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Case Brief: Plessy v. Ferguson (1896)

Caption: Plessy v. Ferguson, 163 U.S. 537 (1896)

Facts:

Homer Adolph Plessy, who was seven-eighths Caucasian and one-eighth African blood, deliberately
violated Louisiana's Separate Car Act of 1890 by refusing to leave a whites-only railway car. The Act
mandated separate railway carriages for white and colored races. Plessy's arrest for this act formed the
basis of a challenge to the constitutionality of the law.

Procedural History:

Plessy was convicted in a Louisiana state court for violating the Separate Car Act. The Louisiana State
Supreme Court upheld his conviction. Plessy then appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court, arguing that the
Separate Car Act violated the 13th and 14th Amendments of the U.S. Constitution.

Issues:

The primary issue was whether the Separate Car Act violated the Equal Protection Clause of the 14th
Amendment.

Holding:

The Supreme Court held that the Separate Car Act did not violate the 14th Amendment, establishing the
doctrine of "separate but equal."

Rationale:

Justice Henry Billings Brown, writing for the majority, argued that the 14th Amendment was designed to
enforce equality but not to abolish distinctions based on color. The Court reasoned that separate facilities
for different races did not necessarily imply the inferiority of either race. The decision was grounded in
the belief that the law was a reasonable exercise of the state's police power, aimed at promoting public
welfare without contravening the 14th Amendment's provisions for equal protection.
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Disposition:

The judgment of the Louisiana State Supreme Court was affirmed.

Concurring Opinions:

None noted.

Dissenting Opinion:

Justice John Marshall Harlan was the sole dissenter, arguing vehemently against the majority's decision.
He contended that the Constitution is color-blind, emphasizing that the law's intent was to maintain the
superiority of the white race. Harlan criticized the majority for allowing a state law to infringe upon the
personal liberties and equal rights of citizens, predicting that the decision would have negative
repercussions similar to those of the Dred Scott decision. He highlighted the absurdity of the majority's
reasoning by suggesting that it could lead to further racial segregation in other aspects of public life.

Analysis:

Justice Harlan's dissenting opinion stands out for its foresight and understanding of the principles of
equality and liberty enshrined in the Constitution. His assertion that the Constitution is color-blind and his
critique of the majority's acceptance of racial segregation as a basis for state legislation reflect a deep
commitment to civil rights. Harlan's dissent would later be vindicated by the Supreme Court's decision in
Brown v. Board of Education (1954), which overturned Plessy and declared state laws establishing
separate public schools for black and white students to be unconstitutional.

Conclusion:

In Plessy v. Ferguson, the Supreme Court's decision to uphold the "separate but equal" doctrine
legitimized racial segregation and discrimination for decades. Justice Harlan's dissent, however, provided
a powerful counterargument rooted in the ideals of equality and justice, underscoring the role of the
judiciary in protecting the rights of all citizens.


