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O
n A

pril 1,the high court’s nine justices heard argum
ents

for and against affirm
ative action as it applies to college

adm
issions.Justices w

ere asked to decide w
hether a state has

a “com
pelling interest”

to prom
ote a diverse student body or

w
hether 

the 
E

qual 
P

rotection 
C

lause 
of 

the 
14th

A
m

endm
ent forbids giving one ethnic group or m

inority

special advantages over another. aa



M
eans Necessary—

had been the organizer behind this urgent gathering.  
Crew

s from
 several new

s outlets pushed through the crow
d and The Tom

 Joyner
M

orning Show, featuring Joyner, Tavis Sm
iley and Jay Anthony Brow

n w
ere broadcasting

their radio program
 from

 the rally. I spoke to m
y neighbors as if w

e had m
ade the journey

to the point in our lives together. Jean Carson, a w
om

an w
ho had m

arched w
ith Dr. King

decades earlier, had been w
atching m

e feverishly try to docum
ent all of w

hat w
as

happening around us and encouraged m
e to savor the m

om
ents of this day. "Forty years

ago, I m
arched …

 for this sam
e issue," she said. "Today I have grandchildren, and I am

back because I m
ust stand up so history does not repeat itself." Her w

ords w
ere exactly

w
hat I had expected out of this experience. And m

y enlightenm
ent did not stop there. 

Speakers including, Rev. Jesse Jackson, Judge Greg M
athis, NAACP President Kw

esi
M

fum
e, m

arch organizer Shanta Driver, M
ichael Dyson, as w

ell as a num
ber of student,

em
ploym

ent and social organization leaders adm
onished us to hold strong to our hope

for better tim
es.  Rev. Jackson, a civil rights pioneer, rem

inisced of the 1963 M
arch on

W
ashington, calling this day’s dem

onstration its continuation. "The struggle for justice is
not over, the struggle for our votes to count is not over, the struggle for fam

ilies is not
over …

 the struggle for equality is not over," he said. 
The experience for m

any students, like m
yself, w

as m
om

entous.
Tiffany W

illiam
s, w

ho stood next to m
e in the crow

d, said she drove nearly 12 hours
w

ith a group of classm
ates from

 the University of Tennessee in Knoxville, Tenn., to show
her support in person.

"Affirm
ative action is not som

ething I take lightly as a black w
om

an trying to get a
chance in the w

orld," she said. 
Acknow

ledging the fact at affirm
ative action is not just an issue that affects m

inori-
ties, Rev. Al Sharpton also challenged the audience and the court to understand the w

ork
tow

ards racial, social and econom
ic balance that is being threatened. "They say w

e don’t
need special treatm

ent," he said. "W
e need special treatm

ent for special m
istreatm

ent." 
And then w

e m
arched. 

M
yFirst

M
arch

At the top of the hill leading dow
n to the Lincoln M

em
orial w

e w
ere invigorated by the sound

of Norm
an W

hitfield and Barrett Strong singing "W
ar …

 w
hat is it good for? Absolutely

nothing." W
e sang in unison and m

arched to the beat of history on repeat. Assem
bled one

last tim
e (this day) for directions tow

ard the future, w
e w

ere adm
onished again to hold fast

to this battle for space and value in our society, and I w
as inspired to m

y part.  
As w

e w
alked back to the m

etro, I w
as im

m
ediately aw

are of every aching m
uscle in

m
y body; the feeling, how

ever, w
as too surreal to underm

ine w
ith physicality. I could

not com
plain about anything as I looked back over m

y shoulder at the crow
d retracing

the steps of our daylong pilgrim
age. I im

agined again w
hat it m

ust have been like for
our elders and predecessors nearly 40 years earlier. 

M
y (sense of m

onum
ental) presum

ption had not failed m
e. This day w

as the m
ost

extraordinary tim
e of m

y life. 

O
n M

arch 31, 2003, I traveled to W
ashington, D.C., w

ith a group of Bow
ling

Green State University and University of Toledo activists, for w
hat I im

ag-

ined w
ould be one of the m

ost m
em

orable experiences of m
y life. W

e w
ere

on our w
ay to the steps of the Suprem

e Court to rally in support of as our country’s

"forced system
 of equality"—

Affirm
ative Action. On April 1, the high court’s nine

justices w
ould hear argum

ents for and against affirm
ative action as it applies to college

adm
issions. Justices w

ere asked to decide w
hether a state has a "com

pelling interest" to

prom
ote a diverse student body or w

hether the Equal Protection Clause of the 14th

Am
endm

ent forbids giving one ethnic group or m
inority special advantages over another. 

In a staggered caravan of m
ore than 20 buses from

 M
ichigan and Ohio, w

e slept
through the night (in our m

arching clothes—
cam

eras and rally signs in tow
), hoping

that our presence on the m
all, like other great civil rights assem

blies, w
ould once again

m
ake a positive difference for future generations. As w

e neared the Suprem
e Court just

before 7 a.m
., w

alking in clusters of three of four, w
e began to chant "‘separate but

equal’ is a lie …
 affirm

ative action m
ust not die!" Already the feeling of history w

as
overw

helm
ing. I felt as if I w

as w
alking only a few

 days behind m
y elders w

ho m
arched

on Aug. 28, 1963. I felt the uncertainty of the future on m
y shoulders and did not take

its w
eight lightly. And som

ehow, I felt strong. Despite the w
ar in Iraq, w

e had not
forgotten that life in this country m

ust continue to m
ove forw

ard, and that w
e m

ust
m

ake strides for liberty and justice in our ow
n land. 

A day earlier, a fellow
 new

s reporter had asked m
e if affirm

ative action had ever
directly helped m

e. M
y reply w

as an unequivocal "yes!" The career opportunity that
bridged m

y three years betw
een undergraduate school and graduate study had com

e
about by w

hat I call "affirm
ative action chance." I w

as, I’m
 sure, not as qualified as the

em
ployer had hoped, but filling a quota got m

y foot in the door. There w
as little

m
inority representation w

ithin the com
pany, and accusations of discrim

ination w
ere

becom
ing m

ore difficult to ignore. I w
as qualified, not in the "old boys school" m

odel
that had been designed, but capable nonetheless. 

T
h
e
G

o
spel

A
cco

rdin
g to

 th
e Peo

ple
Under cloudy skies w

e huddled at the steps of the nation’s highest court as the crow
d

grew
 from

 hundreds to thousands of supporters from
 all around the country. By 9 a.m

.
there w

as no place to step freely. Signs hoisted, students and groups from
 the University

of California at Berkeley, University of Tennessee, Boston, Brow
n University, Langston

University, How
ard University, Ham

pton University, Texas, Tow
son University, Nebraska,

North Carolina A &
 T, the NAACP, National Law

yers Guild, University of Cincinnati, New
Jersey and m

any others, sw
ayed together to the echo of BAM

N chants. BAM
N—

the
Coalition to Defend Affirm

ative Action and Integration and First for Equality By Any

The Clam
or Com

m
unique form

at has been rew
orked so you can easily distribute

them
 as half-page pam

phlets. Sim
ply photocopy them

 double-sided in the order
they are delivered here, fold copies in half, and staple in the m

iddle.
“Forty

years ago,I m
arched

…
for this sam

e issue”
-JE
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N

C
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