The First Civil Right: Breaking Barriers and
Paving the Way for Equality
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When we talk about civil rights, a powerful sense of empowerment and resilience
emerges. Throughout history, countless individuals and communities have fought

relentlessly for equal rights, challenging societal norms and standing up against
discrimination.
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The Birth of a Movement

The first civil right can be traced back to the United States, during a time when
segregation based on skin color was deeply ingrained in society. It was a time
when African Americans were treated as second-class citizens, denied basic

rights and subjected to systemic racism.
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On December 1, 1955, a pivotal event took place in Montgomery, Alabama - the
Montgomery Bus Boycott. Rosa Parks, a brave African American woman, refused
to give up her seat on a city bus to a white passenger. This act of defiance
sparked a massive movement, leading to a year-long boycott of the city buses by
African Americans. It was during this momentous struggle that the first civil right -

the right to be treated equally on public transportation - came to the forefront.

The Power of Unity

The Montgomery Bus Boycott proved to be a turning point in the history of the

Civil Rights Movement. African Americans, led by influential figures such as
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Martin Luther King Jr., began organizing peaceful protests and demonstrations in

their fight against racial segregation.

The protests gained nationwide attention, shedding light on the unjust treatment
faced by African Americans. The demonstrations were met with violence and
resistance, but they also fostered a sense of unity, resilience, and determination

among those fighting for their civil rights.

The First Civil Rights Act

The struggle for civil rights continued to gain momentum throughout the 1960s.
On July 2, 1964, President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act into
law, marking a significant milestone in the fight for equality. This landmark
legislation prohibited racial segregation in public places, protected voting rights,
and prohibited employment discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex, or

national origin.

The Civil Rights Act of 1964 served as a catalyst for change not only in the United
States but also inspired movements around the world. It set a precedent for future
civil rights legislation and encouraged marginalized communities to demand their

rights and dignity.

Legacy and ongoing struggles

While significant progress has been made, the fight for civil rights is far from over.
The first civil right was a stepping stone towards achieving equality, but it is
essential to acknowledge that discrimination and systemic racism persist in

different forms today.

Efforts are ongoing to address these issues and ensure that the first civil right,

and all subsequent rights, are protected and upheld for everyone. Movements



such as Black Lives Matter, LGBTQIA+ rights, and women's rights advocate for
equal treatment and continue the legacy of those who fought for civil rights in the

past.

The First Civil Right in our Hearts

While legislative milestones are crucial in the struggle for civil rights, it is equally
important to recognize the significance of embracing equality and justice in our
own hearts and minds. Treating others with respect, empathy, and fairness

should be ingrained within our society.

Each of us has the power to create change by challenging our own biases and
promoting inclusivity. It is through this collective effort that we can move closer to

achieving the true essence of the first civil right - equality for all.

The first civil right symbolizes the true determination and resilience of those who
fought for equality. It laid the foundation for future movements and paved the way

for significant legislative changes.

While progress has been made, it is essential to acknowledge that there is still
work to be done. The fight for civil rights continues, and it is up to each and every

one of us to stand up against discrimination and champion equality.
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The explosive rise in the U.S. incarceration rate in the second half of the
twentieth century, and the racial transformation of the prison population from
mostly white at mid-century to sixty-five percent black and Latino in the present
day, is a trend that cannot easily be ignored. Many believe that this shift began
with the "tough on crime" policies advocated by Republicans and southern
Democrats beginning in the late 1960s, which sought longer prison sentences,
more frequent use of the death penalty, and the explicit or implicit targeting of
politically marginalized people. In The First Civil Right, Naomi Murakawa inverts
the conventional wisdom by arguing that the expansion of the federal carceral
state-a system that disproportionately imprisons blacks and Latinos-was, in fact,
rooted in the civil-rights liberalism of the 1940s and early 1960s, not in the period

after.

Murakawa traces the development of the modern American prison system
through several presidencies, both Republican and Democrat. Responding to
calls to end the lawlessness and violence against blacks at the state and local
levels, the Truman administration expanded the scope of what was previously a
weak federal system. Later administrations from Johnson to Clinton expanded the
federal presence even more. Ironically, these steps laid the groundwork for the
creation of the vast penal archipelago that now exists in the United States. What
began as a liberal initiative to curb the mob violence and police brutality that had
deprived racial minorities of their 'first civil right-physical safety-eventually evolved
into the federal correctional system that now deprives them, in unjustly large

numbers, of another important right: freedom. The First Civil Right is a
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groundbreaking analysis of root of the conflicts that lie at the intersection of race

and the legal system in America.
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