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Thurgood Marshall was one of America’s greatest revolutionary figures.  During the 20th century, Marshall led a revolution and forever changed American society.  He was the first African-American to serve on the United States’ Supreme Court.  In his early years, Marshall was a lawyer who was best known for his fight in the Brown v. Board of Education case.  The victory of this case ended the segregation in public schools. 

Thurgood Marshall was born in Baltimore, Maryland on July 2, 1908 to William and Norma Marshall.  His father was a steward at a club and his mother was a kindergarten teacher.  After work, his father, William, would often go to the local courthouse and listen to court cases before returning home.  Marshall, his father and his brother would then discuss these cases at the dinner table, which frequently led to heated arguments.  Marshall had stated these memories could be responsible for his interest in law.


Marshall was an above-average student at Baltimore’s Colored High School and Training School.  He had excellent argumentative skills which drove him to the top of the debate team.  In 1926, Marshall graduated high school and was accepted into Lincoln University in Pennsylvania.  During his attendance, he joined a very prominent student body: Kwame Nkrumah, whom made his way to Ghana presidency, Langston Hughes, one of America’s greatest poets, and Cab Calloway, a famous jazz singer, were amongst them.  Marshall graduated from Lincoln University in 1930 with honors.  Following his Lincoln career, he applied at the University Of Maryland School Of Law, but was rejected because of his race.  Marshall accepted the harsh judgment and went on to attend Howard University in Washington, D.C.  In 1933, Marshall graduated magna cum laude.  For a short time, after graduating law school, Marshall attempted to establish his own law practice, but failed.

Marshall began working for the Baltimore Branch of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in 1934.  One of his first cases was Murray v. Pearson.  Throughout this case, Marshall defended a young man named Donald Murray who was also rejected at the University Of Maryland Law School, despite his academic achievements. Marshall and former mentor Charles Houston won the case in January 1936.  Marshall later moved to New York City to work full time for NAACP as legal counsel.  Over the years, Marshall argued and won many historical cases.  In 1940, he won his first case in front of the Supreme Court.  In Chambers v. Florida, Marshall defended four black men who were convicted of murder. The police had coerced confessions out of these men, resulting in a wrongful conviction.  In 1944, Marshall won yet another Supreme Court case, Smith v. Allwright.  The victory of this case abolished the whites-only primary elections in Southern states.  Though he had won many historical and life changing cases, his greatest accomplishment was the victory of Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka of 1954.  This was one of the most important cases and one of the biggest landmarks of the twentieth century.  This case was filed on behalf of some black children in Topeka, Kansas who were forced to attend an all-black segregated school.  Throughout this case, Marshall challenged the “separate but equal” doctrine.  He proposed that the racial segregation laws of public schools violated the equal protection clause under the Fourteenth Amendment.  Although the ruling of the Brown v. Board case was dreadful and drawn out, it helped provide legal stability and inspiration for the civil rights movement throughout the nation. 


After being elected into presidency in 1961, John F. Kennedy appointed Thurgood Marshall into the United States Second Circuit Court of Appeals as a judge.  For the next four years, Marshall served as a circuit judge and issued over 100 decisions; none of these were overturned by the Supreme Court.  In 1965, he became the first black United States Solicitor General.  Lyndon Johnson had appointed Marshall as the designated attorney to argue on the federal government’s behalf before the Supreme Court.  During his two year reign, Marshall argued nineteen cases before the Supreme Court; he won fourteen of them.  In 1967, President Johnson nominated Thurgood Marshall to serve on the Supreme Court Bench.  On October 2, 1967, he was sworn in as a Supreme Court Justice and became the first African American to serve at the top of the courts.


Marshall had a very liberal view on politics and supported individual rights.  In 1937, he joined the majority vote in the right to abortion (Roe v. Wade) and argued the death penalty was unconstitutional, no matter the circumstance (Furman v. Georgia).  Thurgood Marshall served 24-year tenure on the Supreme Court and retired in 1991 when the court began to move to the more conservative side.  On January 24, 1993, he passed away at the age of 84.

Although Thurgood Marshall isn’t as well-known as Martin Luther King Junior and Malcolm X, he stands beside them as one of the most prominent figures in American history.  It is arguable that his achievements and landmarks throughout the twentieth century have made him the most influential figures.  Without his dedication and influences through the legal system, the nation wouldn’t be where it stands today.
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