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military and civilian defense officials filing briefs supporting the university are three
former chairmen of the joint chiefs of staff and several four-star generals. In addition,
14,000 law school students lent their signatures to a brief defending race-conscious
policies in higher education that will be submitted on Tuesday.

In each case, the briefs are arguing that racial and ethnic diversity have become an
essential feature of success in the United States, whether in a university offering an
education that challenges students to know others from different backgrounds and
perspectives, or a medical school that sees minority doctors as opening new avenues of
research, or military leaders who seek well-educated minorities to fill the officer corps.

Taken together, the scores of briefs amounted to a broad endorsement of affirmative
action policies by leading sectors of society at the moment they are most in jeopardy.

On April 1, the Supreme Court is expected to hear oral arguments in the case against
Michigan, which challenges systems that give minority students extra points, bolstering
their chances for admission.

Though President Bush publicly criticized affirmative action and derided the use of
"quotas” in announcing his plans to file a brief opposing the university, the administration
stopped short of asking the Supreme Court to overturn the Bakke decision. That decision
opposed quotas, but it said racial equity was such a compelling social concern that
universities could consider race in admissions decisions.

So far, 15 briefs have been filed opposing Michigan's affirmative action policies. A White
House spokesman did not return a call today seeking comment. The Center for Individual
Rights, which has also supported the plaintiffs in the Michigan cases, could also not be
reached for comment.

"This is not a case about college admissions alone," President Coleman said. "It touches
on every major sector of our country, and the outcome will influence the direction of
America's public policy."

Dr. Coleman cited research her university has done, which contends that students in
more diverse environments “learn better."

"They are more analytical, and more engaged,” Dr. Coleman said. "The teaching
environment is more enlightening. The discussion is livelier and more representative of
real-world issues."
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But perhaps the most striking arguments surrounding affirmative action today came from
the variety of groups across society coming to the defense of admissions policies that
take race into account.

"Diversity creates stronger companies,” said Kenneth Frazier, senior vice president and
general counsel at Merck, the pharmaceutical company. "The work we do directly impacts
patients of all types around the globe. Understanding people is essential to our success."

Adm. Dennis C. Blair, who retired last year as the commander in chief of the Pacific
Command, said that for him "the argument is combat efficiency.” Admiral Blair recalled
the Vietham War, when minorities were heavily represented in the ranks of enlisted men,
who come to the military from high school, and hardly at all in the officer corps, which is
made up of college graduates. Racial resentments ran high, he recalled.

"We need to take special measures to ensure there are race conscious policies of
admissions at universities, so they can go on to become part of our officer corps,” said
Admiral Blair. "We need these officers both for their own talent, and so that we have an
armed forces that is not split the way it was early in my career."

The military brief was signed by former leading figures in the armed services, including
Gen. H. Norman Schwartzkopf; William S. Cohen and William J. Perry, former defense
secretaries; and Adm. William J. Crowe Jr., Gen. Hugh H. Shelton and Gen. John M.
Shalikashvili, former chairmen of the joint chiefs of staff.

Though Michigan is a public university, the court's decision will affect public and private
universities alike. Its impact will be felt most keenly at the country's two or three dozen
most selective institutions, said David Ward, president of the American Council on
Education, which filed a brief supporting Michigan on Friday that was joined by 54 other
higher education associations.

Kermit L. Hall, president of Utah State University, said that while he supported affirmative
action, the court's ruling could have little impact on the large majority of the nation's
campuses, including his own, because they already have policies of open admissions.
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