
An up-to-date will is one of the most effective ways to 
provide future security for your loved ones and also for 
the causes you cherished most throughout your lifetime.  
When you remember LDF through a gift in your will, 
you join a very special group of dedicated supporters 
whose donations make possible some of our most 
important advancements toward equality for all.

If you are considering making a bequest in your will 
and would like more information, you can request 
our free planning guide, Make Your Final Wishes 
Come True, which provides details on how to use 
your will to plan for the distribution of your assets.

Please contact Thameenah Muhammad (212.965.2205 
or tmuhammad@naacpldf.org) to request our guide 
and to get more information about LDF.  In addition, 
consult an attorney who understands state and federal 
tax law and can help you translate your final wishes 
appropriately.

If you have already included LDF in your will, please let 
us know so that we can Thank You and welcome you 
into The Defender’s Circle. 

John Payton  
Left a Lasting Mark
The late civil rights attorney’s influence 
helped his colleagues be better advocates.

By Debo P. Adegbile
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John Payton, who died on March 22nd at the age 
of 65, had an infectious optimism and confidence 
that made all good things not simply possible, but 
probable.  As the leader of the NAACP Legal Defense 
Fund, John reset the odds in the fight for equality.

He turned the highest stakes cases, declared 
“unwinnable” by other experts, into victories.  These 
victories were significant for LDF’s clients — well-
paying firefighter jobs for excluded African-American 
applicants, Voting Rights Act protections for minority 
voters and unconstitutional death sentences that were 
set aside.  But in the process, John also left a lasting 
mark on LDF’s staff.  Though we mourn his loss with 
heavy hearts, we are comforted by the knowledge that 
his legacy as a teacher and mentor will guide us to 
future victories.

The finest lawyers of our time, including previous 
distinguished leaders of LDF, recognized that John’s 
advocacy approach was inimitable.  He possessed a 
razor-sharp intellect, a commitment to rigor tempered 
by the ability to reflect and recalibrate, passion for 
history, deep curiosity, the ability to see around 
corners and, of course, the aforementioned confidence 
and optimism.  But it was the way in which John 
combined all of these qualities that distinguished him.

The ordering principle of John’s adult life was to 
ensure that pathways to opportunity and leadership 
were equally accessible to all — to those whom he 
knew personally and to those whom he would never 
meet.  This principle lay at the core of his exceptional 
advocacy in the Michigan higher education cases.  It is 
before the U.S. Supreme Court now in a case involving 

Sections of the Voting Rights Act were renewed and extended, nearly 
unanimously, by Congress in 2006.  And despite numerous legal challenges, 
Section 5 has survived “because the courts do not lightly cast aside the 
congressional judgment that voting discrimination is corrosive and remains 
a very real threat,” according to LDF’s Debo P. Adegbile, Interim President 
and Director-Counsel.   

The current Supreme Court, however, has questioned the core protections of the Voting Rights Act on constitutional 
grounds — an opening that states are seizing upon to mount a renewed attack.  Among them:

 www.naacpldf.org

(continued on page 2)

(continued from Election Update on page 3)

EDUCATE YOURSELF

www.naacplegaldefensefund.org/map

In Shelby County, Alabama and 
Kinston, North Carolina, anti-
democracy activists are leading the 
fray, arguing that Section 5 is no 
longer necessary.  LDF’s vigorous 
defense in the Shelby County suit was 
an important win at the district court 
level, and we are now awaiting the 
ruling of an appeals panel reviewing 
the case.  

Texas has experienced significant 
population growth, particularly in the 
Hispanic community.  But the state’s 

proposed redistricting map is designed 
to exclude minority voters from the 
political voice their numbers should 
dictate.  The state is in court seeking 
approval of this change.

Florida and Georgia are seeking 
approval of harmful new voting laws 
and also arguing that the Voting 
Rights Act is unconstitutional to pave 
the way for similar future efforts.

South Carolina is in the courts 
challenging the Justice Department’s 

ruling against its voter ID bill.  This 
test case could end up in the Supreme 
Court.

Today, LDF’s mission is clear — to 
defend the Voting Rights Act against 
all opponents, and thus bring us 
closer to the racially just and inclusive 
democracy envisioned by all those 
who have come before us.  Your 
support is so very important at this 
critical time!   

www.naacpldf.org/votingrightsact

Is your right to vote at risk?  Visit 
our interactive map to learn why 
millions of minorities could lose 
their vote this election year.
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Election Update: Voting Rights Under 
Attack in the Nation’s Courts

Case Updates

Elections have consequences and one consequence of the 2008 
Presidential election is a concerted effort to reduce the voting 
power of African Americans.

The nation’s conservative wing is feeling threatened.  Unprecedented voter participation among minorities handed 
them a stinging defeat in 2008, and they’re determined not to repeat these losses.

With much at stake, they’ve launched an all-out campaign to disfranchise as many as 5 million Americans this year  
— an effort aimed particularly at African Americans, Hispanics and the poor.

Legislatures and governors across the nation have passed or are attempting to pass onerous obstacles to the minority 
vote — from photo ID laws in Kansas, to suppression of voter registration in Texas and to restrictions on early 
voting in Florida.

The NAACP Legal Defense and Educational Fund is fighting back, every step of the way, with litigation and a 
massive voter education campaign targeted at key battleground states.

Today, one of the most troubling and far-reaching offensives is brewing in the nation’s courts; the attempt to weaken 
the Voting Rights Act of 1965 by neutralizing its most important provision, Section 5.

While Section 2 of the Act broadly prohibits discrimination against voters “on account of race or color,” Section 5 
applies in all or part of sixteen states.*  Because of their histories of discrimination, these areas must gain federal 
approval (“preclearance”) before enacting any electoral changes.

NAACP LDF VICTORY IN 
LOUISIANA GIVES A VOICE TO 
IMPOVERISHED RESIDENTS 

Case: Ferrand v. Schedler   
May 3, 2012  New Orleans, 
LA — A hard-won ruling in the 
Eastern District of Louisiana will 
force the state’s public assistance 
agencies to expand voter 
registration services, currently 
offered only to low-income 
residents accessing benefits 
in person, to include growing 
numbers of clients transacting 
with these agencies by internet, 
telephone and mail.

LAW ENDING PRISON-BASED 
GERRYMANDERING STANDS: 
PLAINTIFFS DROP CHALLENGE 

Case: Little v. LATFOR   
March 16, 2012  New York, 
NY — New Yorkers enjoyed a 
clear victory today, as plaintiffs 
in the Little v. LATFOR case 
dropped their challenge to the 
state law ending prison-based 
gerrymandering.

SUPREME COURT TAKES UP 
CHALLENGE TO RACE-CONSCIOUS 
ADMISSIONS AT U. OF TEXAS  

Case: Fisher v. UT Austin  
February 21, 2012 — The 
U.S. Supreme Court announced 
that it would take up a lawsuit 
challenging race-conscious 
admissions at the University 
of Texas, setting the stage for 
it to reconsider affirmative-
action policies that it had ruled 
constitutional in 2003, before 
its composition significantly 
changed.

www.naacpldf.org/news

an attack on the University of Texas’s efforts to create 
more diversity in its student body.  John was actively 
engaged in this case before he passed away.

At LDF, John led us masterfully through many 
brief-drafting and speech-writing efforts, moot 
courts, high-level meetings with the administration, 
settlement negotiations and training opportunities.  
And he did so, on each occasion, with a passion for 
our clients’ interests and an eye toward making us 
better, sharper advocates.

As an important oral argument approached, I recall 
John asking me to tell him the question that I was 
“most worried about,” adding, “that is the question 
that I’ll ask you at the next moot and then you will 
welcome, not fear it, during the argument.”  He 
asked the hard questions and helped us craft the 
most compelling answers.

Because he always believed in his LDF team, we 
consistently believed in ourselves.  Although John 

ran his leg of the race at full speed, he made sure 
that he passed the baton so that we would share in 
and grow from the experience.

There is a straight line between John Payton and 
LDF’s legendary founders.  He died in Baltimore, 
more than 100 years after Thurgood Marshall’s birth 
in that same city.  Many of John’s accomplishments 
would have been career-defining, but the core of his 
genius was how he personified Charles Hamilton 
Houston.  Like his predecessors, John committed 
himself to building a cadre of civil rights lawyers 
dedicated to the fight for equality in America and 
he relished doing it.  He deeply enjoyed the years he 
spent as LDF’s director-counsel. 

We at the Legal Defense Fund honor John Payton by 
continuing the painstaking work of our democracy’s 
founding promise to forge “a more perfect union.”  
This is the work that our nation still requires, and is 
the work that John prepared us so well to do.

Remembering John Payton 
“Michelle and I were saddened to hear about the passing of our dear friend John Payton.  
As president and director-counsel of the NAACP Legal Defense and Educational Fund, 
John led the organization’s involvement in five Supreme Court cases.  A true champion 
of equality, he helped protect civil rights in the classroom and at the ballot box.  The legal 
community has lost a legend, and while we mourn John’s passing, we will never forget 
his courage and fierce opposition to discrimination in all its forms.”

Statement from President Barack Obama

“Every time I had a matter that needed urgent help, 
I turned to you and you never said no.  When I 
wondered whether I could leave the Public Defender’s 
office and teach at Harvard Law School, you said, 
“Yes!”  You were a true friend.  You supported and 
encouraged me even when I doubted myself.  In every 
step in my career, you were the big brother, guiding 
me in my work, and making sure I stayed focused  
on my goals.”

From Professor Charles Ogletree’s  
remembrance letter addressed “Dear John”

“What the public will remember of him is that he was 
a superb litigator who successfully devised a strategy 
in two of the most difficult affirmative action cases of 
our time, Gratz v. Bollinger and Grutter v. Bollinger, 
the latter in which the Supreme Court upheld race-
conscious admissions in higher education in 2003.  
Now that the Supreme Court is considering another 
affirmative action challenge so ominously soon after the 
Bollinger cases in Fisher v. University of Texas, John’s 
legal guidance will be sorely missed.”

Laura W. Murphy
Director, ACLU Washington Legislative Office
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*Alabama, Alaska, Arizona, California, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, Michigan, Mississippi, 
New Hampshire, New York, North Carolina, South Carolina, South Dakota, Texas, Virginia


