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Gideon v. Wainwright
Case background:

Year: 1963
Chief Justice: Earl Warren
Associate Justices: Hugo Black, William O. Douglas, Tom C. Clark, John Marshall Harlan II, William Brennan, Potter Stewart, Byron White, Arthur Goldberg

On June 3, 1961, a day after my birthday, there was a burglary at the Bay Harbor Pool Room in Panama City, Florida. The burglar broke a window, smashed some vending machines, and took some change from them. A person witnessed Clarence Earl Gideon at the crime scene and Gideon was soon arrested. In court, he asked the judge for a lawyer to help counsel him since he could not afford one himself, but the judge denied his request. He represented himself in court and did a very poor job of defending himself. Gideon was found guilty and sentenced to 5 years in a Florida state prison. In prison, he studied some law and determined that the court violated the Sixth Amendment by not providing him a lawyer because he could not afford one. He then filed a petition of habeas corpus with the Supreme Court, which he asked to be freed from his illegal imprisonment. He had not money so he filed it in forma pauperis.
Issues: 

Whether or not, in state criminal trials indigent defendants are entitled to a lawyer even in noncapital cases?
Decision:


On March 18, 1963, the Supreme Court unanimously decided that state courts are required by the Sixth Amendment and the Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution to provide lawyers for defendants in criminal cases where they are unable to afford their own lawyer. They examined whether or not the assistance of counsel in defense is “fundamental and essential to a fair trial.” They found it to be the obvious that not providing counsel to a person too poor to hire a lawyer would make for an unfair trial.
Majority Opinion:

Eight of the nine justices found that in federal courts, lawyers must be provided for defendants unable to employ counsel unless the right is “competently and intelligently waived.” They looked to a previous case, that of Betts v. Brady, and concluded “appointment of counsel is not a fundamental right, essential to a fair trial.” When examining Betts v. Brady, counsel is not one of the fundamental rights and the Sixth Amendment does not guarantee it.
Concurrence:

Justice Clark wrote that the Sixth Amendment requires “appointment of counsel in all criminal prosecutions” is clear and counsel is a guarantee as established in Betts v. Brady. The Constitution fails to make a clear distinction between capital and noncapital cases. This is problematic in that the distinction of a case as being noncapital will then not require a court to provide counsel.
