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Topic: Equal Protection Under the Law 
 

TOPIC DESCRIPTION Once African Americans became citizens under the 14th Amendment (“all persons born or naturalized 
in the United States”), their rights were then protected under the laws established in the U.S. 
Constitution.  However, granting these rights did not guarantee that African Americans were fully 
accepted and protected in practice.  As citizens of the United States, African Americans were granted 
the same rights as all other citizens.  These rights were established by the Bill of Rights and other 
Constitutional Amendments.  African Americans were grated the rights to  speak freely, assemble, 
and protest (1st Amendment), be provided equal justice in court (5th, 6th, and 7th Amendments), be 
free from cruel or unusual punishments (8th Amendment) and participate in all aspects of the 
established democratic government, such as voting (15th, 19th, and 24th Amendments).  These 
protected rights were just the beginning of the changes that needed to occur to make African 
Americans equal.  Without these legal protections, the Civil Rights Movement and other movements 
would have been thwarted before they even began.  Leaders such as Martin Luther King, Jr., Rosa 
Parks, Whitney Young, Thurgood Marshall, and the Greensboro Four would not have been able to 
march peacefully, protest by refusing to move on a bus, desegregate the Atlanta public library, 
advance civil rights as a Supreme Court Justice, or protest at a Woolworth’s.  The laws protects all 
citizens who which to protest an injustice.  Even today African Americans are protesting for their 
rights to equal protection and equal justice under the law.   

STANDARDS ALLIGNED TO 
THIS TOPIC 

FP.C&G.1.5: Evaluate the fundamental principles of American politics in terms of the extent to which 
they have been used effectively to maintain constitutional democracy in the United States (e.g., rule 
of law, limited government, democracy, consent of the governed, etc.). 
FP.C&G.2.3: Evaluate the U.S. Constitution as a “living Constitution” in terms of how the words in the 
Constitution and Bill of Rights have been interpreted and applied throughout their existence (e.g., 
precedents, rule of law, Stare decisis, judicial review, supremacy, equal protections, “establishment 
clause,” symbolic speech, due process, right to privacy, etc.). 
FP.C&G.2.7: Analyze contemporary issues and governmental responses at the local, state, and 
national levels in terms of how they promote the public interest and/or general welfare (e.g., taxes, 
immigration, naturalization, civil rights, economic development, annexation, redistricting, zoning, 
national security, health care, etc.). 

KEY CONCEPTS Equal Protection Under the Law 
Equal Justice Under the Law 
Equal Protection Clause 
Democracy 
Rule of Law 
Judicial Review 

OTHER CONCEPTS TO 
CONSIDER  

Suffrage 
Due Process 
Civil War Amendments 

GENERALIZATIONS 1. The U.S. Constitution established a system of equal protection under the law that was not 
upheld when African Americans were granted citizenship. 

2. The suffrage Amendments extended voting rights, allowing citizens more access to the 
democratic process. 

3. The Constitution is often viewed as a ‘living Constitution’ because it can be amended to best 
serve modern day interests. 

4. The Supreme Court has the power of judicial review. 
5. Social movements are able to occur because of the protections granted by the U.S. 

Constitution, Bill of Rights, and other Amendments. 
OVERARCHING INQUIRY 
QUESTIONS 
(Write the number of the 
resource for each question)  

Overarching Question: Do the laws established in the U.S. Constitution fully protect all U.S. citizens? 
Supporting Questions: 

1. How did the 14th Amendment offer African Americans equal protection under the law?  
(Resources 1, 2, 3, and 4) 

2. Even though the Civil War Amendments (13, 14, and 15) granted African Americans 
freedom, citizenship, and suffrage, how were African Americans still left unprotected?  
(Resources 1 and 2) 

3. How do the suffrage Amendments (15, 19, 23, 24, and 26) extend equal protection under 
the law to all U.S. citizens?  (Resource 1) 

4. In what ways did African Americans use the protections granted by the U.S. Constitution to 
gain equality in society? (All resources) 

5. How did Supreme Court case rulings extend protection to African Americans under the law?  
(Resources 4 and 5) 

6. How have Civil Rights leaders used the law to protect the rights of people in society?  
(Resources 6 and 7) 

7. In what ways does the U.S. Constitution protect movements today, such as the Black Lives 
Matter movement?  (Resource 1) 
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 
 

1. U.S. Constitution https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs 
The U.S. Constitution is the basis of all law and government in the United States.  As this is 
the document that established the government that we still know today, this document 
should be used any time students are analyzing government actions, laws, rights, and 
protections. 

2. Amendment XIV http://constitutioncenter.org/interactive-
constitution/amendments/amendment-xiv/ 
The 14th Amendment has three very important clauses that can be difficult for students to 
understand.  These are the Due Process Clause, the Equal Protection Clause, and the 
Enforcement Clause.  This resource provides in-depth descriptions of the meanings and 
purposes of these clauses. 

3. Knowing the Equal Protection Clause http://constitution.laws.com/equal-protection-clause  
This resource provides a good description of the Equal Protection clause, when it was 
implemented, and how the Supreme Court measures equal protection. 

4. 10 Huge Supreme Court Cases About the 14th Amendment 
http://blog.constitutioncenter.org/2016/07/10-huge-supreme-court-cases-about-the-14th-
amendment/ 
This website provides descriptions of 10 Supreme Court Cases that have involved the 14th 
Amendment from 1873 until 1978.  Each description explains the case as well as the 
Supreme Court’s ruling on the case. 

5. Important Supreme Court Cases for Civil Rights 
http://www.civilrights.org/judiciary/supreme-court/key-
cases.html?referrer=https://www.google.com/ 
This website provides brief descriptions of Civil Rights cases that have reached the Supreme 
Court.  In total, there are over 50 cases listed on this site, ranging from 1857 until 2015. 

6. Lesser Known Heroes of the Civil Rights Movement 
http://www.occasionalplanet.org/2014/02/06/lesser-known-heroes-of-the-civil-rights-
movement/”  
This website contains short biographies/descriptions of five lesser known heroes of the Civil 
Rights movement.  These five heroes include: Hiram Revels, Branch Rickey, Whitney Young, 
Thurgood Marshall, and The Greensboro Four. 

7. Unsung Heroes of Civil Rights http://interactive.nydailynews.com/2016/01/black-history-
month-unsung-heroes-of-civil-rights/ - index 
This website contains stories about people who made a difference during the Civil Rights 
Movement.  Users can see pictures and read brief descriptions of how these people made a 
difference during the Civil Rights Movement. 

  


