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approval of the Thirteenth Amendment, a motion to 
make Rock the first black lawyer to be admitted to the 
bar of the Supreme Court was passed. The first black 
woman admitted to the Supreme Court bar was Violette 
Anderson. An alumna of Chicago Law School, Anderson 
also was first to practice law in the U.S. District Court, 
Eastern Division, and later was the first female prosecu-
tor in the city of Chicago.

Other black firsts followed higher in the judiciary. 
In 1945, the first black judge to serve at the federal 
level was appointed by President Harry Truman. Irvin 
Mollison served in the U.S. Customs Court in New York 
City beginning in 1945.18 Shortly thereafter, in 1950, 
Truman appointed William Hastie to the Circuit Court 
of Appeals, making him the first African American to 
serve in this capacity. James Parsons was the first African 
American appointed to sit on a federal district court. 
Parsons was appointed by President John F. Kennedy in 
1961 to serve in the Northern District of Illinois, and he 
served until his retirement in 1992. Perhaps one of the 
most widely known black judges is Thurgood Marshall. 
Marshall held many important judicial positions, includ-
ing the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit 
and as solicitor general of the United States. Marshall 
is also recognized for his position as chief counsel of 
the NAACP Legal Defense Fund. In that role he argued  
the landmark case of Brown v. Board of Education before 
the Supreme Court. In 1967 Marshall was nominated and 
appointed as an associate justice on the U.S. Supreme 
Court by President Lyndon B. Johnson. Marshall served 
in this capacity until retiring in 1991.

Hispanics in the Judiciary
Gathering information on Hispanic firsts in the judiciary proves more difficult. As noted 

by Professor Michael Olivas, “identification of Latino ethnicity is, as always, problematic. 
This type of identification is an art, not a science.”19 Olivas had written that the attorneys 
arguing the landmark case of Hernandez v. Texas in 1954 were the first Latinos to appear 
before the U.S. Supreme Court. This important case established that Mexican Americans and 
racial groups had equal protections under the Fourteenth Amendment of the Constitution. 
Newer information suggests that this may be incorrect, as there is evidence that Pedro Capo-
Rodriquez argued cases before the Supreme Court in 1950. In addition, the first Latina to 
argue before the Supreme Court may well have been Miriam Neveira de Rodon, who argued 
Examining Board v. Flores de Otero before the Court in 1975.20 This case held that state law 
could not exclude aliens from practicing civil engineering in Puerto Rico.

Other Hispanic firsts occurred recently. The first Hispanic attorney general to serve the 
United States was Alberto Gonzalez, who was appointed by President George W. Bush in 
2005. Gonzalez served for 2 years before resigning. His time at the Department of Justice was 
controversial. It was alleged by some individuals that Gonzalez fired many U.S. attorneys for 
political reasons. Also, during his tenure as attorney general, the United States engaged in 
warrantless wiretapping to fight the war on terror. This program allowed the monitoring of 
phone calls, email, web browsing, text messaging, and other communication without a war-
rant. This controversial tactic remains a point of contention today. Finally, Gonzalez’s tenure 
was marked with controversy surrounding “enhanced interrogation techniques,” referred to 
by many people as “torture.” Gonzalez allegedly supported these techniques. Though serving 
only 2 years, his tenure involved many difficult issues. Today, he serves as dean of Belmont 
University’s College of Law.

In 1861, John Rock passed the state bar of Massachusetts, and, in 

1865, the very day after Congress approved the 13th Amendment 

ending slavery, he became the first Black person to be admitted 

to the bar of the Supreme Court of the United States.
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