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Plessy v. Ferguson (1896)
Argued: April 13, 1896
Decided: May 18, 1896
Background and Facts
In 1890, Louisiana passed a law called the Separate Car Act. This law said that railroad companies must provide “separate but equal” train cars based on race. Black people had to sit with each other and White people had to sit with each other. This is called segregation. Anyone who broke this law would have to pay $25 or go to jail for 20 days.
Homer Plessy believed that this law violated the Constitution. Plessy was a citizen of the United States. He was biracial and a resident of the state of Louisiana. On June 7, 1892, Plessy bought a first-class ticket from New Orleans to Covington, Louisiana. He sat in the car for White passengers. Railroad officials knew Plessy was coming and arrested him for violating the Separate Car Act. 
Plessy argued in court that the Separate Car Act violated the 14th Amendment to the Constitution, which requires that the government treat people equally. John Howard Ferguson was the judge hearing the case. He declared the law constitutional and found Plessy guilty.
Plessy appealed the case to the Louisiana Supreme Court, which agreed that the Louisiana law was constitutional. Plessy then took his case to the Supreme Court of the United States. 
Constitutional Question
Does the Separate Car Act violate the 14th Amendment?
Arguments for Plessy (petitioner)
The 14th Amendment applies to this case. It says that people should be treated equally under the law. That means that Black people and White people should have access to the same services and goods. 
Laws should not separate Black and White people. When laws do this, they are really saying that Black people are inferior to White people. 
This law was not created to promote the public good. Instead, it promotes racial prejudice. 
Arguments for Ferguson (respondent)
The 14th Amendment only applies to whether Black people and White people are equal by law. The Separate Cars Act does not prohibit African Americans from using the railroad. 
The 14th Amendment does not apply to whether Black people and White people are socially equal. Laws cannot change how people view one another. Therefore, racial prejudice cannot be addressed in a law. 
This law was created to promote the public good. During this time period, many White people in power believed that mixing races would disrupt the way of life, particularly in Southern states. This law upholds order between the races. 
Decision
In a 7-1 decision, the Supreme Court ruled against Homer Plessy. The majority rejected Plessy’s 14th Amendment argument. Instead it agreed with the doctrine of “separate but equal.” 
In the majority opinion, the justices said that the 14th Amendment “could not have been intended to abolish distinctions based upon color, or to enforce social…equality.” According to the Court, the 14th Amendment was only concerned with legal equality. It was not concerned with social equality. 
In addition, the justices said that separation of the races by law does not “stamp the colored race with a badge of inferiority.” They said that racial prejudice could not be overcome by forcing people of different races to interact with each other. 
The justices also decided on whether this law promoted the public good. They agreed that the law helped with “the preservation of the public peace and good order.” As long as separate facilities were actually equal, they said that the Constitution did not prohibit segregation.
Justice John Marshall Harlan dissented from the majority opinion. He argued that “separate but equal” laws allowed society to believe that the two races were not equal.
Impact of the Case
Although not specifically written in the decision, Plessy set the precedent that “separate” facilities for Black people and White people were constitutional as long as they were “equal.” The “separate but equal” doctrine was quickly extended to cover many areas of public life, such as restaurants, theaters, restrooms, and public schools. Often, facilities for Black people were far inferior to facilities for White people. The laws creating separate facilities and enforcing racial segregation became known as Jim Crow laws.
Justice John Marshall Harlan’s dissent in Plessy was very important to the Brown v. Board of Education school segregation case that came to the Court in 1954. Harlan said that these “separate but equal” laws promoted and perpetuated the belief that Black people were inferior to White people. He argued that these laws must be struck down. He said that the government could not “permit the seeds of race hate to be planted under the sanction of law.” Justice Harlan believed that the Constitution could allow “no superior, dominant ruling class of citizens.” Because segregation had the effect of creating such classes, he judged, it was unconstitutional.
Glossary
14th Amendment: Section 1 of the 14th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution says “All persons born or naturalized in the United States, and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of the United States and of the state wherein they reside. No state shall make or enforce any law which shall abridge the privileges or immunities of citizens of the United States; nor shall any state deprive any person of life, liberty, or property, without due process of law; nor deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws.”
Appealed: to formally request that a lower court decision be examined and reconsidered by a higher court.
Constitutional: allowed by or contained in the Constitution. 
Dissented: differed in opinion.
Doctrine: a belief or set of beliefs.
Jim Crow laws: state and local laws that legalized racial segregation. These laws existed mostly in the South from the 1890s–1960s. They prevented African Americans from voting and required the segregation of schools, parks, libraries, restrooms, restaurants, and many other places.
Precedent: a court decision on a legal question that guides future cases with similar questions.
Prejudice: a negative opinion formed without good reasons.
Segregation: the policy or practice of separating people of different races, classes, or ethnic groups, as in schools, housing, and public or commercial facilities, especially as a form of discrimination. 
“Separate but equal”: a legal doctrine that allowed for racial segregation as long as the facilities provided for each race were equal. In reality, most facilities provided for Black people were inferior to facilities provided for White people.
Socially: in a way that relates to how people live together. 
Unconstitutional: not allowed by or contained in the Constitution. If a law is unconstitutional, it will be struck down, meaning it is no longer a law.
	Additional information about Plessy v. Ferguson, including background at three reading levels, opinion quotes and summaries, teaching activities, and additional resources, can be found at https://www.landmarkcases.org/.
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