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In this informational text, Jessica McBirney discusses a landmark Supreme Court case known as Plessy v.
Ferguson. The case challenged racial segregation in public areas in the late 19th century. As you read, take
notes on what happened after the Plessy v. Ferguson decision.

By 1896 the Civil War was over, and the
amendments prohibiting1 slavery and ensuring
equal rights for all citizens had been part of the
U.S. Constitution for more than 25 years. But
racial tensions across the country were incredibly
high, and African Americans continued to
experience oppression2 even though they were
no longer slaves. 1896 was the year that the
Supreme Court ruled on the case of Plessy v.
Ferguson. In this case, the court determined that
racial segregation in public areas was acceptable
and legal, as long as the segregated facilities were
“equal.” This case cemented the racial tensions
and segregation that were heightened during the
decades after the Civil War, and it ensured that African Americans would face explicit3 and legal
oppression for the next 60 years.

The Case

The case began in 1892 when a man named Homer Plessy purchased a first-class train ticket for a
whites-only car in Louisiana. Plessy was one-eighth black by heritage, but in the state of Louisiana he
was legally considered black. Two years earlier, the state of Louisiana passed a law requiring racial
segregation of train cars. To protest the law, a group of concerned black, Creole, and white Louisiana
citizens, called the Committee of Citizens, convinced Plessy to intentionally buy a ticket for a whites-
only car. They expected push-back and wanted to challenge the law in court. As they predicted, the
train company knew Plessy was coming and had him arrested almost as soon as he stepped into the
car.

Plessy’s case made its way through the Louisiana court system. His lawyers argued that the law
mandating4 rail car segregation was unconstitutional because of the 14th Amendment, which ensured
equal protection under the law for all citizens. Their opponent, the state of Louisiana, argued that the
14th Amendment only applied to nationwide laws, not state-specific laws. The courts all sided against
Plessy, but he and his lawyers kept appealing until they made it to the Supreme Court.

[1]

1. Prohibit (verb): to formally forbid something by law
2. Oppression (noun): the state of being subject to unfair treatment or control
3. Explicit (adjective): stated clearly and in detail, leaving no room for doubt
4. an official order to do something
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Supreme Court: A Final Verdict

Segregation was common across the country by the 1890s, not just in the South. Even Massachusetts
segregated their public schools. It was clear that whatever the Supreme Court decided for Plessy’s
case, it would have profound5 and widespread consequences.

The argument used against Plessy became one of the most famous in American legal history. The state
of Louisiana said that mandated segregation did not suggest that blacks were inferior to whites,
because the whites-only train cars and the blacks-only train cars were of the same quality. They were
equal. Looking at it that way, the segregated-train mandate did not violate the 14th Amendment’s
equal protection requirement. The train cars were “separate, but equal,” and therefore it was
constitutional.

The Supreme Court sided with the state of Louisiana and convicted Plessy. There was only one judge
who disagreed. Justice John Marshall Harlan wrote an explanation of his dissenting6 vote, explaining
how white Americans saw themselves in a position of power, even if they were technically “equal” with
others. He believed it was wrong to undermine the 14th Amendment in this way, when the majority of
the country had favored the new law. The law, he argued, was “inconsistent with the personal liberty of
citizens, white and black, in that state, and hostile to both the spirit and letter of the constitution of the
United States.” He predicted that the Plessy decision would become one of the most infamous cases in
Supreme Court history, and that it would set a precedent7 of segregation across the country.

Long-term Effects: Jim Crow

As it turns out, Justice Harlan was exactly right about the effects of the Plessy v. Ferguson decision.
Laws that explicitly segregated the races could not be challenged in court anymore; the Supreme Court
had given segregation the legal “okay,” and states took advantage of this to establish segregation for
decades to come. Although segregation occurred in northern states, especially in public school
systems, it was most prevalent in the South. Laws that segregated blacks and whites came to be known
as a Jim Crow laws.

Jim Crow touched every part of life. And although the Supreme Court case recognized Louisiana’s
segregated train cars as relatively equal in quality, this was not true for most segregated areas. Public
schools for black children received less funding, less maintenance, and less teacher training. Things like
colored bathrooms were poorly constructed and rarely cleaned. Despite this, states recognized them
as “separate, but equal.”

The Jim Crow laws also led to the disenfranchisement8 of African American voters. States passed laws
requiring literacy or history tests, background checks, proof of land ownership, or other complex
processes just to register to vote. Some states even held whites-only primary races to exclude
candidates who might be popular among black voters.

The country may have been “equal” by the standards of Plessy v. Ferguson, but in reality, it was not
equal at all.

[5]

[10]

5. Profound (adjective): very great or intense
6. to differ in opinion
7. something said or done that may serve as an example
8. the state of being deprived of a right or privilege, especially the right to vote
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Overturned: Brown v. Board of Education

It was not until 1954, almost 60 years later, that the Supreme Court overturned9 its own decision from
Plessy v. Ferguson in a new case, Brown v. Board of Education. Homer Plessy's original plan to fight
legalized segregation was finally accomplished.

9. reversed
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Text-Dependent Questions
Directions: For the following questions, choose the best answer or respond in complete sentences.

1. PART A: Which statement expresses the central idea of the text?
A. Plessy v. Ferguson was the first time that an African American challenged

segregation and brought attention to the issue.
B. The decision of Plessy v. Ferguson made racial segregation more widely

practiced and accepted in the United States.
C. While racial segregation continued after the decision of Plessy v. Ferguson, it

was not upheld by the law.
D. The decision of Plessy v. Ferguson proved that both white and black citizens

were largely against racial segregation.

2. PART B: Which detail from the text best supports the answer to Part A?
A. “By 1896 the Civil War was over, and the amendments prohibiting slavery and

ensuring equal rights for all citizens had been part of the U.S. Constitution for
more than 25 years.” (Paragraph 1)

B. “His lawyers argued that the law mandating rail car segregation was
unconstitutional because of the 14th Amendment, which ensured equal
protection under the law for all citizens.” (Paragraph 3)

C. “He believed it was wrong to undermine the 14th Amendment in this way, when
the majority of the country had favored the new law.” (Paragraph 6)

D. “Laws that explicitly segregated the races could not be challenged in court
anymore; the Supreme Court had given segregation the legal ‘okay,’ and states
took advantage of this to establish segregation for decades to come.”
(Paragraph 7)

3. Which of the following describes the relationship between Jim Crow and Plessy v. Ferguson?
A. Jim Crow segregation laws compelled Plessy to protest segregated trains.
B. Jim Crow segregation laws were made possible by the Plessy v. Ferguson

decision.
C. Plessy v. Ferguson hoped to end the segregation common during Jim Crow.
D. Plessy v. Ferguson made Jim Crow laws widely accepted, but not officially legal.

4. How does the author’s discussion of Jim Crow help readers understand the consequences
of racial segregation laws?

A. It emphasizes how African Americans had access to lower quality services and
spaces, and more difficulty participating in voting.

B. It stresses that African Americans had to travel north if they wanted to avoid the
discrimination present in the South.

C. It shows how many spaces were reserved for whites, while people of color were
not allowed their own spaces.

D. It highlights how dangerous it was for African Americans to challenge Jim Crow
laws in the South.
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5. What does “separate, but equal” mean, and why is it important in the text?
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Discussion Questions
Directions: Brainstorm your answers to the following questions in the space provided. Be prepared to
share your original ideas in a class discussion.

1. In the context of the text, how was racial segregation a result of prejudice? How do you
think racial segregation continued to negatively impact African Americans throughout their
lives? How do you think it would feel to be told that there are certain places you can’t go
based on your skin color?

2. In the text, supporters of segregation claimed that racial segregation was acceptable
because the spaces and services blacks used were “separate, but equal” to those used by
whites. Why was this not true? Is it possible to ever have “separate, but equal” spaces and
services? Why or why not?

3. In the context of the text, how has America changed over time? What changes was Plessy v.
Ferguson responsible for in America? How do you think America would have been different
if the Supreme Court had ruled in favor of Homer Plessy? Do you think America would be
different today? Why or why not?
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"Scene at the Signing of the Constitution of the United States" by
Howard Chandler Christy is in the public domain.

The Founding of American Democracy
By Jessica McBirney

2016

The American colonies rose up in 1776 against Britain with the goal of becoming an independent state. They
sent the King of England their Declaration of Independence, a little more than a year after the start of the
Revolutionary War. After nearly 8 years of battles, the British finally ended their offensive military operations
in America in 1783, at which point Americans became free to set up their own government. The Constitution
replaced the much weaker Articles of Confederation as the guide for American governance. As you read,
note what the Founding Fathers thought was important to include in America’s new government.

Sometimes we see news stories about new laws.
Other times, we hear about the courts making
decisions. A few times a year, the President gives
an important speech. Do you ever wonder why
the government can seem so complicated?

Today, our government is a lot like the one that
was created in 1787. The Founding Fathers1 had
good reason for writing the Constitution the way
they did. Those choices are still a big part of how
the American government works today.

Colonization and Revolution

People started coming to North America in the 1600s. Those people were called colonists. They were
from all over Europe, but the most people came from England. Soon the British were the strongest
influence in America. Because of this, all of the colonies became part of Great Britain. For a while
people liked being part of a very large kingdom. It meant that they would be protected by a strong
government. Then, In the middle of the 1700s, that changed. People started getting uncomfortable
with how much power the king had.

The biggest problem people had was how much money they were paying in taxes. They sent the British
a lot of money, but they didn’t get to be part of the government. That meant they could not choose
how their taxes were spent. Colonists started saying “taxation without representation” to talk about the
problem. The phrase caught on, and was part of what started the American Revolution. In 1776, the
colonists wrote the Declaration of Independence. The letter told the king that the colonies didn’t want
to be part of England anymore.

The British tried to stop the colonies from leaving by sending an army to end the rebellion. In the end,
the Americans won the Revolutionary War and the British soldiers went back to England. By 1781 the
states were finally free, but that was only the beginning.

[1]

[5]

1. The Founding Fathers are a group of men who were key figures in initiating America’s independence from Britain
and establishing American government and early international relations.

1

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/9/9d/Scene_at_the_Signing_of_the_Constitution_of_the_United_States.jpg/1920px-Scene_at_the_Signing_of_the_Constitution_of_the_United_States.jpg


Now What?

Now the Americans had to choose how they would run their new country. The people remembered
what life was like under England’s very powerful government. They wanted their new government to
have less power. That way, the people would have most of the control.

In order to do that, the people made the Articles Of Confederation.2 This was a document that
explained what the central government’s job was. It also set the limits of what the state governments
could do. The central government would have the power to start a war, but it wasn’t allowed to make
an army. The federal government also wouldn’t be allowed to collect taxes. There wasn’t even a
president! Instead, those jobs were done by individual states. Each state was allowed to decide how to
do them. People felt their rights would be safer if the states had the most power.

Unfortunately, this system caused a lot of problems. In Massachusetts, poor farmers started Shays’
Rebellion.3 It was a serious conflict, but the government couldn’t do anything to help. They did not have
any power in the state. Another problem was trade deals, which could not be made for the whole
country at once. Making separate agreements state by state was not working well. These kinds of
problems kept happening for a few years.

Soon people realized that they were going to have to make a change. In 1786, Alexander Hamilton4

called for a meeting to fix the Articles. Leaders met in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania to talk about how
they would solve the problems.

A Convention of Compromises

The meeting of the Founding Fathers in May, 1787 was called the Constitutional Convention. The
meeting took all summer. A lot of people disagreed on what needed to be done. Some delegates
wanted to just make changes to the Articles. Others wanted to start from scratch. In the end, everyone
had to make compromises.

The Great Compromise

One of the biggest arguments was about representatives. It was important to decide how many
delegates each state would have in Congress. Congress is the main law-making group. The bigger
states wanted the number of representatives to be based on the state’s population. The smaller states
worried that this would be unfair. They wanted every state to have the same number of delegates. In
the end, they agreed on the Great Compromise. Congress would be split into two parts. The House of
Representatives would be based on population. The Senate would have an equal number of
representatives from each state.

[10]

2. The Articles were written in 1777 and came into power in 1781, once enough states ratified, or approved, them.
3. The rebels, upset over what they thought were unfair taxes, used weapons to try to overtake the state government.
4. Alexander Hamilton (1755-1804) was a Founding Father who fought in the Revolutionary War.
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The Three-Fifths Compromise

Slavery was another big issue for the Founding Fathers. States that had a lot of slaves thought they
should count as part of their population. A bigger population would mean they could have more
delegates in the House. States with fewer slaves didn’t think they should count. Because they weren’t
citizens, slaves were not allowed to vote. Eventually, they came to a compromise. Every five slaves
would count as three people when they counted the population. This rule stayed part of the
Constitution until after the Civil War.

The Contents of the Constitution

The meeting ended on September 17, 1787. The result was a document called the Constitution of the
United States of America. It only had seven articles and was the shortest constitution in the world. It
wasn’t long, but it covered all the most important parts of our government.

Separation of Powers

The leaders still remembered the problems they had as part of Great Britain. They never wanted to
have their rights taken away again. However, the Articles of Confederation taught them that the central
government needed to have some power.

They decided to split the government into three pieces. The Legislative branch, or Congress, makes the
laws. The Executive branch, or the president, makes sure the laws are followed. The president is also in
charge of relationships with other countries. The judicial branch interprets the laws and makes
decisions about whether they’re being broken. The judicial branch is made up of all of the federal
courts and the Supreme Court.

Giving each branch different responsibilities made sure no branch could ever have too much power.
This would make it harder to take away people’s rights.

Checks and Balances

The Founding Fathers wanted to protect people even further. Beyond just splitting the government,
they made it so each branch could stop other branches from making bad decisions. This is called a
system of checks and balances.

For example, Congress writes all laws but it’s up to the President to approve them. The Supreme Court
can erase new laws if they go against the Constitution.

Federalism

The Founders also wanted to make sure the states still had some authority. The balance of powers
between the central government and all the state governments is called federalism.

[15]
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One example of this balance is the Senate. Every state has two representatives in the Senate, no
matter how big it is. This makes all the states equally powerful. Another example is the presidential
election. Each state gets to hold its own election. The results are mixed together later as part of the
Electoral College.

Constitutional Disagreements

The Constitution was carefully written. It protected the rights of the people and the states. However,
not all of the colonies thought it was good enough. The first political party, Anti-Federalists, started to
form. They thought the central government would still have too much power.

James Madison,5 Alexander Hamilton, and John Jay6 all wrote essays explaining how everyone’s rights
would be safe under the Constitution. These were called the Federalist Papers. They also talked about
why a strong but small government was important. The papers worked. By 1790 all 13 colonies
ratified7 the document.

The Bill of Rights

The Founding Fathers’ job was still not done. Many states requested that Congress also add a Bill of
Rights to the Constitution. This resulted in 10 important amendments8 being made to the original
document. The purpose of the Bill of Rights is to clearly say what the rights of every voting citizen9 in
the United States are.

The Bill of Rights is what protects our freedom of speech. It also grants Americans freedom of religion
and the right to a fair trial. The 10th amendment tells us that anything the central government doesn’t
control is up to the states.

The Constitution Today

Today, we still use the same Constitution from 1787. Congress has made 17 more amendments over
our nation’s history. The U.S. Constitution is still the shortest governing document in the world. We also
still use it to make all new laws and policies.

[20]

[25]

5. James Madison (1751-1836) was a Founding Father and became the fourth President of the United States.
6. John Jay (1745-1829) was a Founding Father and the first Chief Justice of the Supreme Court.
7. “Ratify” means to make (a treaty, agreement, etc.) official by signing it or voting for it.
8. a change to a law or document
9. In 1787, only white men who owned property could vote in any elections.
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[RI.2]

[RI.1]

[RI.4]

Text-Dependent Questions
Directions: For the following questions, choose the best answer or respond in complete sentences.

1. Which of the following sentences best summarizes why America separated from
Britain?

A. Americans felt that colonialism was unfair and hurting the native populations.
B. Colonists had a hard time communicating with Britain because of the distance

between them, making it difficult for Britain to respond to serious issues.
C. Americans were extremely unhappy under British rule, and wanted to make

sure they would never be taxed without representation again.
D. Colonists wanted each colony to have more power as a state over their ability to

collect taxes and raise their own armies.

2. PART A: Which TWO of the following identify central ideas of the text?
A. The Constitution was inferior to the Articles of Federation, under which the

states had dealt with Shays’ Rebellion and diplomatic trade conflicts.
B. The Constitution was founded on compromises between states of different sizes

and populations.
C. The Constitution sought to balance the power of the three branches of

government while allowing the president to have the most power to introduce
laws and determine foreign relations.

D. The Constitution sought to balance the power dynamic between the central
government and all the state governments.

E. The Founding Fathers began the Constitution with the Bill of Rights because the
individual's rights were most important to them.

F. The Constitution has had to be amended so many times because the Founding
Fathers did a poor job at writing and organizing it.

3. PART B: Which phrases from the text best support the answer to Part A?
A. “In order to do that, the people made the Articles Of Confederation. This was a

document that explained what the central government’s job was.” (Paragraph 7)
B. “Eventually, they came to a compromise. Every five slaves would count as three

people when they counted the population.” (Paragraph 12)
C. “Beyond just splitting the government, they made it so each branch could stop

other branches from making bad decisions.” (Paragraph 17)
D. “The Founders also wanted to make sure the states still had some authority.”

(Paragraph 19)
E. “The purpose of the Bill of Rights is to clearly say what the rights of every voting

citizen in the United States are.” (Paragraph 23)
F. “Congress has made 17 more amendments over our nation’s history.”

(Paragraph 25)

4. In paragraph 11, what does the word “delegate” most likely mean?
A. representative
B. population
C. governor
D. direction
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[RI.3]

5. Why did the Founding Fathers feel the need to replace the Articles of Confederation?
A. The states were not good at governing themselves and needed a stronger

central government to tell them what to do,
B. The central government could not respond to threats because it could not

collect taxes or raise its own army.
C. The people wanted the government to be more like the monarchy of Britain,

with a president that had power to create law and order like a king.
D. The states were not able to make treaties with foreign countries which made the

United States weak.

6. Based on paragraphs 17-18, how does the idea of "checks and balances" contribute
to American democracy?
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Discussion Questions
Directions: Brainstorm your answers to the following questions in the space provided. Be prepared to
share your original ideas in a class discussion.

1. Why was it so important to the American colonies to have representatives in the British
government if they were going to pay taxes?

2. In your opinion, were the compromises that the states made in the Constitution fair? If you
had to make those compromises today, would you change them?

3. The 10th amendment also guarantees that any power not belonging to the central
government will automatically belong to the state governments. Can you think of any laws
in your state that are different in other states?

4. Today, we still use the same Constitution that was written 1787. What are some pros and
cons of using a document that is more than 200 years old to justify new laws and policies?
How do we ensure that our laws stay up to date?
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