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Across the nation, other women were fighting for 
these rights. In several court cases, rulings that women 
were too tender and gentle, lacked intelligence, and were 
properly fit only to serve the needs of their husbands 
and children were used to prohibit women from partici-
pating in the judiciary. In 1873, Belva Lockwood became 
the first woman accepted to the bar in Washington, DC. 
Other states followed slowly. California admitted its first 
woman, Clara Shortridge, to the bar in 1878. Bradwell 
eventually was admitted to the Illinois bar in 1890.

Progress continued, albeit slowly. In 1879, Belva 
Lockwood successfully lobbied Congress to change 
Supreme Court admissions rules to allow a woman to 
argue before the Court. Her efforts paid off. She was the 
first female member of the Supreme Court bar, and in 
1880 she became the first female lawyer to argue a case 
before the Supreme Court.

Today, though a large number of women attend law 
school, the majority of elected and appointed judges are 
men. And women are grossly underrepresented among 
those arguing before the U.S. Supreme Court. In 2014, 22 
members of the U.S. Supreme Court bar were women. This 
corresponds to 16% of all appearances in 2014.16 Findings 
show that the majority of female bar members were from 
the solicitor general’s office. Only 8 of the 22 members argu-
ing before the Court in 2014 were not Justice Department 
attorneys. Clearly, much work remains to be done to 
achieve gender parity at the highest level of the judiciary.

The appointment of women as judges may improve the quality of justice by offering bet-
ter understanding of the diverse populations served. Though the number of female judicial 
nominees has increased under the Obama administration, representation on the bench is still 
unequal (Figure 7.5). The National Women’s Law Center notes the following facts:

•• Of the 112 justices who have served on the U.S. Supreme Court, only 4 have been women.

•• Women make up only 10% of the Tenth Circuit’s active members.

•• About 30% of active U.S. district judges are women.

•• Only 68 women of color are serving as active federal judges across the United States.

•• Seven federal courts of appeals have no active female judges.17

Race in the Judiciary
Initially in the United States, there was no standardized method to admit someone to 

serve in the judiciary. The steps to becoming an attorney differed across states, but most 
required some type of an oral examination. The first black attorney in the United States 
was Macon Bolling Allen, who was admitted in Maine in 1844. This victory was short-lived 
because Allen was unable to find work in Maine as prejudice prevented whites from hiring a 
black attorney. Few blacks lived in Maine, making client prospects bleak. Allen then moved to 
Boston, where he encountered the same prejudice and difficulty in making a living. To coun-
ter this, he passed a difficult exam to serve as a justice of the peace to supplement his meager 
earnings. This position, achieved in 1848, earned Allen the title of the first African American 
judge in the United States. Note that at this time, he was not considered a citizen under the 
U.S. Constitution because he was black.

The first black man to be allowed to argue before the U.S. Supreme Court was John 
Rock, from Massachusetts. This accomplished physician and dentist is credited with coin-
ing the phrase “black is beautiful” in 1858. The day after Congress ended slavery with the 

Myra Bradwell. What challenges did Bradwell face in trying to 

enter a male-dominated profession?
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