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BIOGRAPHICAL STATEMENT

CONSTANCE BAKER MOTLEY
Born in New Haven, Connecticut, and a graduate of New York University and Columbia University Law School, Constance Baker
Motley has had an extraordinary career.  From 1945 to 1964, She worked at the NAACP Legal Defense and Educational Fund,
Inc. on education desegregation cases involving the universities of Mississippi, Alabama, Florida, Oklahoma, Georgia, and Clemson
in South Carolina.  She also handled innumerable cases involving public housing; desegregation of places of public accommodation
and facilities; sit-ins and criminal justice matters.  

As a prominent civil rights attorney, Judge Motley won nine of the ten cases she argued before the U.S. Supreme Court, including
the 1962 case in which James Meredith won admission to the University of Mississippi.  

In 1964, she was elected to the New York State Senate, where she served as the first African American woman member.  Later she
was elected and served as President of the Borough of Manhattan, winning endorsements from the Republican, Democratic and
Liberal Parties.

In 1966, Constance Baker Motley became the First African American woman to be appointed to the federal judiciary.  She became
the Chief Judge of the United States District Court for the Southern District of New York in 1982, and assumed senior status in
1986.  She continues to serve in this latter capacity.

Judge Motley is the recipient of numerous honors and awards including New Yo rk State Bar Association’s 1988 Gold Medal Aw a rd ,
Columbia Un i versity Law School’s Medal of Excellence, the 20th Annive r s a ry Aw a rd from the Association of Black Women At t o r n e y s
and the NAACP Legal Defense and Educational Fund’s Equal Justice Award.  A 1993 inductee into the National Women’s Hall of
Fame, and a 1998 inductee into Connecticut Wo m e n’s Hall of Fame, she has re c e i ved honorary degrees from 29 colleges, unive r s i t i e s
and law schools, including Smith College, Brown, Yale and Princeton universities and Georgetown University School of Law.  In
2003, the NAACP named Constance Baker Motley the 88th Spingarn Award honoree.  
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In A p ril 2001, the city of Cincinnati, O h i o , lay victim to a we e k

of looting, b u rn i n g , and violence perp e t rated by disaffe c t e d

Black citizens. The race riot, as usual, had been sparked by

the fact that a White police officer had shot and killed a

young Black man he was trying to arrest. In the first half of

the 20th century, race riots and lynchings were regular

o c c u r re n c e s.For example, in 1906,a major race riot occurre d

in Springfield, Illinois, during a strike by White coal miners.

Blacks had been brought in to replace the striking workers.

To this day, race riots continue to fo l l ow the killing of a yo u n g

Black man by a police officer.

Following the riot in Springfield, the National

Association for the A d vancement of Colored People (NAAC P )

was founded in New York City in 1907. James Weldon

J o h n s o n , e x e c u t i ve secre t a ry of the gro u p , met an untimely

death in 1936 in an automobile accident in Maine. Walter

White succeeded him. Both men had only one agenda:

They each sought, unsuccessfully, to get Congress to enact

an anti-lynching bill. It never happened. During World War

II, the NAACP devoted most of its resources to aiding Black

servicemen who had been court-martialed and received

longer sentences for rape than White servicemen. Black

servicemen who served in segregated all-Black units had

joined the NAACP in droves during the war. Its membership

reached 500,000 in 1945, the highest in its history at that time.

After World War II, the NAACP and its separately

i n c o rp o rated (1939) NAACP Legal Defense and Educational

Fund (LDF) decided on a new primary emphasis for the

greatly expanded membership organization. It would,

directly and unequivocally, challenge the constitutionality

of racial segre gation in public education in the 11 Southern

states and the District of Columbia, as well as the tra d i t i o n a l

ground that states had failed to provide equal graduate

facilities for Black students. The first attack came in 1946 in

a suit against the University of Texas Law School,i followed

by suits against the Unive rsity of Oklahoma Law Schooli i a n d

G raduate School in 1948.i i i In each of these cases, the states

had failed to provide equal facilities for its Black citizens. In

response, the U.S. Supreme Court ordered the immediate

admission of the Black plaintiff to the White fa c i l i t y. Success at

the graduate level led to the underg raduate level and then,

in 1950, to the public school leve l .At the public school leve l ,

a renewed challenge was made to the unconstitutionality

of dual school systems, even where facilities were equal.

The first challenge to dual school systems in the U.S.

Supreme Court was made in 1938 by Charles Houston, then

the NAACP’s chief counsel, which the high court ignored.

It simply ruled that Missouri could not require Lloyd Gaines

to leave the state to get his law degree. The Court ruled

that the state could only guarantee equal protection within

its own borders.

The Supreme Court’s decision in 1954 in Brown v.
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Board of Education of Topeka, Kansasiv is a 20th-century

landmark.Although the court concluded the intent of the

framers of the 14th Amendment in 1868 was not clear on

the issue,v it construed, for the first time, the amendment’s

equal protection clause,as well as our national public policy,

related to governmentally enforced racial segregation 

in education. The Fifth Amendment to the Constitution 

prohibited the national government from denying any U.S.

citizen the right to life, liberty, or property without due

process of law.vi The 14th Amendment was added to make

these prohibitions applicable to state governments,vii but it

also prohibited states from denying any persons within their

jurisdictions the “equal protection of their laws.”viii In 1955,

the Supreme Court’s remedy decision regarding Brown I

was handed down.ix It provided for the implementation of

B rown I“with all deliberate speed.”This language in the 1955

decision rendered Brown I impotent, which the Supreme

Court ultimately acknowledged in 1968 and essentially

abandoned.x

In1886 in the Civil Rights Cases,xi the Supreme Court

held the 14th Amendment did not apply to individual busi-

ness pro p ri e t o rs, only to state gove rn m e n t s.This limitation on

the reach of the amendment presented a significant legal

obstacle to the development of an expansive interp re t a t i o n

of the civil rights protections provided by the 14th

Amendment. Indeed, in 1896, the Supreme Court ruled 9-1xii

in Plessy v. Fergusonxiii that Louisiana could legally require

“colored” persons to ride in separate first-class railroad car

accommodations.xiv Homer Plessy claimed to have only

one-eighth Black blood. In retrospect, the Plessy decision

represented a major political compromise between the

N o rth and the South. It sought to bring the South along after

ye a rs of resistance to equality for fo rmer slave s.The Supre m e

Court thus placed its judicial imprimatur on disparate treat-

ment of Black A m e ricans: Separate but equal was legitima t e

constitutional policy.

The institutional racism and political and social

apartheid legitimated by the court in Plessy remained evi-

dent in all areas of American society through the middle of

the 20th century. It infected public schools, private schools

that had previously admitted Black students, and the arm e d

forces. However, in 1948, at the urging of William Henry

H a s t i e ,x v P resident Harry Tru man abolished racial segre ga t i o n

in the armed forces, perhaps the most prominent symbol of

racism in American society at the time.xvi

Brown I exposed the wounds that Plessy inflicted on

the hearts and minds of our youngest citizens.After the

Warren court’s epochal decision in Brown, staff lawyers and

their associates and supporters at the LDF, led by Thurgood

Marshall, continued their relentless campaign to eliminate

segregation in public education as well as in all other pub-

lic institutions. Following Brown I, in a series of decisions from

1954 to 1964, the Supreme Court barred state enforcement

of racial segregation in all other public spaces.xvii The court

even barred a state’s attorney from addressing a Black

female witness by her first name.xviii

The Brown decision was the catalyst that in

December 1955 inspired Rosa Parks to refuse to move to

the back of the bus so a White man could have her seat.

Her bravery sparked a grassroots revolution, moving Black

students in North Carolina to “sit in” at a “Whites only” lunch

counter in 1960. It led the Freedom Riders into Alabama
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and Mississippi in 1961. These brave freedom fighters suf-

fered grave insults and physical abuses on their journey

and ended up in Mississippi’s horrendous prison system.

Hundreds of other student protestors throughout the South

were similarly jailed. It took the ad hoc maneuvering of

Justice Brennan and a bitterly divided court to reverse the

criminal trespass convictions of young civil rights protestors

in Bell v. Maryland in 1964.xix

In 1968, after Martin Luther King Jr.’s untimely death,

C o n g ress enacted the Fair Housing A c t ,as a kind of tribute to

h i m ,x x b a r ring racial segre gation in public and pri vate housing.

King’s rise to national leadership, beginning in December

1955, was manifest through his conscious departure from

the ubiquitous legal strategy of LDF and the negotiation

p o l i cy of the Urban League. I n s t e a d , King adopted Gandhi’s

strategy of massive nonviolent resistance to governmental

oppression.

After a half-century of litigation, sit-ins, marches,

and increasingly robust civil rights legislation enacted by

Congress in 1964, 1965, and 1991, the question remains: 

Has the Brown decision generated significant and lasting

change? The answer is “yes” with respect to any public

facility or service and “no” with regard to de facto segre-

gation in schools and housing.

Racial segregation remains a hallmark of large,

urban public school systems throughout the Country, re s u l t i n g

largely from residential segregation. The gerrymandering of

school district lines and other allied practices, including

vouchers, have likewise played a major role in continuing

racial segregation in public schools.

Noted commentators have cited the School

S e g re gation Cases as a source of extensive White flight fro m

the central cities of America in the second half of the 20th

c e n t u ry,making racial segre gation in public schools, in ma ny

instances, greater than before 1954.xxi For example, in 1954,

the public school system in A t l a n t a , G e o rg i a , was 40 perc e n t

Black. Today, it is about 90 percent Black.xxii This disturbing

trend toward resegregation has been evidenced in public

school systems throughout the country.xxiii But in places like

N ew Yo rk City,White flight began long befo re 1954.For exam-

p l e , after World War II, the Federal Housing Administration’s

mortgage insurance program enabled returning White ser-

vicemen to purchase affordable houses in places such as

L ev i t t ow n , N ew Yo rk , about 50 miles from New Yo rk City, f ro m

which Blacks we re barre d .These mort gages often contained

legally enforceable, racially restrictive covenants, held

legally unenforceable by the Supreme Court in 1948.xxiv

White flight from cities also resulted from Blacks migrating to

the Northeast during World War II in search of employment

in defense industri e s. In 1945, S t u y vesant Tow n , a large middle-

class housing development in New York City, received a 

25-year tax exemption for the City Council of New York,

although the housing development refused to admit Black s.

In response to pro t e s t s,M e t ropolitan built a separate housing

development, Riverton, in Harlem.

However, the expansion of Black housing areas in

major U. S . cities has produced ma ny other re s u l t s.For exam-

p l e , the development of intellectual and political capital in

urban areas has led to the election of Blacks as mayors in

cities such as New York, Cleveland, Detroit, and Atlanta.

During the 2002 mid-term election, a Black man named

Carl McCall received the Democratic Party’s nomination in
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the race for governor of New York. There presently are 39

Black representatives in Congress. Four of these representa-

tives are from Georgia. At the end of Reconstruction, 16

Black representatives served in the Congress. The most

notable development in connection with the current rise

of Black political power is another interesting phenomenon.

Whites are voting for Black candidates in increasing numbers

in both the North and the South.

Race and class discrimination are riding the same

track in our cities and large metropolitan areas. Class 

discrimination is a reality we Americans refuse to discuss.

Middle-class Blacks in Atlanta live in Black middle-class 

suburbs, just as the White middle class resides in White 

middle-class suburbs throughout the country.

Despite major social,p o l i t i c a l ,and economic pro g re s s

among Blacks since 1954, racism is still the greatest concern

facing most Blacks.Yet at this juncture, well-established

20th-century civil rights organizations such as the NAACP

and the Urban League seem to have dropped off the ra d a r

screen. Civil rights are no longer at the top of the national

a g e n d a , muted by civil rights advances made in the second

half of the 20th century,economic depre s s i o n , and war with

Iraq. On the other hand, discrimination against other non-

Whites in the 21st century, as a result of war with Iraq, may

rev i ve these seemingly moribund 20th-century orga n i z a t i o n s

or give dra matic rise to new ones.Some Muslims in all-White

m i d d l e - A m e rican communities have begun to re t u rn home.

As a result of the effo rts of Blacks to end segre ga t i o n

and discrimination in the 20th century,c u r rent civil rights laws

and Supreme Court decisions of the past have provided

other discrimination victims with powerful redress tools.

Women, Hispanics, Native Americans, and other minorities

have resorted to use of the courts to end discrimi n a t i o n

and segre ga t i o n ,exhibited most prominently in B row n,as a

key strategy. And like Blacks, they also have ushered their

grievances into the political arena.

Blacks’ success in using the courts in the school 

s e g re gation cases to secure their rights inspired ma ny yo u n g

A m e ricans to go into the legal pro fe s s i o n . I n d e e d , the second

half of the 20th century witnessed the emergence of more

lawyers than at any prior time in our nation’s history. This

d eve l o p m e n t , in concert with new causes of action vis-à-vis

civil rights legislation such as Title VII of the Civil Rights Act

of 1964, has transformed us into a nation of litigators.

The Brown decision and its progeny not only are

responsible for ending government- enforced racial segre-

gation in public education but also generated dramatic

societal changes in va rious areas of A m e rican life . B row n l e d

to the Civil Rights Act of 1964, barring discrimination in busi-

nesses affecting interstate commerc e .That act stre n g t h e n e d

and expanded post-Civil War legislation enacted by the

Reconstruction Congress from 1865 to 1868. The major

addition was that Congress enabled our national govern-

ment, through the Justice Department, to bring statewide

class-action lawsuits to expedite desegregation of long-

segregated public colleges and graduate schools as well

as public schools. The Civil Rights Act of 1964, which was

amended in 1991, established the Equal Employment

Opportunity Commission, now a major federal government

agency engaged in extensive civil rights litigation. Many

states have similarly busy anti-discrimination agencies wh e re

remedies must first be exhausted before resorting to the
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federal courts.

In 1992, the Supreme Court held in U.S. v. Fordicexxv

that in order to comply with Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of

1 9 6 4 , as amended, states may not simply adopt ra c e - n e u t ra l

policies as a putative corre c t i ve for a previously segre ga t e d ,

dual system of public university education. Rather, states

must affi rma t i vely eradicate policies and pra c t i c e s,t ra c e ab l e

to the prior de jure dual system, that continue to foster 

segregation. Mississippi then located its new addition to

Ja ckson State (fo rm e rly all Black) in the center of Ja ckson so

Whites would attend.Ja ckson State is located in a re s i d e n t i a l

area of Jackson that had become all Black.

Middle-class Blacks who formerly lived in Northern

suburbs like Westchester County in New York State have

begun re t u rning to the greatly expanded metropolitan are a s

of the South. The new, Black, upper-middle class suburbs

surrounding Atlanta, Georgia, come to mind. These Black

families have expressed a preference for living in such

communities, as opposed to being the only Black family in

an upper-middle class Nort h e rn suburb, a ffi rming that ra c i s m

is still an everyday reality.

Although it is still generating litigation, the Brown

case and its progeny have transformed American society

in the second half of the 20th century.
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