bus was 

shot in both legs by a sniper. The Commission ordered all 

nighttime bus runs suspended until January 1, 1957. The 

Advertiser spoke out against the violence by saying that it 

could be restrained by more energetic police action and by the 

force of public opinion. The editorial called on business and 

professic,nal leadership, ~-1Jhich had been silent "as the tomb," 

to express public opinion to reinforce the City Commission's 

efforts to maintain peace. 142 Alabama Governor Folsom vowed 

that racial order would be kept and said that state forces 

were ready if needed to maintain order and safeguard lives.143 

Ten days later on January 10, the homes of Abernathy and 

Graetz and four black churches were bombed causing $70,000 

Two of the churches were virtually 

destroyed. An unexploded bomb was later found on King's front 

porch. These violent actions finally awakened white 

Montgomery to what the Advertiser termed the real issue of the 

community. An editorial insisted that the question was no 

longer segregation vs. integration but "Is it safe to live in 

Montgomery?" (King, pp .152-153). 

White ministers denounced the bombings and made 

television statements throughout the day. The Men of 

Montgomery, for the first time, took a public stand against 

the violence (King, pp.153-154). The City Commission stcippecj_ 

14. ,., cMontgomery Advertiser, 

14.,.., ~Montgomery Advertiser, 

December 30, 

December 31, 

1 956 , p • 1 A , 2B • 

1956, p .1A. 



all bus traffic, imposed a midnight curfew on teenagers and 

called seventy-five police reservists into duty. Governor 

Two more bombings of a black business and residence 

occurred on January 27. Three days later seven white men were 

arrested in connection with the bombings. The first two were 

tried and found innocent despite signed confessions; charges 

were dropped against the others indicted (King, pp.156-157; 

see also Veakey, p.642). Violence ceased and within weeks the 

bus curfew was lifted. Passengers returned to riding 

desegregated buses without incident (Yeakey, p.642). 

Montgomery's resistance to bus desegregation was led by 

its political leaders, the City Commissioners and the Public 

Service Commission. Their uncompromising position, especially 

after the three-judge federal panel ruled for desegregation, 

and their association with the wee, supported and encouraged 

an all or nothing attitude in the white community towards the 

bus situation. The possibility of a peaceful acceptance of 

desegregation on their part was not a publicly acknowledged 

alternative. Despite disclaimers towards violence, the 

Commissioners helped create a symbolic environment of 

unyielding, if .not aggressive segregationist attitudes. Their 

attack on the MIA carpool, recognized as unwarranted by the 



Adverti~er, underscored this narrow, uncompromising stance. 

The timing of the carpool injunction also signaled to the 

onlooking world that Montgomery's white leadership was not 

interested in promoting harmonious racial relationships. 

As the possibility of court ordered bus desegregation 

drew nearer, the Commission, the Public Service Commission, 

State Senator Englehardt, Assistant Attorney General Gordon 

160 

Madison and Circuit Court Judge Walter Jones warned of 

violence, if desegregation was attempted. These public 

statements not only warned, but by implication, threatened 

future bloodshed. Within the symbolic environment of 

segregationist thinking, violence was linked and perhaps, even 

predicated, on the implementation of desegregation. The 

import of the white political leaders pronouncements for the 

symbolic interaction that formed segregationist consensus was 

that they defined desegregation as the destruction of the 

Southern way of life and that they foresaw violence and 

anarchy as a result. 

Even after the Supreme Court mandated bus desegregation 

and the more radical elements of city segregationists held 

public rallies, the City Commission continued to fuel anti

black sentiment by vowing to use every legal means of 

preserving segregation. Their intention may not have been to 

inflame people to hostile action, but nevertheless, the 

influence of their authority on public opinion must be 

recognized. 
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When the first acts of violence occurred, police reaction 

was restrained. The police department refused the MIA request 

for more protection. White leaders predicted violence, but 

when it occurred, they hesitated to curb it, aiding in the 

fulfillment of their prophecy. The Advertiser, all through 

the boycott, asserted that most of Montgomery was against 

\/iol.ence A When the shootings claimed a victim, the paper 

called for business and professional leaders to break their 

silence and speak out, adding force to anti-violence opinion. 

"The field o·f public statements on Montgome1-y 1 s i-ace problems 

is being left to a beguiled dreamer of one color and 

miscellaneou.·s windbags of the othei-. 11 145 Editoi- H-::1.ll 

recognized the key to changing the symbolic environment of 

social =ognitions sanctioning violence was through 

communication, in this case, through the public communication 

of white leadership. The bombings of black residences and 

churches finally drove other segments of white leadership to 

take a public stand against lawlessness. After months of an 

outspoken, "no compi-omise" stand on desegregation, white 

Montgomery was compelled by the terror of eight bombings to 

end the violence and let desegregation on buses proceed . 

• 4c:-
~ ~Montgomery Advertiser, December 20, 1956, p.2B. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSION OF THE BOYCOTT: A NEW SYMBOLIC ENVIRONMENT 

The Montgomery bus boycott, a collective endeavor by 

44,000 black people lasting thirteen months, brought national 

and international attention to the problem of the 

implementation of desegregation following the 1954 Supreme 

Court decision banning segregation in education. The issue in 

Montgomery over segregated transportation was a commonly 

shared grievance experienced by the entire black community. 

The public humiliation of giving up a bus seat for white 

passengers, standing over empty seats and being verbally 

harassed by bus drivers was a daily occurrence. Perhaps, 

because of this daily intrusion into black lives, segregated 

bus seating became one of the first areas of segregation to be 

challenged by Montgomery's black people. 

The beginnings of any process of social change depends 

upon a new definition of reality. This redefinition is based 

on a change in expectations. 1 On the national level, black 

Americans' citizenship was being redefined and defended by the 

federal judiciary through the Brown vs. Board of Education 

decision. With the support of the federal government and the 

1Peter L. Berger, Invitation to Sociology: A Humanistic 
Perspective (Garden City: Doubleday, 1963), p.129. 



beginnings of political influence in local elections, 

Montgomery's black activists were encouraged in their work 

towards desegregation. Their expectations for success were 

heightened by the federal advancement of equal protection 

under the law and their growing influence in municipal 

politics. For two years, E.D. Nixon, Jo Ann Robinson and the 

vJomen'·5 Political Council (WPC), while attemptin9 to negDti.='.te 

a change in bus seating policy, organized and planned for the 

possibility of a bus protest. 

The bus boycott was by no means a spontaneous event as 

was sometimes reported and as described by Martin Luther King, 

Jr. in his testimony in the boycott conspiracy trial. Rosa 

Park5' refusal to give up her bus seat may have been an 

unplanned gesture, but the resulting bus strike had been 

discus5ed and plans for its mobilization via the WPC 

organizational network were readied. 

Protest initiators gave black Mcntgomerians information 

on how to express their outrage and challenge the system of 

segregated seating, but they could not know the extent of 

community involvement, nor make further protest plans until 

the boycott was under way. The shaping of black social 

cognitions in regards to possible pretest activity depended as 

much on the mass' response as it did on the activists call. 

After the first successful day and huge mass meeting that 

evening, black Montgomerians discovered that they were united. 

They became a symbol to themselves. King successfully 
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articulated their feelings towards segregation and established 

at once that the protest sought a unification of the entire 

community through the deepest principles of Christian faith. 

Through church meetings, King imparted to the masses an 

ideology that defined the significance of their struggle 

within the symbolic universe of American democracy. 

Analyzing the bus boycott (following Simcock) as the 

product of an extended symbolic interaction necessitated a 

focus on the relationship between activists and citizens, the 

intei-action between "ide,:::ilogy c.'lnd di5content ." Thi-ough 

continuing interaction in mass meetings, the black community 

maintained a structure of effective opposition. The 

organizational sophistication that surprised the white 

community proceeded from the network of communication 

previously established by the WPC and other black 

organizations. Once black community solidarity was confirmed 

by almost total participation in the boycott, white 

authorities were put on the defensive. 

the protest was felt immediately. 

The economic punch of 

In order to understand the full course of movement 

activity, this study went beyond Simcock's internal analysis 

of the relationship between ideologists and publics to include 

the symbolic processes underlying the relationships between 

movement participants, their opposition, in this case 

municipal and state officials, and the wider community. 

Blumer, noting that collective protest should not be viewed as 
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linear behavior of a protesting group, contends that 

collective protest represents a disturbed state of society in 

which various groups are thrown in contention with one 

another. He states that the proper object of scholarly 

concern is not the protesting group, per se, but the entire 

arena of collective protest. "One must id,2nt i fy the otr,ei-

groups acting in the arena (echelons of authority, agents of 

authority, interest groups, and the general public) and 

observe what they do. Above all, it is necessary to see how 

the actions of these participating groups set the stage for 

one ancithei- and influence each othei-. 11 2 This study, a 

symbolic interactionist analysis of the boycott as an emergent 

social process, required taking into account the defining 

activities of all the affected and participating groups. 

Simons, Mechling and Schreier's proposal for an 

interactionist approach to the rhetorical study of movements 

also stresses a focus on the reciprocal relationships among 

interacting groups and the changing situational requirements 

that are created. Looking beyond the limited focus on formal 

messages by movement leaders, the authors suggest more 

attention be paid to the actions and reactions of third 

parties, institutional authorities and oppositionists because 

the fate of social movements is as much affected by these 

groups as by movement participants. According to the authors, 

2Hei-ber t Blumer, 11 Social Unrest and Collective Prat est , 11 

in Studies in Symbolic Interactionism, ed. Norman K. Denzin 
(Greenwich: JAI Press, 1978), pp.52-53. 



the importance of day-to-day participatory activities in 

generating protest commitment cannot be overlooked in favor of 

platform addresses and other one way communication by movement 

,-, 
lea.dei-•5 . .::., 

Their suggestions for new directions in social movement 

research correspond to this study's analysis of all 

participating and affected groups associated with the bus 

boycott and the inclusion of communication activities beyond 

leader-to-mass addresses. This spectrum of communication 

analysis included an investigation of black mass participation 

in weekly church meetings, the parallel participation of 

segregationists in White Citizens' Council (WCC) rallies, and 

the public response expressed in letters to the editor in the 

Montgomery AdvertisPr. 

These activities served to define the various groups' 

symbolic environments by facilitating a sharing of intragroup 

beliefs and expectations. These beliefs and expectations 

were, in turn, affected by the actions of the other groups 

involved. An examination of the failure of boycott 

negotiations and the resulting course of litigation revealed 

the extent to which these groups variously modified each 

other. 

3Herbert W. Simons, Elizabeth W. Mechling and Howard N. 
Schi-e ie1-, "The Functions of Human Communication in Mobilizing 
for Action from the Bottom Up: The Rhetoric of Social 
Movements," in The Handbook of Rhetoric and Communication 
ThPorv, eds. Carroll C. Arnold and John Waite Bowers (Boston: 
Allyn and Bacon, 1':~84), p.845. 



The Montgomery Improvement Association's <MIA) federal 

lawsuit challenging bus segregation came as a result of city 

officials' total refusal to negotiate. Three weeks later, in 

response, the Montgomery County Grand Jury indicted 115 

boycotters on conspiracy charges when the black community 

turned down the compromise plan of the Men of Montgomery and 

the City Commission. When the three-judge federal panel ruled 

against segregated seating, the city of Montgomery not only 

appealed the case to the Supreme Court, but also successfully 

filed for an injunction to stop the MIA carpool, a move seen 

as punitive and untimely. The attempted desegregation by 

Montgomery City Lines, following the reported Supreme Court 

ban on segregation in intrastate transportation, was halted by 

the City Commission through a circuit court injunction. 

Despite learning of the misinterpretation of the Supreme Court 

dismissal, the bus company stuck by its decision to 

desegregate in order to avoid civil rights prosecution. The 

bus company was prevented from bowing to pressure from the 

boycott by the legal action of the Commissioners. 

Berger and Luckmann's argument for the social 

construction of reality assumes the symbolic interactionist 

perspective that social order exists only as a product of 

human activity. They emphasize that the relationship between 

man, the producer, and the social world, his product, is a 

dialectical one, the analysis of which requires the study of 

on-going symbolic processes. Man acts according to the 

beliefs and expectations that are maintained in his symbolic 



univei-se, "the mati-i:,-:: of all socially objecti\lated meanings 

and subjectively real meanings" which serve the nomic function 

of providing order for the subjective apprehension of 

At the same time, this symbolic environment is a 

cognitive construction that is defined through social 

This study traced the development of the relationship 

between black activists and the black public ta show how the 

symbolic environment of Montgomery's blacks changed to include 

a self definition of themselves as a unified community working 

to change segregation through non-cooperation. Activists 

showed black people the feasibility of expressing their views 

and challenging the social order. With the public's 

acceptance of activist instruction, solidarity was achieved 

through both groups' participation in the social construction 

of a common reality. 

The influence of King's non-violent philosophy cannot be 

overstated. His underlying appeal to both ultimate secular 

and divine authorities legitimated black people's claim to 

equal rights. Their actions promoting desegregation were 

justified in the name of Christian love and American 

democracy. The protesters' subjective apprehension of the 

totally new ex~erience of challenging the social system of 

segregation was maintained and modified through appeal to the 

4Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann, The Social 
Construction of Reality (Garden City: Doubleday, 1966) 
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established orders of Christianity and Democracy. This appeal 

to the highest level of governing principles attracted all 

economic and educational segments of black Montgomery ta 

political activism, an event not previously achieved. Drawn 

together by their religion, the protesters became the 

participants of the first direct action campaign of the Civil 

Rights movement. inspiring other Southern communities to 

similar action. 

The process of change in the segregationist's symbolic 

environment was influenced by interactions with black 

protesters. The meetings with black activists in the two 

years prior to Rosa Parks' arrest had not moved city or bus 

officials to consider changing seating laws. However, once 

the financial effect of the boycott was apparent, white 

segregationists found their symbolic universe challenged by an 

alternative symbolic environment. According to Berger and 

Luckmann, the appearance of an alternative symbolic universe 

poses a threat because it's very existence demonstrates 

empirically that one's own universe is less than inevitable 

(Berger and Luckmann, p.108). Faced with the practical 

effects of hardship imposed by the black boycott, white 

Montgomery became aware of the implications for their way of 

life. White citizens (excluding those sympathetic ta the 

protest) who perhaps previously did not publicly espouse 

segregationist views or racist attitudes, found themselves 

having to define and defend, as a group, the symbolic 

environment of segregation. 



In response to the challenge of the alternative symboli= 

universe which defined segregation as unconstitutional (the 

segregationists formed the White Citizens' Councils CWCC). In 

Montgomery, the challenge to segregation was met by symbolic 

processes through which segregationists reached collective 

meaning. A review of the attitudes expressed in the letters 

to "Dld Gi-andma" 1-evea led a hai-deni ng of sentiment .as the 

presence of activity for desegregation endured and the 

resulting financial hardship became disruptive. The 

expression of public opinion in the continuing forum of 

letters was a form of social interaction facilitating a 

segregationist definition of the situation. 

The response to the loss of certainty in the existence of 

the "SouthEffn" wa·:l o-f life also included a dramatic increase 

in the membership of the local WCC and renewed interest in the 

Ku Klux Klan (KKK). Participation in these organizations 

especially by white political and religious leaders became 

symbolic of the growing public support for segregation. The 

interactive relationship between white leadership and 

community segregationists was illustrated by the impact of the 

City Commissioners membership in the WCC and their adoption of 

the get tough policy. Surprised by the enormous positive 

response, the Commissioners and other civic leaders were 

encouraged to become more outspoken in their views and actions 

against desegregation and in warning of the potential dangers 

they foresaw if desegregation was attempted~ In turn, their 
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pronouncements calling for a hard line against the boycotters 

and p1-edicting violence if "race mi::dng" was allowed, led to 

an increase in harassment and violence against the blacks. 

The symbolic environment constructed by the words and action 

of Montgomery's segregationists became not only 

uncompromising, but also actively aggressive towards the 

Voices of moderation had little effect on the increasing 

hostility and tension in Montgomery. Rev. Thrasher and the 

Alabama Council on Human Relations (ACHR>, the Montgomery 

Ministerial Association, the Men of Montgomery and city editor 

Joe Azbell appealed for an end to racial bitterness, but with 

the exception of Azbell, these groups offered no specific 

plans for a solution. Saying that the Supreme Court would 

eventually decide the segregation issue in Montgomery, Azbell 

encouraged an end to the boycott which he assumed was the 

major cause for racial tensions. His ameliorative suggestion 

was for a return to the old order which the newly established 

black ideology of non-cooperation with evil would not allow. 

The rival definitions of reality by this time had social 

structural bases promoting and supporting the confrontation of 

their opposing views.5 The mechanisms of symbolic universe 

maintenance (Berger and Luckmann, p.188) were products of the 

social activities engendered by the MIA on one side and the 

5For discussion on social structural bases for 
competition between rival definitions of reality, see Berger 
and Luckmann, p.120. 
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city government, the wee and KKK on the other. Words 

encouraging peace without specific action to attain the end of 

rising hostilities or the power to enforce a truce, had little 

rwpe of success. 

Berger and Luckmann find the confrontation of alternative 

=-·y·mbolic universes implies a pi-ablem of powe1--·-- 11 which of the 

conflicting definitions of reality will be 'made to stick' in 

the society" (Be1-ge1- and Luckmann, p .109). 

both sides appealed to the judicial system for enforcement of 

their ideologies. The MIA lawsuit, Browder vs. Gayle, 

appealed to the federal judiciary, while the Montgomery City 

Commission called on state judicial authority. The 

Commission's three successful suits effected the arrest of the 

boycott leaders, the prohibition of integrated bus seating and 

the disbanding of the MIA carpool. 

In the end, however, the Supreme Court, the nation's 

highest tribunal, ruled in favor of Montgomery's black 

citizens. The protesters definition of reality, which was 

congruent with federal law, was being enforced by the highest 

level of government. This legitimation of black citizens' 

rights by court order and the resulting implementation of bus 

desegregation supports Berger and Luckmann's argument that 

definitions of 1-eality may be enforced by fiat. "This, 

incidentally, does not mean that such definitions will remain 

less convincing than those accepted 'voluntarily'--power in 

society includes the power to determine decisive socialization 
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and Luckmann, p .11'3) • 

Applied to Montgomery, the implementation of 

desegregation meant the implementation of socialization 

processes which over a period of time produced a symbolic 

environment accepting of desegregated transport, illustratinq 

that social order exists as a product of human activity. The 

immediate reaction of violence after Montgomery's buses were 

desegregated, presented an untenable alternative to segregated 

seating. Terrorism and anarchy, even though predicted by 

civic leaders, was not tolerated by the social system. 

Instituted by authorities, integrated first come, first served 

seating came to be a commonplace in Montgomery. 

Restating the question that introduced this study, how 

did Montgomery's blacks change the existing social order? 

Recognizing the importance of the Supreme Court in the banning 

of segregated transport does not diminish the significance of 

black Montgomery's efforts in the bus boycott. The boycott 

itself, as a political and economic maneuver, did not force an 

end to segregated seating, but it cannot be dismissed as non

instrumental in gaining integrated seating. 

Advertiser editor Grover C. Hall, echoing other accounts 

of the protest, concluded that "the victory that has been 

achieved by the colored community is a U.S. Supreme Court 

decision that bus segregation is illegal. And that decision 

was achieved in absolute independence of the boycott. 



Moreover, the court's decision could have been obtained 

without a single colored person walking a single block in 

'- -·-cot t 11 6 uwy .. ,. The court's decision could have been obtained 

without the boycott but it was only through the failure of 

bo·,.-cott neq,::itiat-ions that Montgomery's blacks learned that 

city leadership would not negotiate and that it was necessary 

to appeal to the Supreme Court. 

Montgomery's blacks effected a change in the existing 

social order by not participating in the established custom of 

segregated seating and by confronting the city with an 

alternative symbolic reality, one that had not been realized 

before in Montgomery. The black people's newly emerging self 

definition came in response to activists who called them to 

action. The social activity of boycotting produced the 

reality of a unified people willing to sacrifice in order to 

gain implementation of civil rights. The boycott prompted a 

significant change in the black community's thinking about the 

possibility and the efficacy of civil rights involvement. 

Individual black activists like Nixon, Parks and Lewis had 

worked for years without appreciable support from the mass of 

Montgomery's blacks. The emergence of black community effo~ts 

against segregation came in 1955 because a social structure of 

highly organized activists, the WPC, had been established and 

was prepared to take action. Although initiated by the WPC, 

the actual administration of the boycott was accomplished by 

SMontqomery Advertiser, December 9, 1956, p.2B. 



the black clergy, leaders of the most influential social 

structure in the black community. The support of these two 

groups, however, does not solely account for the success of 

It was their participation in concert with the 

black community that produced and sustai~ed a new and enduring 

symbolic reality. 

If it is the task of a human science of communication to 

understand the activity through which man-is-in-the-process-
..., 

of-becoming,( then a symbolic interactionist analysis of 

social movement communication must focus on interaction itself 

as a unit of study. A paradigm for such an analysis must be 

concerned primarily with evolving symbolic processes leading 

to and sustaining social movement development. 

The paradigm must first establish the social structural 

bases of pre-movement activities and the character of the 

symbolic universe that defines and legitimates the existing 

social order. Changes in the symbolic environment leading to 

social movement efforts should be examined through the ways in 

which changing social cognitions are communicated within the 

protest group. The farms of communication under study should 

include social activities and all other symbolic processes 

which are involved in the emergence of an alternative symbolic 

7l•·· + t-. , I- . 1 . · ,• .. en ne ~, 1 F.. • W 1 L l 1.:1.ms, "Reflections of a Human Science of 
Communication," The .Joui-nal of Communication, 1•/ol.23, 
September 1973, p.248. 



Because, as Blumer points out, collective protest 

represents a disturbed state of society, the paradigm must 

include parallel examinations of authorities and third partv 

groups. Interaction among these groups (protesters, 

authorities and third parties) reciprocally influences the 

various definitions of the situation from which coordinated 

action becomes possible. The methods of communication through 

which these groups seek consensus should be the primary abject 

of study. 

Underlying movement activities are social structures 

either developing or in existence. These organizations, such 

as the MIA or the Montgomery City Commission, have varying 

access to power which influences not only the forms of 

communication, but also the ability to avoid or discontinue 

negotiations. The effect of social organization and power on 

the course of movement development should be part of social 

structural considerations. Although an identification of 

social structural bases is important for discovering the means 

by which movement activity is either facilitated or 

restrained, the paradigm must ultimately focus on intra and 

intergroup communication from which a shared understanding of 

the world emerges. 

These levels of communication which sustain the defining 

activities of symbolic interaction make up the whole of human 

society. Whether on the international, national or 

interpersonal level, the social construction of reality is 



affected by both larger and smaller social structures. The 

success of the Montgomery bus boycott can be understood from 

the synchronic perspective that a symbolic interactionist 

study affords. Advances in civil rights on the national level 

encouraged Montgomery's black activists to organize a bus 

strike. The successful boycott, in turn, drew national 

attention to the problem of segregation and the implementation 

of desegregation. The objectives of the MIA, consistent with 

the American ideal of democracy, were affirmed by the federal 

court system. The redefinition of reality in Montgomery made 

clear the national premise, equal rights for all American 

citizens. 
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