Unit 5, Period 6

Contextualization & Making Inferences... Plessy v Ferguson, 1896

Directions:

Using knowledge of history as well as the images and notes below, analyze the historical significance of Plessy v Ferguson. Highlight the main points of the ruling as well as the
comparative context included in the notes. Then, summarize the context and historical significance of this court decision in your own words. Make connections to the Civil War
Era as well as the Civil Rights Era, thus connecting the end of slavery to the reforms of the 1950s & 1960s.
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In a 7-1 decision, the Supreme Court ruled in favor of Ferguson. The majority rejected Plessy’s Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendment
arguments, instead putting its stamp of approval on the dectrine of “separate but equal.™ The dissent. written by Justice John Marshall
Harlan, disagreed, arguing that segregationist laws indoctrinate society with the belief that the two races are not equal.

Tustice Henry Brown wrote the majority opinion, which rejected Plessy’s argument that the Lonisiana law conflicted with the Thirteenth
Amendment. The justices then considered whether the law conflicted with the Fourteenth Amendment. They identified the purpose of
the Fourteenth Amendment as “enforce[ing] the absolute equality of the two races before the law,” but then asserted that “it conld not
have been intended to abolish distinctions based vpon color, or to enforce social. equality.” According to the Court, the Fourteenth
Amendment was only concerned with legal, not social, equality.

Inn addition, the justices denied the argument that separation of the races by law “stamps the colored race with a badge of inferiority.”™
They argued nstead that racial prejudice could not be overcome by “an enforced commingling of the two races.” According to this
argument, ovtlawing segregation would not eliminate racial prejudice, becanse such societal beliefs could not be changed simply by
changing the law. The Court concluded that “if ene race be inferior to the other sccially, the Constitution _ .. cannot put them npon the
same plane.”

The justices explained that because the Louisiana law did not conflict with the purpose of the Fourteenth Amendment, the only
remaining question was whether it was “reascnable, and _.. enacted in good faith for the promotion for the public good.”™ Giving much
deference to the state legislature of Lonisiana, they determined that the Loy met this requirement becanse it furthered “the preservation of
the public peace and good order.”™ Thus, so long as separate facilities were actually qualitatively equal, the Constitution did not prohibit
segregation in the view of the majority of the Court.

Tustice John Mharshall Harlan dissented from the majority opinion. In an opinion that later became pivetal in the Srown v. Board of
Education cases (1934), he argued that segregationist legislation, like the Louisiana law, was based on the assumption that “colored
citizens are so inferior and degraded that they cannct be allowed to sit in public coaches occupied by white citizens.”™ These laws
promoted and perpetuated the belief that African Americans were inferior to whites. Aeccording to Justice Harlan, such laws must be
struck dowrn becanse the government could not “permit the seeds of race hate to be planted under the sanction of law.” Justice Harlan
believed that the constitution must be “coler-blind,” and that it could allow “no superior, deminant ruling class of citizens.™ Becanse
segregation had the effect of creating such classes, he judged, it was vnconstitutional.

Summarize the historical context and historical significance of this Supreme Court case. Write in complete sentences.

Historical Analysis Activity written by Rebecca Richardson, Allen High School using images and case summary from ronanshonorsushistoryii.mrsronansclasses.com




