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Introduction 

Rosa Parks is one of the best known, yet least under-

stood, figures in U.S. history. Parks’ defiance of the 

Jim Crow laws of Montgomery, Alabama, when she 

rode the bus on December 1, 1955, is legendary. As 

Dr. Jeanne Theoharis wrote in A More Beautiful 

and Terrible History, “When asked to name a ‘most 

famous American’ other than a president ‘from 

Columbus to today,’ high school students most 

often chose Martin Luther King Jr. and Rosa Parks.” 

However, along with Parks’ canonization has come 

a softening of what she fought for, omissions in her 

lifetime of work in the Black Freedom Struggle, and 

a master narrative that uses her story to represent 

ceaseless American progress. As Theoharis says 

about King and Parks, “These two freedom fighters 

have been turned into Thanksgiving parade balloons 

— floating above us larger than life; unthreatening, 

happy patriots. Asking little of us, they bob along 

proud of our progress.”

Many across the ideological spectrum embrace 

Rosa Parks — at least a distorted version of her 

memory. So many of the popular accounts of 

Parks imagine her as an accidental heroine, a quiet 

seamstress, simply too tired to move from her seat 

on the bus that fateful day. Even accounts of Parks’ 

life that reject that deeply problematic narrative 

often omit the fact that she was not only a lifelong 

activist, but also a political strategist, an organizer 

against sexual violence, a supporter of the Black 

Power movement, an admirer of Malcolm X, a 

believer in Black people’s right to self-defense, and 

so much more.

When Mrs. Parks died on October 24, 2005, 

congressional leaders on both sides of the aisle 

rushed to pay tribute to the “mother of the Civil 

Rights Movement.” Republican Condoleezza Rice 

said at the public viewing of Parks’ body in Mont-

gomery, Alabama, “Without Mrs. Parks, I proba-

bly would not be standing here today as Secretary 

of State.” Republican Senate majority leader Bill 

Frist attended the Washington, D.C., ceremony 

with Parks’ coffin lying in honor at the Capitol 

rotunda and said Parks’ defiance of Jim Crow 

laws was “not an intentional attempt to change a 

nation, but a singular act aimed at restoring the 

dignity of the individual.” Senator Hillary Clin-

ton spoke of the importance of “quiet Rosa Parks 

moments.” The New York Times described Parks 

as the “accidental matriarch of the Civil Rights 

Movement.” Theoharis dispels these master nar-

ratives in her book, The Rebellious Life of Mrs. 

Rosa Parks:

Rosa Parks: Countering the 
Master Narrative

With a short video and readings with competing viewpoints, students will learn about master 

narratives and counter-narratives and how they apply to Rosa Parks’ life. This activity can be 

introduced before watching the film or reading the book, The Rebellious Life of Mrs. Rosa Parks.

By Jesse Hagopian

https://www.zinnedproject.org/materials/more-beautiful-terrible-history
https://www.zinnedproject.org/materials/more-beautiful-terrible-history
https://www.zinnedproject.org/materials/rebellious-life-of-mrs-rosa-parks
https://www.zinnedproject.org/materials/rebellious-life-of-mrs-rosa-parks
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The Rosa Parks who surfaced in the deluge 

of public commentary was, in nearly 

every account, characterized as “quiet,” 

“humble,” “dignified,” and “soft-spoken,” 

she was “not angry” and “never raised 

her voice.” Her public contribution as the 

“mother of the movement” was repeatedly 

defined by one solitary act on the bus on a 

long-ago December day and linked to her 

quietness. Held up as a national heroine but 

stripped of her lifelong history of activism 

and anger at American injustice, the Parks 

who emerged was a self-sacrificing mother 

figure for a nation who would use her 

death for a ritual of national redemption.

The narrative of national redemption that was 

constructed around Parks erased the truth about 

her life and the broader Black Freedom Struggle. It 

concealed the fact that she and others had worked 

for years before the bus boycott in struggles for 

racial justice that were critical to the boycott’s 

eventual success. The master narrative telling 

of Parks’ life is used to denigrate struggles for 

racial justice today suggesting that in the United 

States, the way to undo injustice is to be quiet and 

patient and the problem will be resolved. This 

distorted telling of her life ignores, in the words 

of Theoharis, “her 40 years of political work in 

Detroit after the boycott, as well as the substance 

of her political philosophy, a philosophy that had 

commonalities with Malcolm X, Queen Mother 

Moore, and Ella Baker, as well as Martin Luther 

King Jr.” 

Suggested Procedure

1. Activate Prior Knowledge

A. Asks students to share what they already 

know or have previously learned about 

Rosa Parks. Assuming your classes have 

not already studied her life in depth, you 

can expect basic answers such as:

a. “She was arrested for not giving up 

her seat to a white man.” 

b. “She was a quiet seamstress who 

refused to give up her seat on  

the bus.” 

c. “She was a Black women activist 

who helped spark the Civil Right 

Movement when she was arrested 

on a bus for refusing to give up her 

seat to a white man.”

Myles Horton, second from left, and Rosa Parks, third from left, are among a group meeting at the Highlander Library in 

Monteagle, Tenn. Undated. Nashville Banner Archives, Nashville Public Library.
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B. As a follow-up question — assuming 

most students predominantly know only 

about the one moment in her life when 

she was arrested for not giving her seat 

to a white man — ask the class: “Why 

do most of us in the class not know very 

much about Rosa Parks before or after 

that moment on the bus?”

C. A final question to set up this lesson is: 

“What more would you want to learn 

about Rosa Parks to understand her life 

more fully?” 

2. What Is A Master Narrative?

A. Hand students the following definitions 

of a master narrative:

Master narrative is defined as the social mythologies 

that mute, erase, and neutralize features of racial 

struggle in ways that reinforce ideologies of White 

supremacy. – Professor Ashley N. Woodson

The master narrative is a set of historical fictions and 

sanitized images that distort the power and promise 

of grassroots organizing. – Professor Julian Bond 

The master narrative is whatever ideological script 

that is being imposed by the people in authority on 

everybody else. – Toni Morrison

Talk with students to clarify the key ideas in this 

definition: What are “social mythologies”? What is 

an “ideological script”? What does it mean to “mute, 

erase, and neutralize features of racial struggle”? 

What is “White supremacy”? 

For background for the teacher on the “master 

narrative” or a longer reading for students, see  

The View from the Trenches by Charles Payne. 

B. Next, provide students a copy of the 

following paragraph from Dr. Jeanne 

Theoharis about the master narrative of 

Rosa Parks’ life:

The Rosa Parks who surfaced in the deluge of public 

commentary was, in nearly every account, character-

ized as “quiet.” Humble,” “dignified,” and “soft-spo-

ken,” she was “not angry” and “never raised her 

voice.” Her public contribution as the “mother of the 

movement” was repeatedly defined by one solitary 

act on the bus on a long-ago December day and linked 

to her quietness. Held up as a national heroine but 

stripped of her lifelong history of activism and anger 

at American injustice, the Parks who emerged was a 

self-sacrificing mother figure for a nation who would 

use her death for a ritual of national redemption.

C. In small groups, ask students to discuss 

these two short readings together. Invite 

students  to consider to what degree the 

answers they provided earlier about what 

they know about Rosa Parks reflect this 

master narrative.

3. What Is a Counter-narrative?

A. Provide students the following definition 

of a counter-narrative from the  

Center for Intercultural Dialogue: 

B. Now tell students they are going to 

examine three counter-narratives about 

Mrs. Parks. First, ask them to listen to a 

short audio clip from Jeanne Theoharis. 

Next, ask them to read this paragraph 

from Bill Bigelow’s article, “Teaching the 

Radical Rosa Parks.” 

. . . although surveys have indicated that Mrs. Parks 

may be the most famous woman in 20th-century 

U.S. history, in the conventional curriculum and 

popular imagination, she remains “trapped on the 

bus.” She also remains trapped in the myth of the 

lone, tired seamstress who changes the world. Her 

life was much more than the moment when she 

refused to give up her seat when ordered to move by 

a white bus driver in Montgomery, Alabama. Mrs. 

Parks’ life is a tapestry of resistance. And, indeed, 

she spent more than half her life in Detroit — which 

Mrs. Parks called “the Northern promised land that 

wasn’t” — fighting segregation in housing, hospitals, 

and restaurants; protesting police murders of Black 

teenagers; organizing against sexual violence; working 

for Congressman John Conyers and getting to know 

Malcolm X. Rosa Parks’ life offers a road map from 

the Civil Rights Movement to Black Lives Matter 

and #MeToo.

https://www.oah.org/insights/posts/2020/january/understanding-and-teaching-the-civil-rights-movement-new-directions-in-civil-rights/
https://billmoyers.com/content/toni-morrison-part-1/
https://www.civilrightsteaching.org/traditional-narrative/view-from-trenches
https://centerforinterculturaldialogue.files.wordpress.com/2014/10/key-concept-counter-narrative.pdf
http://www.zinnedproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Jeanne-Theoharis-audiogram.mp4rebellious-life-of-mrs-rosa-parks
https://rethinkingschools.org/articles/teaching-the-radical-rosa-parks/us-rosa-parks-mixer
https://rethinkingschools.org/articles/teaching-the-radical-rosa-parks/us-rosa-parks-mixer
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Finally, there is a one-line quote by Parks.

In small groups, ask students to summarize key 

elements in the counter-narrative of Mrs. Parks’ 

life emphasized by Theoharis, Bigelow, and Mrs. 

Parks herself. 

4. Identifying Master Narratives and Counter-

narratives on Screen and in Print.  

Tell students you will be showing them a short 

video (from Studies Weekly) about Mrs. Parks. 

Do not give them any more information about 

the content of the film. Ask students to look  

for evidence of either master narratives or counter-

narratives, and to write down what they see  

and hear. 

This lesson is designed to help students understand 

the master narratives they have been taught about 

Rosa Parks. They will also learn counter-narratives 

that can help them not only better understand her 

life, but also glean lessons for the struggles for racial 

and social justice today.

After viewing the video clip, invite students to 

discuss the evidence they gathered from the video 

clip of master narratives or counter-narratives 

about Parks.

Share with students Ten Ways to Teach Rosa Parks 

by Jeanne Theoharis and Say Burgin. As before, ask 

students to highlight the counter-narratives. 

5. Final Reflection Question

Ask students: “To what extent do you agree with 

Jeanne Theoharis when she said, ‘Rosa Parks is 

arguably one of the most celebrated Americans 

of the 20th Century and arguably one of the most 

distorted and misunderstood.’?”

Encourage students to incorporate what 

they have learned about master narratives and  

counter-narratives into their conversation. 

Follow Up

As a follow up to this lesson, students should watch 

the entire film The Rebellious Life of Mrs. Rosa 

Parks. As they watch, students can make a list of 

the master narratives the film challenges and the 

counter-narratives it offers.

Feedback Requested

Please share your feedback — what worked, what 

didn’t, student responses, adaptations, and more. 

We will send you copies of the young readers edi-

tion of The Rebellious Life of Mrs. Rosa Parks and 

other resources in appreciation. We look forward 

to hearing from you.

The only tired I was,  
was tired of giving in. 

 — Rosa Parks

The Rebellious Life of Mrs. Rosa Parks Teaching Guide, book distribution, and educator film screenings are made possible by Soledad O’Brien 

Productions and funded by The Ford Foundation. The Zinn Education Project is coordinating the book distribution and film screening, in addition 

to making the teaching guide available online.Permission is offered to use this lesson in the classroom. It should not be posted elsewhere online 

nor reprinted.

TEACHERS: We’d love your feedback after using this lesson. Submit your reflections, student comments, 
modifications, questions, and more. zinnedproject.org/share-your-story

https://www.teachingforblacklives.org/
https://www.teachingforblacklives.org/
https://www.zinnedproject.org/author-bios/jesse-hagopian/
https://youtu.be/2iT_9k7_kts
https://youtu.be/2iT_9k7_kts
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Em0eYR8P3nZKYi5HPbXRLIMgGznfU4YR/view?usp=sharing
https://www.zinnedproject.org/share-your-story/
https://www.zinnedproject.org/share-your-story/

