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          “Eternal Vigilance 
   Is the Price of Liberty”
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AN AGENT FOR CHANGE: 

In the years that followed the 
Supreme Court’s 1954 groundbreak-

ing decision in Brown v. Board of 
Education and Congress’s historic 
passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 
and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, 
America appeared to be entering a 
new era. As brave men and women of 
all races in the 1960s and 1970s sought 
to make real the nation’s commitment 
to “equal justice under law,” racial 
injustice and discrimination seemed 
certain to fade from public life. Yet 

now, more than 55 years later, many 
non-white and low-income Americans 
find themselves still trapped within 
racially and socioeconomically isolated 
neighborhoods and schools, struggling 
against generational poverty and left 
outside the sphere of full participation 
in American public life.  

In short, the vestiges of racial and 
socioeconomic discrimination and 
subordination persist, especially in  
the American South.

The UNC 
Center for 

Civil Rights



Americans have always believed in the power of educa-
tion, so it is not surprising that it was a key focus of the 
judicial decrees and legislative acts of the 1960s.  Seven-
teen years after Brown, the successful 1971 Supreme 
Court argument by a young African American lawyer, 
Julius Chambers, in Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg 
Board of Education, compelled public schools throughout 
the South to desegregate. It gave that generation hope 
for a common future in which children of all races and 
economic backgrounds would go to school with and learn 
from each other.  Moreover, as the Jim Crow segregation 
of public accommodations ended and overt employment 
discrimination was sharply curtailed by Title VII litigation, 
white and non-white Americans began for the first time 
to learn, live and work together.  

Yet despite unmistakable progress, the tide of racial 
integration peaked in the early 1990s and has slowly ebbed 
since. Now, racial and socioeconomic segregation, for 
example, has returned to America’s public schools.   
Ironically, this is happening at the same time as the nation’s 
demography grows steadily more multi-racial—and  
minorities continue to comprise the largest segments of 
our poorest communities. The UNC Center for Civil 

“ …now is the time that we must secure equal access to resources, education and justice 
if we are to establish successful integration for future generations.” 

Rights takes these issues seriously – and knows that now  
is the time that we must secure equal access to resources, 
education and justice if we are to establish successful 
integration for future generations. 

a worthy purpose: 
THE  PRICE OF LIBERTY

In 2001, UNC School of Law founded the Center for Civil 
Rights to translate traditional civil rights and social justice 

goals into the modern era, challenge the resurgence and 
intransigence of old forms of segregation, and remain alert 
to the rise of new forms of discrimination.  

UNC School of Law had the good fortune to attract  
Julius Chambers, the visionary attorney behind the Swann 
decision, to lead the Center. Under his direction, it  
assumed a threefold mission:  
1.  To pursue concrete advocacy that would protect and 

expand civil rights and social justice for communities 
throughout the Southeast and the nation; 

2.  To provide hands-on legal training to new generations  
of civil rights advocates; and 

3.  To perform exemplary research and scholarship on  
emerging civil rights issues. 



Since 2001, the Center has risen to national prominence 
as a place where faculty, students, scholars, community 
advocates and civil rights attorneys come together to 
explore and strategically advocate for legal issues of great-
est concern to racial minorities and the poor.  Some Ameri-
cans may believe that the need for civil rights advocacy and 
strong enforcement is long gone. Yet, fundamental rights 
require perpetual defense: “Eternal vigilance,” many have 
insisted, “is the price of liberty.” 

The Center has become the principal place to which 
scholars and national advocacy groups can turn for exper-
tise on civil rights advocacy in the South. It addresses issues 
related to education, access to resources, and community 
development – and it has been a national resource for 
expertise on civil rights issues. As hoped, it is the nationally 
recognized Southern outpost for civil rights work – the 

place where communities and families can find civil  
rights legal assistance and where students can come to 
receive professional preparation for careers in civil  
rights advocacy.

Julius L. Chambers is a heroic 
figure of the modern civil rights 
movement.  During his 40-year 
career, Chambers led pivotal civil 
rights struggles, winning seminal 
education, employment and voting 
rights cases in the Supreme Court 

of the United States and other federal courts.  He has 
inspired an untold legion of idealistic, talented and 
dedicated young lawyers to take up civil rights work.  
His Charlotte, N.C., firm—the first integrated law firm 
in the American South—did more to influence 
evolving federal civil rights law in the 1960s and 1970s 
than any single private law practice in the United 
States.  As director-counsel of the NAACP Legal 
Defense & Educational Fund, Inc. from 1984-1991, 
Chambers assumed national leadership of the litigation 
arm of the civil rights movement, advancing the work 
begun by Thurgood Marshall and Jack Greenberg.

A native son, Chambers was born and reared in 
Montgomery County, N.C., in an era of deeply 
institutionalized racial segregation. After graduating 

AN UNSHAKEABLE LEADER: 
JULIUS L. CHAMBERS

Julius L. Chambers ‘62

from the 
historically black 
North Carolina Central 
University and receiv-
ing his master’s degree 
from the University of Michigan, 
Chambers became one of the first African Americans 
admitted to the UNC School of Law.  He was editor- 
in-chief of the North Carolina Law Review, the first African 
American to do so at any historically white law school in  
the South, and he graduated first in his class in 1962. 

In a trailblazing career, time and again Chambers fought 
and won, displaying the courage and indefatigable spirit that 
was characteristic of his lifelong struggle to ensure that 
people’s rights were protected regardless of their color or 
socioeconomic status.  It is his deeply informed intelligence, 
his tenacity, his commitment to morality and justice, and his 
dedication to doing the hard, often unpopular work that has 
for 40 years set the standard for today’s civil rights lawyer.  
It is this dedication that the University hopes to honor and 
perpetuate with the naming of the Chambers Center for 
Civil Rights.

Nationally, 39% of blacks and 40% of Latinos 

attend schools composed of 90-100% students 

of color, reflecting more segregation in schools 

than at the time of Martin Luther King Jr.’s 

assassination in 1968. The Center works with 

community and national partners to address 

diversity issues in the K-12 school system.



a strong home: 
THE UNIVERSITY OF NORTH  
CAROLINA AT CHAPEL HILL

The Center’s location in the heart of a major research 
university allows it to strategically leverage the 

extraordinary resources and expertise of outstanding 
faculty and students from a variety of disciplines in its 
work. The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill was 
the nation’s first state university to open its doors and 

today many of its programs and 
schools are ranked among the most 
competitive in the nation. 

In its contemporary history, the 
University of North Carolina has 
upheld progressive values, taking 
strong stances in support of social 
and economic justice.  It has led in 
examining and solving many of the 
most challenging issues of our time.  

It has stood not just in principle for these issues, but has 
acted boldly to make true change a reality.

a sustainable future: 
THE ENDOWMENT

To undertake its ambitious agenda, the Center needs 
the ability to make future resource commitments and 

the freedom to stand strong against pressure from those 
whom its prodding can make uncomfortable. To forth-
rightly fulfill its mission, a firm financial foundation is 
essential.  This endowment will ensure that Chambers’ 
work and broadest vision will forever infuse the Center for 

Civil Rights. It will help guarantee that the promise of 
America can become its reality. 

Generous, one-time private support nurtured the 
Center in its early years.  It is now in need of a permanent 
endowment if it is to sustain its work into the future.  The 
endowment will name the Center for Julius L. Chambers 
and it will provide funding for:
• Named Center director.
•  Fellowships that train the next generation of civil rights 

leaders, providing them with in-the-trenches experience 
in advocacy, litigation and negotiations.

•  Annual scholarship and programming. The Center 
encourages scholarship and research on racial and socio-
economic inequality, housing, community development 
and education, and brings together advocates, scholars, 
and professionals to discuss issues and solutions.

•  Operational costs including the salaries for specialized 
staff attorneys and professional staff members.

•  Technology to disseminate “reusable tools” for civil 
rights work nationwide.

“ The Center for Civil Rights stepped forward 
and became a believer in us, our efforts,  
our mission, our desire to save education  
in Halifax County. The Center continues to 
stand with us—and our teamwork is helping 
to improve the quality of education and the 
school experience for all children and  
families in Halifax County schools.” 

— Margaret Parrish, The Committee to Save Education in Halifax County.

“ Our frustration at collective national failure must not prevent us from seeing  
opportunities for change.”     — JULIUS L. CHAMBERS
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Your gift to the UNC Center for  
Civil Rights will help ensure  

that the American promise can  
become a reality for all. 




