
Pauli Murray 
Born in Baltimore, Maryland, on November 20, 1910, Murray was 
raised by her maternal family in Durham, North Carolina. She was 
a civil rights activist, women's rights activist, lawyer, author, and the 
first black women to become an Episcopal priest ordained in 1977. 

After graduating from high school in 1929, she moved to New York 
city. She attended Hunter College but after the crash she had to 
abandon her studies. She eventually got a job at Works for Public 
Administration and as a teacher in the remedial reading project. 
She started to publish articles and poems in magazines. In 1938, 
she tried, unsuccessfully, due to her race, to enter The University 
of North Carolina, the NAACP supported her, and her case caught 

national interest. During her campaign to allow blacks to be accepted, she developed a 
life-long friendship with Eleanor Roosevelt. She also once applied to Harvard but was 
rejected due to her gender. Later she called such discrimination the “Jane Crow” law.  
  
She was arrested and jailed in a bus incident in Virginia in 
1940. She was initially defended by the NAACP but was 
convicted only of disorderly conduct rather than violating 
segregation law. The NAACP ceased to represent her. She 
then became active in the trial of a sharecropper, Odell Waller, 
that had killed his landlord. He claimed self-defense but was 
found guilty and executed. These incidences inspired a career 
in civil rights law.  
 

At Howard Law School in 1942, while still 
in law school, she published an article, 
"Negro Youth's Dilemma", that challenged segregation in the U.S. 
military, which continued during World II. That year, the National 
Council of Negro Women named her its "Woman of the Year" 
and Mademoiselle magazine did the same in 1947. She graduated 
first in her class. In 1945, Murray was hired as the state's first black 
deputy attorney general in California. 
 
In 1950, Murray published “States' Laws on Race and Color”, an 
examination and critique of state segregation laws throughout the 
nation. Thurgood Marshall, then NAACP chief counsel and a future 

supreme court justice, called Murray's book the "bible" of the civil rights movement. She 
cited psychological and sociological evidence as well as legal. Murray argued for civil 
rights lawyers to challenge state segregation laws as unconstitutional directly.  
 
In 1961, U.S. President John F. Kennedy appointed Murray to the Presidential 
Commission on the Status of Women. She coauthored, with Mary Eastwood, a 
landmark article, "Jane Crow and the Law: Sex Discrimination and Title VII", in 



the George Washington Law Review. She also spent time in private practice before 
pursuing a doctorate in law at Yale University in 1960s. Murray became the first African 
American to be awarded a J.D.S. degree from the university. In 1966 she was a 
cofounder of the National Organization for Women (NOW), which she hoped could act 
as an NAACP for women's rights. 
 
From 1968 until 1973, she was a professor at Brandeis; she left to attend the 
seminary. She decided to challenge sexual discrimination in the Episcopal Church by 
entering the priesthood. After three years of study at Yale, in 1977 she became the first 
African American woman ordained as an Episcopal priest and was among the first 
generation of Episcopal women priests. She served in churches in Washington, D.C., 
Baltimore, and Pittsburgh until her retirement in 1984. 
 
In addition, she was talented writer and editor of non-fiction and poetry, Pauli Murray 
had several books published. She married briefly once, to “Billy”, but had the marriage 
annulled. On July 1, 1985, the Rev. Dr. Pauli Murray died of cancer in the house she 
owned with a lifelong friend, Maida Springer Kemp, in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.  
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