Civil Rights Case Studies
"No state shall ... deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws." 







Equal Protection Clause, 14th Amendment 
Case NO. 1. Brown v. Board
One word described race relations in the U.S. in the 1950s.  Segregation.  The United States maintained separate facilities for whites and non-whites.  Whites and non-whites used separate rail cars, schools and drinking fountains and the Plessy v. Fergusson case ruled in 1896 said that this practice did not violate the Equal Rights Clause of the 14th Amendment.  The plaintiffs in the Brown v. Board case argued that the facilities designated for blacks were inferior to the facilities designated for whites.  Oliver Brown sued the Board of Education in Topeka, Kansas because he claimed that it was unfair for his daughter to get shipped out to a segregated school six blocks away from his house than attend an all-white school one block away from his home.  Does a segregated school system violate the 14th amendment?  Why or why not? 
Case NO. 2 Little Rock 

Not everyone agreed with the Brown v. Board case, certainly not Arkansas governor Orval Faubus.  When a group of African American students tried to enroll in Little Rock Central High School, Faubus ordered the Arkansas National Guard to block the students from entering.  The students were followed by crowds who were mocking them and threatening to lynch them.  If you were the President during that time, what would you do?  Why? 
Case NO. 3 Civil Rights Act 
By 1964, desegregation only applied to public schools.  All other public services remained racially segregated, including hotels, restaurants, theaters and public employment.   How would you go about proving that racial segregation was unconstitutional in all public accommodations?  
Case NO. 4 Selma, Alabama 

While the 15th Amendment officially gave all men the right to vote regardless of race or ethnic identity, governments in the South systematically denied blacks the right to vote by enforcing literacy tests.  The SCLC and the SNCC organized a Voting Rights Campaign in Selma, Alabama to try to register blacks to vote, but this led to over 3,000 arrests and reports of police brutality.  On March, 7, 1965, 600 civil rights marchers were brutally attacked by police officers in an event called Bloody Sunday.    If you were President, what would you do? 
Civil Rights Decisions
Brown v. Board (1954) 
The Supreme Court ruled, in a unanimous decision, that segregation itself was unconstitutional and harmful to black students.  They were convinced that black children suffered social and psychological damage by having to attend segregated schools.  The Supreme Court ruled that public schools should be integrated.  
Little Rock (1957) 
President Dwight D. Eisenhower ordered federal troops to enforce integration and protect the nine students.  The 101st Airborne Division successfully escorted the nine students to school on Sept. 25, 1957.  While black students successfully enrolled in integrated schools, they still experienced threats and insults from other members of the student body.  Minnijean Brown was suspended, and later expelled, because she fought back against others who harassed her.    
Civil Rights Act (1964) 

President John F. Kennedy proposed the Civil Rights Act in a speech in 1963.  The act prohibited racial segregation in businesses, including theaters, restaurants, hotels and employment.  The law did not outlaw segregation in private businesses.  The bill passed in both houses of Congress and was signed into law by President Lyndon Johnson on July 2, 1964.  

Voting Rights Act (1965) 
The Voting Rights Act aimed to aid African Americans in getting the right to vote.  While the fifteenth amendment was passed during Reconstruction, Southern states continued to enforce literacy tests which limited their rights to vote.  The voting rights act made poll taxes, literacy tests illegal and provided legal protections for African Americans who wanted to register to vote.  
By the end of 1965, a quarter of a million new black voters had been registered, one-third by Federal examiners.
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