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own opinion. The appointment of John Marshall as the fourth chief justice in 1801 changed 
the ways in which the court operated. Justice Marshall established the idea of a majority 
opinion. In other words, the court issued one opinion as the decision. Although initially 
without diversity, the Supreme Court has changed over time. The first female justice was 
Sandra Day O’Conner, appointed in 1981. Today, three of the justices are female. In addition, 
one justice is African American, another is Latina, and three are Jewish.

The current Court consists of one chief justice and eight associate justices, each appointed 
by the president, who nominates a candidate for 
approval by Congress. Supreme Court justices 
receive a lifetime appointment, though a justice 
may be impeached and removed from the bench 
for serious misbehavior under Articles I and II of 
the Constitution. The only justice impeached 
by the House of Representatives was Samuel 
Chase in 1805, although he was acquitted of any 
wrongdoing by the Senate. William O. Douglas, 
the longest serving justice, remained on the court 
for 36 years, from 1939 to 1975. Senior Justice 
Antonin Scalia is the longest serving member of 
the current court; he was appointed in 1986.

Federal and state cases generally come before 
the Supreme Court after an attorney or litigant 
files a petition for a writ of certiorari. If the Court 
agrees to hear the case it issues a writ of certio-
rari in which the record of the case is brought 
from the lower court. The Court has a great deal 
of discretion on which cases to review and will 
grant a writ based on the rule of four; that is, 
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Figure 7.1  n  Diagram of the U.S. Courts

Source: National Abortion Federation. (2010). Federal court system. 

Colorado marijuana shop. Millions of dollars of retail sales of marijuana in 

Colorado clash with federal laws. The legal sale of pot is a frustrating issue 

for federal law enforcement. What policing and policy approaches might 

work best to resolve the conflict between state and federal laws?

Ed
 E

nd
ico

tt/
Al

am
y N

ew
s




