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Process Paper

At the origin of our National History Day project, we were interested in learning more
about the power of nonviolence in approaching controversies and debates, and narrowed our
search down to the civil rights movement. My previous knowledge of my grandmother and her
efforts in the Freedom Rides of 1961 factored into our decision to narrow our topic. The rides
were effective tests of earlier rulings of Irene Morgan v. Virginia and Boynton v. Virginia, which
were ineffective in preventing segregation during interstate travel. Factoring into the grander
debate of civil rights, the rides were a miraculous moment of success for nonviolent movements
toward progress in the fight against segregation and racism.

While conducting our research, we initially looked for the most basic overview of the
Freedom Rides of 1961 to establish a timeline. To do this, we utilized secondary sources such as
books that outlined personal narratives of riders. Then, in order to understand the direct impacts
of the rides, we looked for primary sources such as newspaper articles from across the country in
response to the rides. Once we had a clear understanding of the timeline of events, we
incorporated the personal narratives into our performance.

We wanted to collaborate with one another, which narrowed our formats to group
documentary or performance. We determined that through performance, we could relay an
overview of the influence of the Freedom Rides and highlight the individuals who made the
efforts possible. We found that a live performance seamlessly integrated the shifts between
individuals and the broader movement, as we hoped to humanize the event and draw personal
connections to the subject. We organized a performance that shifted from personal narrative to
newspaper headlines and narration in order to present the sequence of events within the rides. We
found props and determined the costume changes that would distinguish each figure from the
next. After many hours of after-school rehearsals, we were ready to present. After presenting our
project on four different occasions, we have found confidence and passion within our
performance, making the experience all the more enjoyable.

Our historical argument was “Unifying Americans to defend their freedoms within the
broader civil rights movement, the Freedom Rides of 1961 effectively tested Supreme Court
rulings that desegregated interstate travel; Riders faced severe violence from enraged
segregationists in the South, prompting both legal and federal action to maintain justice and
ensure diplomacy.”

Inarguably, the struggle for the civil rights of black Americans continues today. The
Freedom Rides of 1961, while a single step in the ongoing struggle for civil rights, were a
momentous one since they brought direct social and political change. They serve as an example
for movements after; its legacy reflected in the modern Black Lives Matter movement, proving
that change cannot arise without discomfort or challenging the status quo.
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