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Plessy v. Ferguson
Case background:

Year: 1896
Chief Justice: Melville Fuller
Associate Justices: Stephen J. Field, John M. Harlan, Horace Gray, David J. Brewer, Henry B. Brown, George Shiras, Jr., Edward D. White, Rufus Peckham

The state of Louisiana created the “Separate Car Act” in 1890 that made it illegal for blacks to sit in railroad cars designated for whites only. The Citizen’s Committee to Test the Constitutionality of the Separate Car Act set out to end the act. They chose to back Homer Plessy after he would intentionally buy a ticket and sit in a “whites only” railroad car. He was arrested and charged. Albion Tourgée, the lawyer representing Plessy, decided to argue for him for free. In the district court, Judge John Howard Ferguson ruled that because it was an interstate train trip, Louisiana could regulate the East Louisiana Railroad company, and thus Plessy was found guilty. Plessy appealed to the Louisiana State Supreme Court with no luck there and then petitioned for a writ of error from the United States Supreme Court.  
Issues: 

Whether or not the Separate Car Act violated the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendments? 
Decision:


The court, with a 7-1 vote, found that the segregation law was constitutional. They ejected Plessy’s arguments based on the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendments. The court did not see a way in which Louisiana violated the Thirteenth Amendment. They also found that Louisiana did not foster any inferiority of African-Americans that would have been in violation of the Fourteenth Amendment.
Majority Opinion:

Consisting of seven Justices, the majority ruled that the Separate Car Act did not conflict with the Thirteenth Amendment that is too clear for argument besides. The Fourteenth Amendment was not meant to abolish all segregation and that laws allowing for the segregation did not necessarily imply the inferiority of one race to the other.

Dissent:

Justice John Marshall Harlan was the only Justice to side with Plessy examining the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendments and finding that between the two, civil rights that pertain to freedom and citizenship of citizens shall be protected. Harlan declares the constitution color-blind and does not tolerate classes among citizens. Thus, all citizens are equal. In addition, Harlan says that the continuation of such acts as the Separate Cars Act will encourage a belief that it is possible to bypass the purpose of Amendments that people of the United States decided on together.
