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t was said in the 60s that Selma, Alabama

was a most violent site and vivid symbol of
southern injustice and savage oppression, but
that it was also a decisive battleground of de-
fiant and irrepressible resistance, of heroic
martyrdom, courageous marches, and deter-
mined struggle out of which history and fu-
tures are made. Each year the African Ameri-
can people of Selma hold a major commemo-
ration of this historic struggle in the Black
Freedom Movement and of its signature event,
the defiant crossing of the Edmund Pettus
Bridge, March 7, 1965, which was met with
savage and sustained police brutality. It is
called “Bloody Sunday,” marking both tra-
gedy and triumph, bruised and bloodied
bodies, but also the unbroken and unwaver-
ing will of a people, waging struggle for the
simple right to vote, and for the natural and
human right to be free, enjoy justice, and to
live lives of dignity and decency without
racist terror or tyranny.

This annual commemoration, called
the Bridge Crossing Jubilee, was founded by
Attorney Faya Rose Toure, who has led it
well over the years and with her husband,
State Senator Hank Sanders (D-Selma), and
other capable colleagues and co-workers
like Connie Tucker and Sam Walker, have
built it to the point where it draws tens of
thousands from across the country and
around the world. Atty. Toure is also
founder of the National Voting Rights Mu-
seum, the Ancient African Civilization, En-
slavement and Civil Rights Museum (AA-
CECRM), the 21st Century Youth Leadership
Movement, and many other institutions,
and was a lead attorney in the Black Far-
mers’ successful suit against government
discrimination.

Atty. Toure states that “the Jubilee
commemorates Bloody Sunday and cele-

brates the Voting Rights Movement and the
passage of the 1965 Voting Rights Act.” But
she continues, “it is not just to remember
the past,” but also is “a reminder of how
precious the right to vote and all our gains
are (and) that the struggle to secure the
right to vote and our other gains goes on.”
And she warns that “if we are not vigilant,
we will lose our gains.”

The Jubilee has many simultaneous
events including: reenactment of the histor-
ic bridge crossing; lectures and forums on
critical issues; an intergenerational hip-hop
youth summit; awards banquets; inductions
into museums of history and resistance; a
mock trial of the established order; book
signings, etc. This year when I received an
invitation to participate and present, and be
inducted into the Hall of Resistance at the
AACECRM, Tiamoyo and I were honored
and pleased to join others in this annual
journey and gathering of remembrance, ref-
lection and recommitment to resistance.

The Jubilee specifically commemo-
rates what is called “Bloody Sunday,” March
7, 1965, which began as the first Selma-to-
Montgomery March and ended with a vio-
lent and vicious police attack on the march-
ers who were prevented from going beyond
the Bridge. They had called the march first
to protest the murder and honor the mar-
tyrdom of Jimmy Lee Jackson, killed defend-
ing his mother, Mrs. Viola Jackson, and his
grandfather, Mr. Cager Lee Jackson, against
police violence and brutality. It was called
also to bring national focus on the struggle
for voting rights, denied Black people as a
matter of racial protocol and dominance.
And it was also called to send a signal of
defiance and determination to the estab-
lished order, saying and singing, “ain’t goin’
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let nobody turn us round.” There were two
other marches after the first one was bru-
tally driven back by the police. And it is
generally accepted that the struggle in Sel-
ma contributed greatly to passage of the
1965 Voting Rights Act. It is in this context
that Sen. Sanders said, “This is holy ground
where a great struggle culminated.”

The Jubilee is also a commemoration
of the martyrdom of Jimmy Lee Jackson
(1938-1965), whose life and death in
struggle offers us insight not only into the
official and unofficial violence and vicious
savagery in the South in that time, but also
the profound commitment and unquestion-
able courage of Black people in their wil-
lingness to pay the ultimate price for free-
dom and justice. He was a simple farmer
and woodcutter from Marion, Alabama,
who in the midst of grueling work, persis-
tent poverty and overwhelming oppression
dared to strive for freedom and seek justice,
and ultimately offered his life as a sacred
sacrifice to achieve these goals.

Dr. Martin Luther King delivered the
eulogy at Jackson’s funeral, March 3, calling
him a “martyred hero of a holy crusade for
freedom and human dignity.” King stressed
the need to confront and radically change
the system and not simply focus on bring-
ing Jackson’s murderer to justice. We must
also be concerned, he said, “about the sys-
tem, the way of life, the philosophy which
produces the murderer.”

Today and each year, as we remember
and return to Selma, Alabama, and the
many other Selmas or sites of critical and
continuing struggles, it is important to re-
member this. Atty. Toure states there are

still many more bridges to cross in the
struggle to achieve the just and good socie-
ty we all want and deserve. And she argues
that none is more important than crossing
the bridge in the struggle for quality educa-
tion for all our children. She states that
“education is the hardest bridge we'll ever
have to cross” and a master key to our libe-
ration and a good and expansive life as a
people.

And in this struggle and all others, she
says, we must hold the system, our leaders
and representatives and ourselves account-
able. Indeed, she asserts, “only an inferior
nation would continue for another century
to provide an inferior education to its child-
ren. (And) only an inferior ‘thinking people’
would continue to accept their inferior sta-
tus once the light of truth and knowledge
uncovers the key to their true liberation.”

Continuing racism is real in society,
regardless of rumors of its early death and
the disappearance of the laws that once im-
posed and enshrined it. For as Atty. Toure
argues, “even when the law ceased to plant
and nurture seeds of racial hatred, it did not
take the necessary precautions to remove
the contaminated soil. (Thus), some wild
seeds continued to grow, sometimes uncon-
trollably.” Our task, then, is to “keep our
eyes on the mission and our life’s purpose,
(and) not fail to serve others or fail to
teach.” For in that service and those teach-
ings and the work, struggle and institution-
building this requires, bridges of systemic
domination, deprivation and degradation
are crossed, and the liberation and good life
we long for and deserve are ultimately and
definitively achieved.

Dr. Maulana Karenga, Professor of Africana Studies, California State University-Long Beach; Executive
Director, African American Cultural Center (Us); Creator of Kwanzaa; and author of Kwanzaa: A Cele-
bration of Family, Community and Culture and Introduction to Black Studies, 4" Edition,

www.MaulanaKarenga.org.




