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  Abstract 

Through doctrinal analysis structured around the IRAC framework, this study 
examines how Chief Justice Warren engineered Brown v. Board of Education to 
overturn “separate but equal.” He shifted the Issue from original intent to social 
reality; displaced the Rule by distinguishing Plessy as a transportation case; drew 
on Sweatt and McLaurin to analyze intangible harms, holding that segregation 
generates “a feeling of inferiority” affecting “hearts and minds”; and concluded 
that “separate educational facilities are inherently unequal.” This reframing 
dismantled a half‑century of doctrine. The decision’s inevitability arose from 
World War II, Cold War pressures, Black political empowerment, and economic 
integration. Yet implementation proved uneven, producing white flight, 
marginalization of Black educators, and—compounded by Rodriguez and 
residential segregation—de facto resegregation. Contemporary inequality now 
spans funding, teacher quality, and college access, while Students for Fair 
Admissions retreats from Brown’s logic. Brown’s legacy is thus a legal triumph 
that exposed the judiciary’s limits; its promise of genuine educational equality 
remains unfinished. 
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1. Introduction  

The right to equality constitutes a significant element of American constitutional law. 

Due to the nation's unique racial background, racial equality has persistently been a 

critical issue in the United States. The U.S. Supreme Court has rendered numerous 

landmark decisions shaping the development of equal protection, most famously 

Plessy v. Ferguson (hereinafter "Plessy") and Brown v. Board of Education of 

Topeka (hereinafter "Brown"). Plessy established the Constitution's famous 

https://doi.org/10.63313/IJSSEH.9028
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Yu Gong 

 

 

DOI:10.63313/IJSSEH.9028 42 IJSSEH 

 

"separate but equal" doctrine, a principle subsequently overturned by Brown. 

Examining how the Brown decision dismantled this doctrine is particularly crucial 

for studying the evolution of equal protection rights. 

However, the overruling of a legal principle does not instantaneously transform 

social reality. A 2025 anthology commemorating the fiftieth anniversary of Brown, 

titled Brown's Impact on Education and Educational Research: Critical Insights, 

Uneven Implementation, and Unintended Consequences, notes that while the Brown 

decision legally abolished the "separate but equal" doctrine and laid the 

groundwork for subsequent court-ordered desegregation policies for decades, a 

wealth of research has also revealed the decision's limitations in effectiveness and 

its unintended consequences—consequences that sometimes harmed the 

educational quality of minority children. This indicates that Brown's legacy is 

complex and multidimensional. It is not merely a milestone in constitutional 

interpretation but also a social issue continuously sparking debate over educational 

opportunity, social justice, and the judiciary's role. Understanding Brown requires 

situating it within a dynamic historical process extending from the day of the 

decision to the present, examining its achievements, the resistance it encountered, 

and the entirely new challenges it faces in the new century. 

2. Plessy v. Ferguson: Separate but Equal 

Plessy was a test case orchestrated under the "Citizens' Committee" plan. In 1890, 

Louisiana enacted the Separate Car Act, mandating separate railway carriages for 

white and colored passengers. Under state law, Plessy was classified as belonging to 

the "colored race." In 1892, Plessy occupied a seat in a white-only carriage on an 

intrastate train. Pursuant to the Separate Car Act, the conductor ordered Plessy to 

move to the colored carriage; upon his refusal, he was taken into custody. 

Consequently, Plessy sued the State of Louisiana, arguing that the Separate Car Act 

violated rights secured to him by the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendments to the 

U.S. Constitution. 

In this case, the Citizens' Committee retained renowned attorney Albion W. 

Tourgée—a white Republican who had participated in the "Underground Railroad" 

movement and later dedicated himself to civil rights litigation—as lead counsel. 

Tourgée's defense centered on three arguments: first, that the Thirteenth 

Amendment not only abolished slavery but should also prohibit all "badges and 

incidents of slavery," of which racial segregation legislation was a prime example; 

second, that the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment barred 

states from enacting legal classifications based on race; and third, that Plessy was 

not outwardly identifiable as a person of color, rendering compulsory segregation 

baseless. Nevertheless, the trial court ruled against Plessy, holding that the state 

possessed the authority to regulate railway operations within its borders. 

Subsequently, Plessy was appealed to the Louisiana Supreme Court and ultimately 
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to the U.S. Supreme Court, which affirmed the judgment by a seven-to-one majority. 

The Supreme Court held: "A statute which implies merely a legal distinction 

between the white and colored races ... has no tendency to destroy the legal equality 

of the two races." Thus, the Supreme Court affirmed the constitutionality of racial 

segregation, and "separate but equal" thereafter served as a guiding doctrine 

underpinning racial segregation across various facets of American social life. Even 

under the "separate but equal" rubric, legally sanctioned segregation continued to 

impose manifold inequalities upon persons of color. Following Plessy, successive 

cases incrementally challenged the "separate but equal" doctrine, such as Missouri 

ex rel. Gaines v. Canada, Sweatt v. Painter (hereinafter "Sweatt"), and McLaurin v. 

Oklahoma State Regents (hereinafter "McLaurin"). Finally, in 1954, this doctrine was 

overturned in Brown. 

3. Brown v. Board of Education: Separate Is Inherently Unequal 

Brown arose in Topeka, Kansas. Situated in the American heartland, Kansas had not 

fully abolished racial segregation after the Civil War. In this case, Brown's daughter 

was compelled by local educational ordinances to attend a Black school far from her 

home. Accordingly, Brown sought assistance from the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People (hereinafter "NAACP") and, together with several 

local parents, sued the Topeka Board of Education—the governing body of the local 

public schools—seeking to enjoin racial segregation in Topeka's public schools. This 

marked the inception of the protracted Brown litigation. 

3.1. The District Court 

The district court judge adopted a relatively conciliatory stance. Acknowledging 

the parents' claims, the court conceded that segregation indeed adversely 

affected Black students' psyches, engendering feelings of inferiority that impaired 

their learning and future life prospects. The Topeka Board of Education, 

conversely, contended that so long as physical facilities were comparable, racially 

separate schooling did not subject persons of color to unequal treatment and, 

moreover, helped Black children acclimate prematurely to societal segregation. 

Adhering to the "separate but equal" doctrine established in Plessy, the court 

declined to endorse the parents' claims. In 1954, with the NAACP's assistance, the 

Browns appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court, alleging that the Topeka Board of 

Education's practice of overt racial segregation in public schools constituted 

racial discrimination. 

3.2. The Supreme Court: First Oral Argument 

Cases analogous to Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka were unfolding 

concurrently across various states, many of which also received NAACP legal 

assistance. Because these cases implicated a common constitutional 
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question—whether racially segregated schools violated the Equal Protection 

Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment—the Supreme Court consolidated them for 

argument and decision. 

The Supreme Court heard oral arguments from both sides in 1952. As the 

controversy centered on whether a particular practice contravened the Fourteenth 

Amendment, the Court focused the debate on the "original intent" of the Fourteenth 

Amendment, seeking an interpretation grounded in that intent. To this end, the 

Court sought to ascertain the considerations motivating Congress and the ratifying 

states at the time of the Amendment's passage, as well as its contemporaneous 

implementation. The parties engaged in vigorous debate on this very point. 

Following the first oral argument, Justice Frankfurter, based on the debate's focus 

on "the original intent of the Fourteenth Amendment," directed the parties to 

address three specific questions in the second round of argument. These questions 

posed significant challenges for the Brown plaintiffs, as historical evidence 

supporting their position was virtually nonexistent. 

However, before the second oral argument, a pivotal development occurred: Chief 

Justice Fred Vinson died unexpectedly of a heart attack. Republican President 

Dwight Eisenhower nominated Earl Warren to succeed him as Chief Justice—the 

very Justice who would author the Brown decision. Owing to his personal 

background and upbringing, Justice Warren was deeply attuned to the interests of 

disadvantaged groups. Nonetheless, even from the originalist perspective, a 

significant hurdle remained for the plaintiffs: shortly after the Thirty-Ninth 

Congress passed the Fourteenth Amendment, it had approved racially segregated 

public schools in the District of Columbia. Recognizing this, Justice Warren adopted 

a more fundamental strategy: he directly reframed the central issue in the case. 

3.3. The Supreme Court: The Decision 

Within Anglo-American legal reasoning, the "IRAC" framework—Issue, Rule, 

Analysis, Conclusion—is a prevalent mode of argumentation. In most cases, disputes 

revolve around divergent interpretations of facts under settled legal rules; only a 

few cases contest the rules themselves. In Brown, however, Justice Warren not only 

labored over rule application and factual interpretation but, more fundamentally, 

reconfigured the "Issue" itself. By reinterpreting legislative intent and judicial 

precedents, he derived a "Rule" favorable to the plaintiffs. Finally, situating his 

"Analysis" within the broader social context, he succeeded in overturning "separate 

but equal." 

1) Issue: From Legislative Intent to Social Reality 

Justice Warren's initial task in his opinion was to remove the Fourteenth 

Amendment's original intent as the focal point of the case. He achieved this through 

a reasoning process akin to a rebus sic stantibus (change of circumstances) 

argument. He maintained that the Court should not be bound by legislative intent 
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frozen in time but must instead proceed from contemporary social realities. Chief 

Justice Warren wrote: "We cannot turn the clock back to 1868 when the 

Amendment was adopted, or even to 1896 when Plessy v. Ferguson was written. We 

must consider public education in the light of its full development and its present 

place in American life throughout the Nation." By that time, many African Americans 

had achieved greater accomplishments across various fields; public education had 

substantially developed overall; and Black children, who had once been largely 

unable to receive any public education, could now attend schools. These 

circumstances bore no resemblance to the educational landscape prevailing when 

the Fourteenth Amendment was ratified. Therefore, in this case, the original intent 

at the time of the Amendment's passage should not serve as the benchmark for 

determining whether racially segregated schools violated the Fourteenth 

Amendment. 

Chief Justice Warren did attempt, in his opinion, to ascertain the original intent of 

the Fourteenth Amendment. However, he highlighted the inherent 

difficulty—indeed, the practical impossibility—of authentically reconstructing 

original intentions. He concluded: "At best, they are inconclusive." Following Brown, 

numerous scholars similarly observed that the Fourteenth Amendment remained 

open-textured concerning the question of racial segregation. 

2) Rule: Precluding the Application of Precedent 

Although Anglo-American jurisprudence adheres to the principle of stare decisis, 

when a case at bar materially differs from prior precedents, grounds exist for 

declining to apply rules established therein, as the applicability of precedent is 

contingent upon the subsequent case being an "identical" or "similar" case. In Brown, 

Chief Justice Warren distinguished the dissimilar circumstances to preclude 

application of the "separate but equal" doctrine derived from Plessy. He noted: "The 

doctrine of 'separate but equal' did not make its appearance in this Court until 1896 

in the case of Plessy v. Ferguson, supra, involving not education but transportation." 

He further observed that in six subsequent public education cases, including Sweatt 

and McLaurin, the Court had granted relief without re-examining the doctrine, and 

in Sweatt "the Court expressly reserved decision on the question whether Plessy v. 

Ferguson should be held inapplicable to public education." Thus, Chief Justice 

Warren extricated the case from the unfavorable constraints of both the Fourteenth 

Amendment's original intent and the "separate but equal" doctrine of Plessy, 

redirecting the central inquiry toward contemporary social realities. 

3) Analysis: Separate Is Inherently Unequal 

In addressing contemporary social realities, Chief Justice Warren first discussed the 

significance of education to both the nation and the individual. He maintained that, 

at that time, education was perhaps the most important function of state and local 

governments and was foundational to a child's development and the cultivation of 

responsible citizens: "Today, education is perhaps the most important function of 
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state and local governments. ... It is the very foundation of good citizenship. ... Such 

an opportunity, where the state has undertaken to provide it, is a right which must 

be made available to all on equal terms."  

Additionally, the Board of Education argued at the time that Black schools were 

substantially equal to white schools in terms of buildings, curricula, teachers, and 

other educational conditions, thus no inequality existed. Chief Justice Warren 

therefore had to address whether, when material conditions were equal, segregating 

children in public schools solely on the basis of race deprived minority children of 

equal educational opportunities. This constituted a substantive refutation of 

"separate but equal" on its merits, rather than merely distinguishing Plessy as 

inapplicable precedent by comparing case contexts. 

Chief Justice Warren drew upon precedents from other educational domains, 

contending that interaction among students was itself a vital component of equality. 

In Sweatt v. Painter, the Court held that the University of Texas Law School 

"possesses to a far greater degree those qualities which are incapable of objective 

measurement but which make for greatness in a law school." The Court further 

reasoned: "The law school, the proving ground for legal learning and practice, 

cannot be effective in isolation from the individuals and institutions with which the 

law interacts." In McLaurin v. Oklahoma State Regents, the Court similarly held: 

"Such restrictions impair and inhibit his ability to study, to engage in discussions 

and exchange views with other students, and, in general, to learn his profession."  

Finally, Chief Justice Warren applied these principles to public elementary and 

secondary education: "Such considerations apply with added force to children in 

grade and high schools. To separate them from others of similar age and 

qualifications solely because of their race 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." He explicitly rejected contrary language in Plessy and concluded: 

"We conclude that in the field of public education the doctrine of 'separate but equal' 

has no place. Separate educational facilities are inherently unequal." 

4. The Inevitability of Brown 

The Brown decision was by no means a purely technical legal victory. As President 

Barack Obama stated in the 60th anniversary of Brown: "Yet the Court could not 

single-handedly tear down segregation. Brown opened schoolhouse doors, but even 

years later, African American children walked to school under the threat of jeering 

mobs, with federal marshals keeping order." Brown emerged at the confluence of 

multiple social forces during a specific historical moment. It was both an inevitable 

outcome of post-World War II American ideological adjustments, the acute 

pressures of the Cold War, the enhanced political and economic influence of Black 

Americans, national economic and social integration, and shifting attitudes toward 

persons of color. 
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4.1. World War II as a Historical Watershed 

World War II represented the most critical watershed in 20th-century American 

racial history. Eighteen years after Brown, Justice Warren reflected on the war's 

profound impact on American racial consciousness. The fight against Nazi Germany, 

with its virulent racial ideology, forced America to confront the fundamental 

contradiction between its professed democratic values and its domestic system of 

Jim Crow segregation. 

The egalitarian logic engendered by the war reshaped American society more 

directly. Over one million African American military personnel served during World 

War II, shedding blood on the battlefields of the Atlantic and Pacific to defend 

democracy, yet they did so while serving in segregated units. In 1945, Chaplain 

Roland Gittelsohn delivered a eulogy at the Marine Corps cemetery on Iwo Jima, 

declaring that among the fallen, "here there is no discrimination, no prejudice, no 

hatred." 

Black servicemen returning home after the war were profoundly transformed. As 

Justice Ginsburg later observed, when African American soldiers returned home, 

they were more frustrated than ever before by the constraints and humiliations of 

the Jim Crow system. This acute sense of relative deprivation propelled Black 

veterans to the vanguard of the postwar civil rights movement. 

4.2. The Imperatives of the Cold War 

If World War II supplied the moral impetus for racial equality, the Cold War 

translated that moral impetus into geopolitical survival rationality. The amicus 

curiae brief submitted by the Department of Justice in Brown, formally submitted 

under the name of Secretary of State Dean Acheson, stated bluntly: "The United 

States is under constant attack in the foreign press, over the foreign radio, and in 

such international bodies as the United Nations because of various discriminatory 

practices against minority groups in this country." 

In 1947, President Truman's Committee on Civil Rights issued the landmark report 

To Secure These Rights, declaring with unusual candor that segregation was no 

longer acceptable "for reasons of morality, of self-interest, and of survival in a 

threatening world." In 1952, during the first round of oral arguments in Brown, the 

Department of Justice filed an amicus brief explicitly urging the Supreme Court to 

strike down racial segregation. 

Within an hour of the Brown decision's announcement, the Voice of America 

broadcast the news globally in 34 languages. The United States immediately wielded 

Brown as an ideological weapon, asserting that the decision proved the superiority 

of democratic constitutionalism over communist tyranny.. 

4.3. The Enhanced Political Status of Persons of Color 

The Second Great Migration, precipitated by World War II, fundamentally altered 
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the political geography of Black America. Between 1940 and 1950, over 1.5 million 

Black southerners migrated to industrial cities in the North and West. This 

demographic transformation translated directly into substantive electoral power. 

Within northern electoral politics, Black voters were no longer marginal but 

constituted a crucial swing constituency capable of influencing gubernatorial, 

congressional, and even presidential elections. 

The logic of two-party competition began to operate: both Democrats and 

Republicans, competing for Black votes, found themselves obliged to exchange 

political benefits and equality commitments. In 1948, President Truman issued 

Executive Order 9981, desegregating the armed forces. That same year, at the 

Democratic National Convention, Minneapolis Mayor Hubert Humphrey successfully 

advocated for a strong civil rights plank in the party platform, declaring that "the 

Democratic Party must walk out of the shadow of states' rights and into the sunlight 

of human rights." 

Black Americans also began demonstrating their political power in federal and state 

legislative processes. In 1941, labor leader A. Philip Randolph threatened to 

organize 100,000 African Americans to march on Washington, compelling President 

Roosevelt to issue Executive Order 8802, establishing the Fair Employment Practice 

Committee and prohibiting racial discrimination in defense industries. 

4.4. National Economic and Social Integration 

The inevitability of the Brown decision also derived from profound transformations 

in postwar American economic structure. In 1938, the U.S. National Emergency 

Committee's renowned report on the state of the national economy explicitly 

identified the South as the core problem impeding America's full recovery from the 

Great Depression. 

Economic integration and industrialization created an urban Black middle class 

possessing the education, disposable income, and elevated expectations necessary 

for social protest. When white and Black workers manufactured identical products 

on adjacent assembly lines, when Black consumers constituted an indispensable 

market force in northern industrial cities, the economic rationality underpinning 

traditional racial hierarchies began to fracture. 

The most profound impact of economic integration lay in continued demographic 

transformation. Southern urbanization facilitated Black political empowerment, as 

urban areas imposed looser restrictions on Black voting and urban Blacks, 

experiencing less severe racial oppression and facing lower collective action costs, 

could more readily coordinate social protest. When African Americans became 

significant constituencies in major cities—Chicago, Detroit, Los Angeles, New York, 

Philadelphia—racial problems genuinely became national issues. 

4.5. Historical Inevitability and Institutional Opportunity 
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President Obama, in his 60th-anniversary proclamation, offered perhaps the most 

concise summation of Brown's historical significance through Thurgood Marshall's 

aphorism: "None of us got where we are solely by pulling ourselves up by our 

bootstraps. We got here because somebody—a parent, a teacher, an Ivy League 

crony or a few nuns—bent down and helped us pick up our boots." 

Brown was not a judicial revolution descending from the heavens. It was the 

cumulative product of half a century of civil rights litigators—from Homer Plessy's 

"Citizens' Committee" to Thurgood Marshall's NAACP Legal Defense 

Fund—persevering through repeated defeats in federal courts. It was the moral 

capital earned in blood by over one million Black servicemen on World War II 

battlefields. It was the strategic investment of the U.S. Department of State 

broadcasting Voice of America globally amidst Cold War chess games. It was the 

political declaration of Hubert Humphrey's 1948 Democratic convention. It was the 

institutional negotiation embedded in fourteen months of correspondence between 

Eisenhower and southern governors. When Chief Justice Warren pronounced on 

May 17, 1954, that "in the field of public education the doctrine of 'separate but 

equal' has no place," this judicial declaration was the convergence and eruption of 

all these historical forces within the specific institutional space of the U.S. Supreme 

Court. 

Although "separate but equal" had been eroded by Sweatt and McLaurin, it was 

finally overthrown in Brown. Yet history demonstrates that even had Brown become 

merely the next "Sweatt," there would inevitably have been another, inexorable 

"Brown" to overturn the "separate but equal" defense of racial segregation. This 

inevitability is not an optimistic assertion of linear progressive historiography, but 

rather a diagnosis of the deep structural tensions within American politics: when 

the institutional costs of maintaining racial oppression persistently rise, when the 

collective action capacity of oppressed groups steadily strengthens, when 

international and domestic pressure mechanisms mutually reinforce each other, 

windows for systemic reform periodically open. Brown is the historical proof of 

such a window's opening, and a critical anchor point for subsequent generations to 

reassess America's racial order. 

5. The Complex Legacy and Contemporary Echoes of Brown 

Brown was accompanied by considerable controversy, particularly regarding its 

extensive reliance on social psychology evidence—a frequent target of criticism. In 

1955, in Brown II, the Supreme Court remanded implementation to federal district 

courts, directing them to achieve desegregation of public schools "with all deliberate 

speed." The resolution of profound social problems is typically protracted and 

gradual. Seventy years later, the extent to which Brown's promise has been realized 

remains a central question persistently pursued by scholars and policymakers. 

5.1. Unintended Consequences and Uneven Implementation 
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Brown's immediate impact was initiating the judicial and political process of 

desegregating American public schools. However, its implementation effects were 

far from uniform. Recent empirical research utilizing geocoded national data and 

difference-in-differences methodology has found that school desegregation 

significantly reduced political conservatism among white southerners in adulthood, 

but had no significant effects on whites in other regions. This heterogeneity likely 

stemmed from variation in policy implementation effectiveness: in the South, 

desegregation generated substantially higher levels of actual interracial contact, and 

white student withdrawal from public schools was correspondingly lower. 

Simultaneously, Brown generated a series of unintended consequences. Most 

prominent among these was "white flight"—the large-scale relocation of white 

families from urban centers to suburbs or enrollment in private schools to avoid 

compulsory desegregation measures such as busing—which paradoxically 

exacerbated school racial segregation rooted in residential segregation. Moreover, 

during desegregation, numerous experienced Black teachers and principals were 

dismissed or marginalized, and many culturally distinctive schools centered in Black 

communities were closed, dealing a severe blow to African American educational 

leadership and community cultural transmission. 

5.2. From De Jure to De Facto Segregation: Contemporary Forms of 
Educational Inequality 

Although de jure racial segregation has been abolished, "de facto segregation" 

grounded in residential separation and economic stratification has become the 

defining characteristic of contemporary American educational inequality. During the 

twentieth century's Great Migration, northern cities constructed unequal 

geographies through a series of policies, creating racially distinct residential 

communities. Although the Fair Housing Act of 1968 outlawed intentional 

discrimination in housing markets, facially race-neutral "casteism of place" practices 

continue to prevail nationwide. In the twenty-first century, public and private 

institutions perpetuate "poverty-free" and "poverty-concentrated" spaces through 

three ostensibly neutral yet anti-Black practices—boundary maintenance, 

opportunity hoarding, and stereotype-driven surveillance. The result is the 

coexistence of affluent, predominantly white, high-opportunity communities 

alongside persistently under-resourced, minority-majority, high-poverty 

neighborhoods. This residential dynamic has produced separate and unequal 

schools and inferior educational outcomes for children of color. 

Intimately connected with residential segregation is educational funding inequality. 

In San Antonio Independent School District v. Rodriguez, the Supreme Court held 

that "education is not within the limited category of rights recognized by this Court 

as guaranteed by the Constitution." This decision permitted states to continue 

funding public schools through property taxes levied by often racially and 
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economically segregated communities. Scholars argue that the unequal school 

district funding formulas and persistent de facto segregation sanctioned by 

Rodriguez constitute the root cause necessitating affirmative action programs in 

higher education admissions. For instance, in San Antonio, between the affluent, 

predominantly white Alamo Heights district and the impoverished, 

minority-majority Edgewood district, staggering disparities exist in per-pupil 

expenditures, teacher qualifications, student-teacher ratios, and counselor-student 

ratios. Funding inequality directly translates into unequal educational resources, 

curriculum quality, and college access opportunities, solidifying into entrenched 

opportunity barriers. 

5.3. Far-Reaching Impacts on Higher Education and Historically Black 
Colleges and Universities 

Although Brown directly impacted K-12 education, its reverberations profoundly 

influenced higher education. On one hand, it paved the way for considering race in 

university admissions (affirmative action) to promote campus diversity. From 

Regents of the University of California v. Bakke, to Grutter v. Bollinger, the Supreme 

Court consistently recognized that obtaining the educational benefits of a diverse 

student body constitutes a "compelling governmental interest" justifying the 

consideration of race as one factor among many in admissions decisions. In Regents 

of the University of California v. Bakke, Justice Powell concluded: "Racial and ethnic 

classifications of any sort are inherently suspect and call for the most exacting 

judicial scrutiny. While the goal of achieving a diverse student body is sufficiently 

compelling to justify consideration of race in admissions decisions under some 

circumstances, petitioner's special admissions program ... is unnecessary to the 

achievement of this compelling goal and therefore invalid under the Equal 

Protection Clause."  

However, this legal trajectory suffered a major reversal in 2023. In Students for Fair 

Admissions v. Harvard College and University of North Carolina, a 

conservative-majority Supreme Court held that race-conscious admissions 

programs violated the Equal Protection Clause. This decision marked a significant 

departure from Brown's spirit. 

On the other hand, Brown produced complex and highly contested effects on 

Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs). Prior to desegregation, HBCUs 

constituted the primary—often sole—avenue for Black students seeking higher 

education. As predominantly white institutions gradually opened their doors, 

HBCUs confronted challenges including competition for students, financial 

pressures, and contested institutional missions. Nonetheless, HBCUs continue to 

provide indispensable educational opportunities and supportive environments for 

African American students, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

5.4. Social Science Evidence and Judicial Decision-Making: Enduring 
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Controversy 

Brown's famous "Footnote 11" cited numerous social psychologists' studies to 

demonstrate the psychological harm inflicted upon Black children by racial 

segregation. This approach established a precedent for the large-scale introduction 

of social science evidence into constitutional litigation, yet simultaneously ignited 

decades of controversy. Nearly seventy years after Brown, substantial disagreement 

persists regarding whether and how social science evidence should significantly 

inform American racial jurisprudence. 

Public misperceptions regarding the root causes of educational inequality further 

underscore this challenge. A study found that many members of the public 

substantially overestimate America's progress in achieving racial educational parity, 

erroneously believing that degree attainment rates for Black and Latinx individuals 

grew more than twice as fast as they actually did. This "unwarranted optimism" may 

constitute a major impediment to genuine advancement in this field, as it 

undermines public support for equity-enhancing policies. Correcting these 

misperceptions can reduce the tendency to attribute educational gaps to Black 

students' insufficient effort and increase support for equitable policies, although 

such corrective effects diminish over time. 

6. Conclusion and Outlook: Toward a New Educational Equity 
Agenda 

Brown v. Board of Education undeniably stands as a monument in American legal 

history. Through courageous judicial activism, it terminated the constitutional 

falsehood of "separate but equal," morally proclaimed the injustice of racial 

segregation, and furnished a crucial legal weapon for the subsequent civil rights 

movement. The Warren Court, through masterful judicial strategy, redirected the 

debate from rigid historical intent toward evolving social realities and, by 

emphasizing education's central role in modern society, charted a new path for legal 

arguments advancing substantive equality. 

However, any assessment seven decades later must transcend mere praise for the 

decision itself. Brown's legacy is a double prism: one facet refracts law's potential to 

catalyze social progress; the other reflects the tenacity with which structural social 

inequalities resist legal transformation. The decision could not eradicate the deeply 

entrenched inequalities forged by centuries of slavery, racial discrimination, and 

economic exploitation. De facto residential and school segregation, educational 

resource disparities rooted in property tax financing, and the recent Supreme 

Court's jurisprudential turn concerning affirmative action and "colorblind" 

principles collectively constitute the new battlefield for educational equity in the 

post-Brown era. 

The path forward demands a more comprehensive and courageous agenda. First, 

confronting residential segregation and school funding inequities directly is 
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imperative. This requires challenging the Rodriguez precedent, advancing school 

finance reform at both state and federal levels, severing the rigid link between 

educational resources and local property wealth, and ensuring every 

child—regardless of residence—receives adequate educational investment. Second, 

innovation in racial integration policies is necessary. In an era when compulsory 

busing has proven politically unsustainable, exploring socioeconomic integration 

strategies, expanding inter-district choice programs, and creating high-quality 

magnet schools capable of attracting diverse families represent promising avenues. 

Third, and critically, attention must focus on substantive educational equity. This 

encompasses curriculum reform reflecting diverse histories and cultures, recruiting 

and retaining a more diverse and highly qualified teaching force, and providing 

rigorous academic instruction and college counseling for all students. 

Brown's ultimate promise was not merely to seat children of different skin colors in 

the same classroom, but to ensure that all children, regardless of race, class, or ZIP 

code, obtain the resources, support, and opportunities necessary to lead fulfilling 

lives and participate fully in democratic society. Realizing this promise requires not 

only judicial decrees but sustained political will, honest public dialogue, and the 

moral courage to redistribute resources. The journey Brown commenced remains 

incomplete; the questions it left behind continue to test America's conscience: Do we 

possess the resolve to construct an educational system that is genuinely equal, not 

merely "non-segregated" ? 
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