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A Self-Made Man: The Story of Thurgood Marshall 
 
 

• Compelling Question 
o How can Thurgood Marshall’s pursuit of his own identity inspire you to develop your own identity? 

• Virtue: Identity 
• Definition – Identity answers the question, “Who am I?” 
• Lesson Overview 

o In this lesson, students will explore the life of Thurgood Marshall and follow the development of his 
identity. Through his example, students will understand how they can develop and refine their 
identity in their own lives and how through this refinement, help advance freedom for themselves 
and others. 

• Objectives 
o Students will analyze Thurgood Marshall’s life and actions and how they reflect his identity 
o Students will understand how they can develop their own identity  
o Students will apply this knowledge to focus and refine their personal identity 

• Background 
o The era of Civil Rights brought the harms of de facto and de jure racism to the forefront of society. 

The false scientific truth of the nineteenth century claiming that blacks were culturally and 
naturally inferior to whites still poisoned the minds, and hearts, of many Americans. Nowhere did 
this trend arise more prominently and consistently than the South, yet they were not alone. In 
reality racial prejudice remained active in every area of the United States. 
 
Nevertheless, the South’s overt racism trumped any notions of ethnic prejudice in the North with its 
Jim Crow laws and other forms of de jure segregation. Prior to the 1950s and 1960s the federal 
government remained indifferent toward the treatment of blacks; in fact, the Supreme Court 
furthered the notion of whites’ superiority with decisions like Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) which 
affirmed the practice of “separate but equal” facilities. This resulted in almost universal segregation 
of blacks. Southern whites used Jim Crow laws to bend African-Americans to their will and to keep 
blacks from participating in America’s most beloved traditions like voting and freedom of assembly. 
For example, Southern states required voters to pass literacy tests or pay poll taxes in order to 
exercise their ability to vote. 
 
Was the North any better? Certainly not. Though there were fewer laws subjecting African-
Americans to direct racism like in the South, de facto segregation existed in all corners of Northern 
society. Separation based on color permeated into the entire society. Schools were strictly 
segregated, and ethnic intermixing remained practically forbidden. This atmosphere of intense de 
jure and de facto segregation created the background for an extraordinary man: Thurgood 
Marshall.  

• Vocabulary 
o De facto  
o De jure  
o Trumped 
o Permeate  
o Heralded  
o Proponent  
o Prestige  
o Rule of Law  
o Fortitude  
o Ambivalence  
o Antecedent  
o Litigator  
o Solicitor General  
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• Introduce Text 
o Have students read the background and narrative, keeping the “Walk-In-The-Shoes” question in 

mind as they read. Then have them answer the remaining questions below. 
• Walk-In-The-Shoes Questions 

o As you read, imagine you are the protagonist.  
 What challenges are you facing?  
 What fears or concerns might you have?  
 What may prevent you from acting in the way you ought?   

• Observation Questions 
o Who was Thurgood Marshall? 
o What was Thurgood Marshall’s contribution to the Civil Rights Movement? 
o How does Thurgood Marshall’s work as a lawyer help shape his identity? 

• Discussion Questions 
o Discuss the following questions with your students.  

 What is the historical context of the narrative? 
 What historical circumstances presented a challenge to the protagonist? 
 How and why did the individual exhibit a moral and/or civic virtue in facing and 

overcoming the challenge? 
 How did the exercise of the virtue benefit civil society? 
 How might exercise of the virtue benefit the protagonist? 
 What might the exercise of the virtue cost the protagonist? 
 Would you react the same under similar circumstances? Why or why not? 
 How can you act similarly in your own life? What obstacles must you overcome in order to 

do so? 
• Additional Resources 

o Aldred, Lisa, and Heather Lehr Wagner. Thurgood Marshall: Supreme Court Justice. Legacy ed. Black 
Americans of Achievement. Philadelphia: Chelsea House Publishers, 2005. 

o http://www.history.com/topics/black-history/thurgood-marshall 
o Marshall, Thurgood. Thurgood Marshall: His Speeches, Writings, Arguments, Opinions, and 

Reminiscences. Edited by Mark V. Tushnet. The Library of Black America. Chicago, Ill.: Lawrence 
Hill Books, 2001. 

o Starks, Glenn L., and F Erik Brooks. Thurgood Marshall: A Biography. Greenwood Biographies. Santa 
Barbara, Calif.: Greenwood, 2012. 

o Thurgood Marshall. By: Cannon, Byron, Salem Press Biographical Encyclopedia, January, 2014 
  

http://www.history.com/topics/black-history/thurgood-marshall
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Handout A: A Self-Made Man: The Story of Thurgood Marshall 
 
Background 
 
The era of Civil Rights brought the harms of de facto and de jure racism to the forefront of society. The false 
scientific truth of the nineteenth century claiming that blacks were culturally and naturally inferior to whites still 
poisoned the minds, and hearts, of many Americans. Nowhere did this trend arise more prominently and 
consistently than the South, yet they were not alone. In reality racial prejudice remained active in every area of the 
United States. 
 
Nevertheless, the South’s overt racism trumped any notions of ethnic prejudice in the North with its Jim Crow laws 
and other forms of de jure segregation. Prior to the 1950s and 1960s the federal government remained indifferent 
toward the treatment of blacks; in fact, the Supreme Court furthered the notion of whites’ superiority with 
decisions like Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) which affirmed the practice of “separate but equal” facilities. This resulted 
in almost universal segregation of blacks. Southern whites used Jim Crow laws to bend African-Americans to their 
will and to keep blacks from participating in America’s most beloved traditions like voting and freedom of 
assembly. For example, Southern states required voters to pass literacy tests or pay poll taxes in order to exercise 
their ability to vote.  
 
Was the North any better? Certainly not. Though there were fewer laws subjecting African-Americans to direct 
racism like in the South, de facto segregation existed in all corners of Northern society. Separation based on color 
permeated into the entire society. Schools were strictly segregated, and ethnic intermixing remained practically 
forbidden. This atmosphere of intense de jure and de facto segregation created the background for an 
extraordinary man: Thurgood Marshall.  
 
Narrative 
 
Every year Americans celebrate Independence Day, July 4th, to remember one of the greatest moments in modern 
history—the hour in which thirteen colonies declared independence from Great Britain. The notion of “inalienable” 
rights was heralded by the signers of the Declaration of Independence; however, 132 years later, these very same 
“inalienable” rights were being denied to certain persons simply based on the color of their skin. Just two days 
before America would celebrate its independence in 1908, another historic event occurred, the birth of Thurgood 
Marshall. Born in Maryland on July 2, 1908, Thurgood Marshall would become one of America’s greatest 
proponents of civil rights.  
 
What did Marshall do to gain such prestige? Before understanding how Marshall helped to guide American history, 
one must acknowledge his humble begins. The great-grandson of a slave, Marshall spent his youth in a time of 
racial discrimination and de jure segregation. Though restricted to an all-black high school, Marshall made the best 
of his early education graduating in the top third of high school class. From an early age Marshall’s parents had 
instilled in him the value of the Constitution and rule of law. With this, Marshall forged a future for himself. He 
would never be handed anything on a silver platter; the success that Thurgood Marshall attained in his life came as 
a direct result of moral fortitude. His experiences, his character, and his closest relationships all prodded him on 
toward success.  
 
Marshall could not predict the future, and for him, countless obstacles lay between him and success. First and 
foremost was his color; being black in the early twentieth century excluded a person from numerous opportunities. 
For instance, when Marshall began applying to colleges he put in an application to University of Maryland, but was 
quickly denied. He subsequently attended an all-black institution: Lincoln University.  
 
However, color did not represent Marshall’s only obstacle to success; his own ambivalence and laziness posed a 
threat to future achievement. In his initial time at Lincoln, Marshall pushed his studies to the wayside; instead he 
chased after momentary thrills. His fellow classmate Langston Hughes described him as “rough and ready, loud and 
wrong.” His eyes rested upon the prize of pleasure not the reward of diligent work. He chose to define his life in 
terms of the here and now rather than making for himself an identity as a hard working individual. With no 
inherited opportunities, Marshall had to make a future for himself; he alone had the duty to shape his identity. 
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Thankfully, Marshall met Vivian Burey. On a chilly autumn day Thurgood Marshall made a choice that would 
forever change his life—he married Vivian, and from then on out Marshall took himself and his studies seriously. 
He graduated from Lincoln with honors before going on to law school at an all-black school: Howard University 
where he also graduated with honors. He now had a burning passion deep within himself; a desire to oppose 
segregation and its proponents.  
 
As a lawyer in his mid-twenties, Marshall set his eyes on reforming segregation policies in higher education. His 
first major victory came in Murray v. Pearson (1936). This case ended University of Maryland’s policy of excluding 
blacks from admittance. It was a great victory for Marshall as he had been denied admission at the university. 
Marshall had even more formidable “Goliaths” to slay. In 1936 the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People (NAACP) hired Marshall as a litigator. His first battle in the Supreme Court Chambers v. Florida 
(1940) marked the beginning of a long and immensely successful law career. This case vindicated four black men 
who were convicted of murdering a white man in Florida. The issue here was that police used fear and coercion to 
obtain a confession from the accused, which the court found to be unacceptable. Marshall would go on to win 
twenty-eight more cases before the Supreme Court.  
 
Marshall strove to use his legal expertise and oratory skills to promote equal treatment of all ethnic groups, and 
though his career as a lawyer certainly stood out amongst his colleagues, his aspirations rose above simple 
litigation. Arguing before the Supreme Court in Brown v. Board of Education (1954), Marshall played a significant 
role in reversing the practice of segregation by ending “separate but equal” policies. Every victory further 
cemented Marshall’s nature as a defender of human dignity. He grounded his identity in his quest for equal 
treatment.  
 
His successful litigation before the Supreme Court opened the door to even greater opportunities for himself and 
blacks throughout America. In 1961, President John F. Kennedy appointed Marshal to a federal judgeship, and then 
in 1965 Lyndon B. Johnson appointed him Solicitor General. Marshall was the first African-American in this role, 
but he did not stop here. That year, 1967, marked possibly the most historic year of Marshall’s life; President 
Johnson appointed him to the Supreme Court where he served until 1992.  
 
As a justice of the Supreme Court, Marshall championed equal rights for not only blacks but also women, disabled, 
and the poor. He understood that all humans possess the same inherent dignity, and he fought vehemently to see 
the day when a person’s color, gender, and social status would not affect their access to equality of opportunity. 
Marshall’s dedication to “doing what you think is right” guided his judicial decisions. His moral foundations directly 
guided his judicial decisions; for this very reason, Marshall voted against every case involving capital punishment 
that appeared before the Supreme Court.  
 
His greatness does not come from the fact that he was the first African-American appointed to the Supreme Court; 
instead, his exceptional character and ambition provided him numerous opportunities to shape American law and 
society. Marshall allowed his past, experiences, and even failures, to mold his identity. He took what many would 
have seen as a negative situation and turned it into a meaningful life. His actions touched countless Americans 
helping to move this great nation away from both de jure and de facto segregation.  
 


