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Thurgood Marshall 

(1908–1993) 

"Perhaps no other American lawyer has had more impact on the 

current meaning and content of the U.S. Constitution." 

—President Bill Clinton, January 25, 1993 

From arguing the landmark Brown v. Board of Education decision 

through his 24 years of service on the Supreme Court, Thurgood 

Marshall left a legacy of commitment to civil rights. As his colleague 

Judge William Rehnquist said upon his death, "Surely no one 

individual did more to make these words [Equal Justice for All] a 

reality than Thurgood Marshall." 

Early Years 

Thurgood Marshall was born in Baltimore, Maryland in 1908. His 

mother was a teacher and his father worked as headwaiter and 

steward at a nearby country club. He did well in school and attended Lincoln University in 

Pennsylvania, where he graduated with honors in 1930. He was denied admission to the
University of Maryland's law school because of his race. Instead, he attended

University's law school, where Charles Houston taught him. Houston was the NAACP's 

(National Association for the Advancement of Colored People) first chief counsel and the 
first black lawyer to win a case before the Supreme Court. 

Civil Rights Lawyer 

In 1936, Marshall joined the legal staff of the NAACP. With other lawyers, he

NAACP challenge segregation in education. Marshall argued that racial segregation harmed 

African Americans, even if facilities were equal, which they rarely were. In the 1930s and 

1940s, Marshall won a number of cases that resulted in the desegregation of colleges and 

graduate schools. In Brown v. Board of Education(1954), the Supreme Court outlawed 
forever segregation in public schools. It was Marshall's greatest victory. 

Supreme Court Justice 

In 1961, President John F. Kennedy nominated Marshall to the U.S. Court of

the Second Circuit. In 1965, President Lyndon Johnson promoted him to solicitor general 

for the United States, then nominated him to the Supreme Court in 1967. When 

confirmed, Marshall became the first African-American Supreme Court justice. For the next 

24 years, Marshall used his position to continue his fight for justice and equality for all 
people, regardless of race or class. He remained a liberal throughout his time on the 

bench. 

Retirement 

In 1991,Thurgood Marshall retired from the Supreme Court because of poor

his retirement, he criticized the conservative direction the Supreme Court had taken in the 

1980s. At his retirement, Marshall said that he wished to be remembered by the phrase 

"He did the best he could with what he had." In 1993, he died of heart failure in Bethesda, 

Maryland. 
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