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WORDS TO KNOW

appeal To ask a court of law to reverse a decision.

discrimination Unfair treatment based on sex, race, age, or another category or difference from a group.

dissent Disagreement with a majority opinion.

gender equality Fair treatment no matter a person’s sex.

judge A person who makes decisions about legal cases.

lawyer A person who argues legal cases and defends someone in a dispute about the law.

majority More than half of a group.

nominate To formally suggest.

Senate Part of the United States Congress involved in making laws and policies.
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Ruth Bader Ginsburg



CHAPTER 1

RUTH AS A CHILD

In 1933, the United States was a very different place than it is today. Back then, it was very rare for a woman to become a lawyer. It was even more unusual for a woman to be a judge. One child born in that era, however, challenged those ideas when she grew up.

Joan Ruth Bader was born on March 15, 1933, in Brooklyn, New York. The family lived in a low-income section of that part of New York City. Ruth’s father, Nathan, had come to the United States from Russia. Her mother, Celia, was born in New York to Austrian parents. Ruth’s father was a merchant, and her mother worked at a clothing factory.


As a young girl, Ruth’s family called her “Kiki,” a nickname started by her sister.
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Ruth grew up in the Flatbush area of Brooklyn, New York, in the 1930s and 1940s.



GROWING UP

At the time Ruth was growing up, not many girls went to college. Many women got married and raised children at home. They never had a career. Ruth’s mother encouraged her to study hard and go to college.


Ruth Bader Ginsburg Says:

“My mother told me to be a lady. And for her, that meant be your own person, be independent.”



Ruth followed her mother’s advice. Sadly though, Celia Ginsburg was not able to see the results of her daughter’s hard work. She died of cancer the day before Ruth’s high school graduation. Ruth went on to attend Cornell University. She finished first in her class.





CHAPTER 2

PRACTICING THE LAW

The year 1954 was important for Ruth in more than one way. Not only did she graduate from college, but she got married, too. Her husband, Martin Ginsburg, was a law student at Harvard University at the time. He was called into the military when they were expecting their first child, Jane.

When Marty returned from the military, the young family moved near Harvard University so he could continue law school. That’s when Ruth decided that she would also like to become a lawyer. She enrolled in Harvard Law School. She was just one of nine women in the class of more than five hundred students.
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Ruth and Martin Ginsburg, seen here in 1998, met on a blind date.




Ginsburg’s husband suffered from cancer when the couple was first married. She cared for him and their young daughter while she attended law school.
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The Ginsburg family on vacation in Egypt (left to right: Martin, Jane, James, and Ruth)



FIGHTING FOR EQUALITY

The Ginsburg family moved to New York City when Marty got a job there as a lawyer. Ruth finished law school in the city, at Columbia University. She had a much harder time finding a job than her husband did. At the time, there were few law firms that wanted to hire a woman.


Ruth Bader Ginsburg Says:

“When I graduated from Columbia Law School in 1959, not a law firm in the entire city of New York would employ me.”



The experience made an important impression on Ginsburg. When she was finally hired, she decided that a lawyer could help change unequal treatment based on gender. She took cases that could help others who were not treated fairly under the law.
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Ginsburg in 1963. As a young lawyer, she saw that she could make a difference by taking on discrimination cases.



ARGUING HER CASE

Ginsburg’s first gender inequality case involved a woman in the military. The woman was not given the same benefits as men in her same position. Ginsburg lost the case. She realized that it would be difficult to convince men of the court that inequality toward women was unfair. So, for her next gender inequality case, she defended a man who was treated unfairly because of his sex. She won that case. This put her in a better position to argue that men and women should be treated equally.

Ginsburg defended many different people. Each one was treated unfairly in different ways: in the military, with insurance, with education, and with pregnancy in the workplace. Ginsburg became known for the cases she won. The results of the cases changed people’s lives. Over time, discrimination based on sex became less acceptable. Companies knew they could not get away with unfair treatment.





CHAPTER 3

THE HIGHEST COURT

Ginsburg continued to argue legal cases. At the same time, she taught law at universities and wrote books about law. The 1960s and 1970s were important years for cases about discrimination. More women were starting careers. More minorities were becoming successful in business. Ginsburg became known as a successful lawyer who won important cases about discrimination.
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Ginsburg in 1977. At this time, she was a law professor at Columbia University.




Ruth Bader Ginsburg Says:

“I try to teach through my opinions, through my speeches, how wrong it is to judge people on the basis of what they look like, color of their skin, whether they’re men or women.”



In 1980, President Jimmy Carter noticed Ginsburg’s work. He nominated her to an important position as a court judge. She was nominated to serve on the United States Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia Circuit. The Senate voted and approved her to that position. She and the other judges reviewed all appeals of government cases in Washington, DC. It is considered one of the most important positions for a judge in the country.
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Ginsburg is sworn in as a Supreme Court justice in 1993, with President Clinton (left) and her husband beside her.




The position of Supreme Court justice is for life, or until the justice chooses to retire.



THE HIGHEST COURT

Ginsburg spent thirteen years on the appeals court. Then she was chosen for the highest honor in law. In 1993, President Bill Clinton nominated Ginsburg for a seat on the Supreme Court. To be a justice on the Supreme Court, a person is first nominated by a president. Then the Senate votes about whether the person should have the position. The vote was 96 to 3 in favor of Ginsburg.





CHAPTER 4

A ROLE MODEL

Ginsburg has been on the Supreme Court for decades. She is known for having an opinion different from many of the other judges. When justices disagree with the majority of the court, it is called a dissent. Ginsburg has dissented on many cases. She makes her opinion known in careful statements that explain her point of view. The dissents help to show how she interprets the law. They also help form public opinion about important issues.
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Ginsburg is known for the lace collars she wears with her robe.




Ginsburg is one of only four women who have served on the Supreme Court. Sandra Day O’Connor served from 1981 to 2006. Sonia Sotomayor has served since 2009. Elena Kagan has served since 2010.




[image: ]

Ginsburg poses with the other female Supreme Court justices: Sonia Sotomayor (left) and Elena Kagan.




Ruth Bader Ginsburg Says:

“Fight for the things that you care about, but do it in a way that will lead others to join you.”
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Ginsburg has become popular with young people who admire her views on fairness and equality. Her nickname is “Notorious RBG,” after a popular rapper.



SHAPING THE FUTURE

Ginsburg’s husband, Marty, died of cancer in 2010. After decades on the Supreme Court, Ginsburg is more popular than ever. She speaks at public events, and she is known for her love of opera and traveling.

The Supreme Court affects the way Americans live. They make decisions about issues like same-sex marriage, equal pay, women’s health, and the rights of people with disabilities. The court will continue to interpret laws and help protect people’s rights under those laws. As a member of Supreme Court, Ginsburg has stayed true to herself as she works for fairness and justice.





TIMELINE

1933 Ruth Bader is born on March 15, in Brooklyn, New York.

1950 Ruth’s mother, Celia, dies on June 25, a day before Ruth’s high school graduation.

1954 Graduates from Cornell University and marries Martin (“Marty”) Ginsburg.

1955 Daughter Jane is born.

1959 Graduates from Columbia Law School.

1965 Son James is born.

1980 Nominated by President Jimmy Carter to the US Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia Circuit. Approved by the Senate.

1993 Nominated by President Bill Clinton to be a Supreme Court justice and approved by the Senate.

2010 Husband, Marty, dies of cancer.
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