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Background: 

In the early 1950s, Linda Brown was a young African American student in the Topeka, Kansas school 
district. Every day she and her sister, Terry Lynn, had to walk through the Rock Island Railroad 
Switchyard to get to the bus stop for the ride to the all-black Monroe School. Linda Brown tried to gain 
admission to the Sumner School, which was closer to her house, but her application was denied by the 
Board of Education of Topeka because of her race. The Sumner School was for white children only. 

Under the laws of the time, many public facilities were segregated by race. The precedent-
setting Plessy v. Ferguson case, which was decided by the Supreme Court of the United States in 1896, 
allowed for such segregation. In that case, a black man, Homer Plessy, challenged a Louisiana law that 
required railroad companies to provide equal, but separate, accommodations for the white and African 
American races. He claimed that the Louisiana law violated the Fourteenth Amendment, which demands 
that states provide "equal protection of the laws." However, the Supreme Court of the United States held 
that as long as segregated facilities were qualitatively equal, segregation did not violate the Fourteenth 
Amendment. In doing so, the Court classified segregation as a matter of social equality, out of the control 
of the justice system concerned with maintaining legal equality. The Court stated, "If one race be inferior 
to the other socially, the constitution of the United States cannot put them on the same plane."  

At the time of the Brown case, a Kansas statute permitted, but did not require, cities of more than 15,000 
people to maintain separate school facilities for black and white students. On that basis, the Board of 
Education of Topeka elected to establish segregated elementary schools. Other public schools in the 
community were operated on a nonsegregated, or unitary, basis. 

The Browns felt that the decision of the Board violated the Constitution. They sued the Board of 
Education of Topeka, alleging that the segregated school system deprived Linda Brown of the equal 
protection of the laws required under the Fourteenth Amendment. 

Thurgood Marshall, an attorney for the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 
(NAACP), argued the Brown's case. Marshall would later become a Supreme Court justice. 

The three-judge federal district court found that segregation in public education had a detrimental effect 
upon black children, but the court denied that there was any violation of Brown's rights because of the 
"separate but equal" doctrine established in the Supreme Court's 1896 Plessy decision. The court found 
that the schools were substantially equal with respect to buildings, transportation, curricula, and 
educational qualifications of teachers. The Browns appealed their case to the Supreme Court of the United 
States, claiming that the segregated schools were not equal and could never be made equal. The Court 
combined the case with several similar cases from South Carolina, Virginia, and Delaware. The ruling in 
the Brown v. Board of Education case came in 1954. 

Summary: 

In a unanimous decision, the Supreme Court ruled in favor of Brown.  The Court found the practice of 
segregation unconstitutional and refused to apply its decision in Plessy v. Ferguson to “the field of public 
education.”  Chief Justice Earl Warren wrote the opinion for the Court.   



The Court noted that public education was central to American life.  Calling it “the very foundation of 
good citizenship,” they acknowledged that public education was not only necessary to prepare children 
for their future professions and to enable them to actively participate in the democratic process, but that it 
was also “a principal instrument in awakening the child to cultural values” present in their communities. 
The justices found it very unlikely that a child would be able to succeed in life without a good 
education.  Access to such an education was thus “a right which must be made available to all on equal 
terms.” 

The justices then assessed the equality of the facilities that the Board of Education of Topeka provided for 
the education of African American children against those provided for white children.  Ruling that they 
were substantially equal in “tangible factors” that could be measured easily, (such as “buildings, 
curricula, and qualifications and salaries of teachers), they concluded that the Court must instead examine 
the more subtle, intangible effect of segregation on the system of public education. 

Departing from the Court’s earlier reasoning in Plessy, the justices here argued that separating children 
solely on the basis of race created a feeling of inferiority in the “hearts and minds” of African American 
children.  Segregating children in public education created and perpetuated the idea that African 
American children held a lower status in the community than white children, even if their separate 
educational facilities were substantially equal in “tangible” factors.  This feeling of inferiority reduced the 
desire to learn and achieve in African American children, and had “a tendency to retard their educational 
and mental development and to deprive them of some of the benefits they would receive in a racially 
integrated school system.”  Concluding that “separate education facilities are inherently unequal”, the 
Supreme Court ruled that segregation in public education denied African American children the equal 
protection of the laws guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment. 

One year later, the Court addressed the implementation of its decision in a case known as Brown v. Board 
of Education II.  Chief Justice Warren once again wrote an opinion for the unanimous court.  The Court 
acknowledged that desegregating public schools would take place in various ways, depending on the 
unique problems faced by individual school districts.  After charging local school authorities with the 
responsibility for solving these problems, the Court instructed federal trial courts to oversee the process 
and determine whether local authorities were desegregating schools in good faith, mandating that 
desegregation take place with “with all deliberate speed.” 

Key Excerpts from the Majority Opinion, Brown I (1954): 

The decision was unanimous. Chief Justice Earl Warren delivered the opinion of the Court. 

. . . Here . . . there are findings below that the Negro and white schools involved have been equalized, or 
are being equalized, with respect to buildings, curricula, qualifications, and salaries of teachers, and other 
"tangible" factors. Our decision, therefore, cannot turn on merely a comparison of these tangible factors in 
the Negro and white schools involved in each of these cases. We must look instead to the effect of 
segregation itself on public education. . . .  

Today, education is perhaps the most important function of state and local governments. Compulsory 
school attendance laws and the great expenditures for education both demonstrate our recognition of the 
importance of education to our democratic society. . . . Today it is a principal instrument in awakening the 
child to cultural values, in preparing him for later professional training, and in helping him to adjust 
normally to his environment. In these days, it is doubtful that any child may reasonably be expected to 
succeed in life if he is denied the opportunity of an education. Such an opportunity, where the state has 
undertaken to provide it, is a right which must be made available to all on equal terms. . . .  



To separate them [children in grade and high schools] from others of similar age and qualifications solely 
because of their race generates a feeling of inferiority as to their status in the community that may affect 
their hearts and minds in a way unlikely to ever be undone. . . . Whatever may have been the extent of 
psychological knowledge at the time of Plessy v. Ferguson, this finding is amply supported by modern 
authority. . . . 

We conclude that in the field of public education the doctrine of "separate but equal" has no place. 
Separate educational facilities are inherently unequal. Therefore, we hold that the plaintiffs and other 
similarly situated . . . are . . . deprived of the equal protection of the laws guaranteed by the Fourteenth 
Amendment. 

Notes on the Opinion: 

After the decision in Brown was reached, the Court decided a companion case Bolling v. Sharpe 
regarding the same issue of segregation in the District of Columbia. The Court notes first that although 
the Fourteenth Amendment is only applicable to states, the Fifth Amendment is applicable to the District 
of Columbia. The Court then held that while the Fifth Amendment does not contain an equal protection 
clause it does contain a due process clause, the concepts both stemming from the American ideal of 
fairness, and discrimination can be so unjustifiable it can be deemed violative of due process. 

Key Excerpts from the Majority Opinion, Brown II (1955): 

The decision was unanimous. Chief Justice Earl Warren delivered the opinion of the Court. 

These cases [Brown and others] were decided on May 17, 1954. The opinions of that date, declaring the 
fundamental principle that racial discrimination in public education is unconstitutional, are incorporated 
herein by reference. All provisions of federal state, or local law requiring or permitting such 
discrimination must yield to this principle. There remains for consideration the manner in which relief is 
to be accorded . . . .  

Full implementation of these constitutional principles may require solution of varied local school 
problems. School authorities have the primary responsibility for elucidating, assessing, and solving these 
problems; courts will have to consider whether the action of school authorities constitutes good faith 
implementation of the governing constitutional principles . . . .  

While giving weight to . . . public and private considerations, the courts will require that the defendants 
make a prompt and reasonable start toward full compliance with our May 17, 1954, ruling. Once such a 
start has been made, the courts may find that additional time is necessary to carry out the ruling in an 
effective manner. The burden rests upon the defendants to establish that such time is necessary in the 
public interest and is consistent with good faith compliance at the earliest practicable date. To that end, 
the courts may consider problems related to administration, arising from the physical condition of the 
school plant, the school transportation system, personnel, revision of school districts and attendance areas 
into compact units to achieve a system of determining admission to the public schools on a nonracial 
basis, and revision of local laws and regulations which may be necessary in solving the foregoing 
problems. 

. . . [T]he cases are remanded to the District Courts to take such proceedings and enter such orders and 
decrees consistent with this opinion as are necessary and proper to admit to public schools on a racially 
nondiscriminatory basis with all deliberate speed the parties to these cases.  


