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Long before she was appointed to the federal bench, Judge Constance Baker Motley was a little girl who “knew for sure” she could do nothing to stop the injustice and indignity she faced in the Jim Crow South. As she grew, that indignity turned to indignation, motivating her to push through barrier after barrier. 
Eventually, she became a lawyer and judge who worked to dismantle the legal framework of segregation. She wrote the original complaint in Brown v. Board of Education. She was the first black woman to argue before the Supreme Court. And after Brown, she led the charge to desegregate the south. 
If we, as the federal bar, want to sustain her legacy, we need to identify the strategies that made it possible in the first place. Judge Motley’s work transformed civil rights in America, but she started by transforming her neighborhood. As a child, she tagged along with her mother to local meetings of the NAACP. As a teen, she started speaking publicly about issues that impacted her. A community member heard her speak, believed in her ability, and offered to fund her education. These seemingly small things—a mother’s example, a stranger’s gift—are what made her legacy possible.
Her legacy is not just in the big things she did, but also in the people she empowered along the way. She promoted diversity through her history-making wins in the civil rights movement, and she promoted and mentored individuals. She made it her practice to reach out to women of color as they entered the judiciary. She trusted her law clerks to do important, substantive work and they consistently rose to the occasion. By noticing and mentoring the next generation of advocates, Judge Motley ensured that her legacy would endure long after she was gone.
We can sustain her legacy with strategies designed to identify, inspire, and empower the next generation of world-changing advocates. We should be engaging with young people at a local level and we should ensure that we are reaching individuals from groups who are currently underrepresented in the federal bar. This could look like a local chapter speaking to a school, or an essay contest where students get to meet a judge. To the extent that the FBA already has similar programs, we should identify and amplify the programs that work and recognize and improve where we are falling short. What matters is that we normalize and exemplify the kind of local community involvement that was crucial in helping Judge Motley recognize her passion, realize her potential, and leave her legacy. 
In accord with Judge Motley’s legacy, we must fight the big fights and get the big wins, as she did. But to sustain those big wins, to truly honor her legacy, we must also do the small things. We must be involved, engaged, and invested in finding and nurturing the next generation of advocates and empowering them to lift her mantle and to carry it farther than she ever could dreamed.  
 
