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Civil Rights in Public Accommodations and Facilities: Law and History

On December 1, 1955, Rosa Par ks, a seamstress in Montgomery, Alabama, refused to give up her seat on a public bus to

a white man who had boarded the bus after she did. At that time, public buses in the South were segregated, and African-

Amer icans not only had to ride in the back of the bus, but also had to give up their seats to any white person who wanted

to sit. Ms. Par ks was arrested and taken to jail for refusing to give up her seat. On December 5, 1955, African-Amer icans

in Montgomery began a boycott of the public buses led by a minister who had recently come to the Dexter Avenue Baptist

Church in Montgomery, Dr. Mar tin Luther King, Jr. The peaceful boycott continued for 381 days during which time 90% of

the African-Amer icans in Montgomery refused to ride the buses. At the end, the buses in Montgomery were desegre-

gated.

Title II of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibits discrimination in places of public accommodation because of race, color,

religion, or national origin. Places of public accommodation are hotels, motels, restaurants, movie theaters, stadiums, and

concer t halls.

Until the Civil Rights Act of 1964, persons from minority groups were excluded from, or segregated in, restaurants, motels,

theaters, and other places of public accommodations. On Febr uary 1, 1960, 4 African-Amer ican students at North Car-

olina Agricultural and Technical College went into the Woolwor th’s store in Greensboro, Nor th Carolina, sat down at the

lunch counter and ordered cups of coffee. The waitress refused to serve them coffee unless they stood up to drink it

because only whites were allowed to sit at the lunch counter. The black students sat at the lunch counter until the store

closed, but were never ser ved their coffee. The next day they retur ned with more students and the peaceful protest called

a "sit-in" was begun. Across the South, peaceful sit-ins by students took place in more than 100 cities in 1960. Although

the protesters were beaten, and sometimes sent to jail, they continued to peacefully sit-in until they achieved their goals -

desegregation of places of public accommodation.

In 1961, a new phase of the movement to desegregate places of public accommodation began - the "Freedom Rides."

Afr ican-Amer icans were still sitting in the back of the buses in the South and were not permitted to use "whites only"

restroom facilities in the terminals even though the Supreme Court had outlawed segregation on interstate buses (buses

that traveled between states) in 1946. In May 1961, the first group of 13 Freedom Riders, white and black ranging in age

from college students to a 60-year-old professor and his wife, left Washington, DC, on their way via Georgia, Alabama and

Mississippi to New Orleans, Louisiana. They went in 2 buses. Riders in the first bus were attacked in both Anniston and

Bir mingham, Alabama. The Freedom Riders on this bus were beaten by men with pipes. The second bus was firebombed

just outside of Anniston, Alabama.

Title III of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibits discrimination in public facilities because of race, color, religion, or national

or igin. Public facilities are facilities owned, operated or managed by state or local governments, like cour thouses or jails.

At the same time as the sit-ins and Freedom Rides, other protesters demonstrated against segregation in public facilities.
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