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Question
Does the segregation of public education based solely on race violate the Equal Protection 
Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment?

Facts of the Case
This case was the consolidation of cases arising in Kansas, South Carolina, Virginia, Delaware, 
and Washington D.C. relating to the segregation of public schools on the basis of race. In each 
of the cases, African American students had been denied admittance to certain public schools 
based on laws allowing public education to be segregated by race. They argued that such 
segregation violated the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. The plaintiffs 
were denied relief in the lower courts based on Plessy v. Ferguson, which held that racially 
segregated public facilities were legal so long as the facilities for blacks and whites were equal. 
(This was known as the “separate but equal” doctrine.) 
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Separate but equal educational facilities for racial minorities is inherently unequal, violating 
the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment.

Chief Justice Earl Warren delivered the opinion of the unanimous Court. The Supreme Court 
held that “separate but equal” facilities are inherently unequal and violate the protections 
of the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. The Court reasoned that 
the segregation of public education based on race instilled a sense of inferiority that had a 
hugely detrimental effect on the education and personal growth of African American children. 
Warren based much of his opinion on information from social science studies rather than 
court precedent. The decision also used language that was relatively accessible to non-lawyers 
because Warren felt it was necessary for all Americans to understand its logic.

Conclusion

Justices ordered 
by seniority, 
from left to right.
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