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Americans accustomed to the popular characterization of Rosa Parks as 
the quiet, gentle seamstress who unwittingly sparked the civil rights 
movement by refusing to give up her seat on a Jim Crow bus might be 
surprised to see her included in, much less gracing the cover of, an essay 
collection entitled Want to Start a Revolution? Radical Women in the 
Black Freedom Struggle.2 The cover photograph of her admiring a poster 
of Malcolm X might startle those used to picturing Parks in contrast to, 
not alongside, militants such as Malcolm X. Yet as Jeanne Theoharis, a 
professor of political science at Brooklyn College, reveals in that volume 
and in The Rebellious Life of Mrs. Rosa Parks, Parks merits 
reconsideration as a radical for her lifetime of activism, well before and 
long after the Montgomery bus boycott she inspired. In this political 
biography, Theoharis unravels what she calls the “fable” of Rosa Parks 
by taking into full account the depth, complexities, and costs of her 
political commitments. At the same time, Theoharis analyzes how the 
image of Parks as an “accidental or angelic heroine” emerged at the time, 
the consequences of that myth for Parks, and the political needs that 

                                                 
1 Leslie Dunlap, Ph.D., is an assistant professor of History, Women's and Gender Studies 
and American Ethnic Studies at Willamette University, Salem, Oregon. She is currently 
working on a book manuscript entitled “No Easy Union: Temperance Women's 
Interracial Activism, 1873-1933,” a study of African American, American Indian, and 
white women active in the Woman's Christian Temperance Union. A biographical profile 
of one participant—white southern anti-lynching activist Vara Majette—will appear in 
Georgia Women: Their Lives and Times, forthcoming from University of Georgia Press.  
2 Want to Start a Revolution? Radical Women in the Black Freedom Struggle, eds. Dayo 
F. Gore, Jeanne Theoharis, and Komozi Woodard (NY: New York University Press, 
2009), 115-137. 
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