
1. Case Name and Citation 

Brown v. Board of Education, 347 U.S. 483; 74 S.Ct 686 (1954). 

2. Facts 

Consolidation of four cases brought before the Supreme Court from four different states in 

which state law either required or permitted racial segregation of elementary students in 

public schools. The plaintiffs were black schoolchildren attending segregated public schools. 

Plaintiffs were denied admission into a public school attended by white children. Plaintiffs 

filed a class action consolidating cases from Virginai, South Carolina, Delaware and Kansas 

against the Board of Education in a federal district court in Kansas. Plaintiffs questioned the 

"separate but equal" doctrine first established in Plessy v. Ferguson, 163 U.S. 537 (1896). 

3. Question or Issue 

Does the segregation of the basis of race in public schools deprive minority (black) children 

of equal educational opportunities, violating the 14th Amendment? 

4. Answer or Holding or Rule of Law 

Brown concludes that in the field of public education the doctrine of 'separate but equal' has 

no place. Separate educational facilities are inherently unequal. Therefore, we hold that the 

plaintiffs and others similarly situated for whom the actions have been brought are, by 

reason of the segregation complained of, deprived of the equal protection of the laws 

guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment." 

5. Application 

In the application, you are applying the facts of the case to the law. And when I say law, you 

should think prior law—the law that existed before this case. The court will examine that 

law, and the facts that produced that law, and determine if the law should stay as it was 

before this case or expand under the new set of facts that this case presents. 



Application of Law in Brown 

In Brown the Supreme Court's application or analysis can best be seen in the paragraph that 

begins "In Sweatt v. Painter, supra (339 U.S. 629, 70 S.Ct. 850), in finding that a segregated 

law school for Negroes could not provide them equal educational opportunities, this Court 

relied in large part on 'those qualities which are incapable of objective measurement but 

which make for greatness in a law school.'" 

Now let's examine/deconstruct that sentence to really understand what and why the 

Supreme Court is writing this. First of all, the Supreme Court has done its research and has 

found no case where minority children have successfully challenged the separate but equal 

doctrine in the field of public education. However, the Sweatt case is similar enough to be 

useful to the court's analysis. We see from the quoted sentence above that in the Sweatt case, 

the facts were a "segregated law school." Well, the facts of Brownare similar, but not exactly 

the same. Sweatt involves a law school, while Brown involves public elementary education; 

while the two are similar, they are not "on all fours"—that is to say, they are not exactly the 

same set of facts. If the facts were exactly the same, then the same legal conclusion or legal 

holding would bind Brown; but since the facts are only similar, the court can impute or be 

persuaded by the logic of the Sweatt case and use it in a comparative analysis with the facts 

of Brown. And that is what the court is doing. The Brown court continues and strengthens 

its analysis by citing to another similar case (and again, when I say similar, I mean that it is 

similar in facts—but not exactly the same—so the legal rational in the prior case can be 

relied on, imputed to the facts of this present case). 

The Brown court continues: "In McLaurin v. Oklahoma State Regents, supra (339 U.S. 637, 

70 S.Ct. 853), the Court, in requiring that a Negro admitted to a white graduate school be 

treated like all other students, again resorted to intangible considerations: ' * * * his ability to 

study, to engage in discussions and exchange views with other students, and, in general, to 

learn his profession.'" We see in this quoted section that the McLaurin case is similar 

to Brown. Again it does not involve the segregation of public elementary school children, but 



it does involve segregation of a graduate school—similar but not the same. Still, the Supreme 

Court in Brown is recognizing a trend in the law: that segregation is losing its legitimacy 

because it treats one class of people less fairly than another class. 

The Supreme Court in Brown writes: "Such considerations apply with added force to 

children in grade and high schools. To separate them from others of similar age generates a 

feeling of inferiority as to their status in the community that may affect their hearts and 

minds in a way unlikely ever to be undone." Accordingly, the Supreme Court—comparing 

the facts of the two prior cases, Sweatt and McLaurin—found the facts similar enough in 

those two cases that they extended their holdings to the new set of facts (public elementary 

schools) presented in Brown. And Brown sets out a new law that strikes down the old 

"separate but equal" doctrine first enunciated in Plessy v. Ferguson. 
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