
George McLaurin And The Struggle To End
Segregated Education
George McLaurin was a pioneering figure in the fight against segregated
education in the United States. Born in 1904 in Oklahoma, McLaurin faced
numerous challenges and barriers throughout his life but ultimately became an
instrumental force in advancing the cause of racial equality in the educational
system.

During an era marked by deep racial divides and systematic discrimination,
McLaurin's journey serves as a testament to the resilience and determination of
individuals who fought against injustice. From his early education to his historic
lawsuit against the University of Oklahoma, George McLaurin's story shines a
light on the struggles of millions and the fight for a more equal future.

Early Life and Education

Growing up in segregated Oklahoma, George McLaurin experienced the harsh
realities of racial segregation firsthand. Limited by the segregated school system,
McLaurin was determined to overcome these obstacles and pursue higher
education.
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After completing his Bachelor's degree at Langston University, an all-black
institution, McLaurin sought to further his studies and expand his opportunities.
He applied for admission to the University of Oklahoma, a predominantly white
institution, and was accepted into the graduate school with a scholarship.

The Landmark Lawsuit

In an ironic twist, despite being admitted to the University of Oklahoma, McLaurin
faced continued exclusion and discrimination within the school. He was
segregated from the rest of the students in all aspects, from classrooms to
libraries and even dining areas. McLaurin was not allowed to interact with his
white peers, severely limiting his ability to engage fully in the educational
experience.

Feeling that his rights were being violated, McLaurin took legal action against the
University of Oklahoma in 1948. His lawsuit argued that segregation within the
institution was unconstitutional and denied him equal protection under the
Fourteenth Amendment.

After a four-year legal battle, McLaurin's case reached the United States
Supreme Court in 1950. The court ruled in his favor, stating that the segregation
he endured violated the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment.

Legacy and Impact
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George McLaurin's victory in the landmark Supreme Court case marked a
significant milestone in the fight against segregated education. The ruling set an
important precedent for future civil rights cases and challenged the
constitutionality of racial segregation in various institutions.

By striking down the notion that separate can ever truly be equal, McLaurin's
case paved the way for subsequent legal challenges against segregation in all
areas of society. From education to transportation, housing, and public facilities,
the struggle for equality gained momentum.

McLaurin's fierce determination and unwavering commitment to challenging
discriminatory practices inspired and influenced countless individuals and civil
rights activists. His contribution to the fight against segregation remains a pivotal
moment in American history.

The Continuing Pursuit of Equality

While the ruling in McLaurin's case was a significant step forward, it was far from
the end of the struggle for equality. The fight against racial discrimination in
education and society continued, evolving through subsequent generations and
civil rights movements.

Today, the work of George McLaurin and others who stood up against
segregation serves as a reminder of the progress that has been made, while also
highlighting the ongoing challenges faced in achieving a truly inclusive society.

The fight for equal educational opportunities and an end to discrimination remains
as relevant as ever. The legacy of George McLaurin inspires us to continue
striving for a future where individuals of all backgrounds have equal access to
quality education, free from segregation and prejudice.



George McLaurin's remarkable journey and his tireless efforts in the battle
against segregated education have left an indelible mark on American history.
Through his determination, he challenged the unjust norms that defined the era
and moved closer to achieving racial equality.

The fight against segregation and discrimination is an ongoing struggle, but
McLaurin's groundbreaking lawsuit remains a significant milestone in this journey.
By recognizing and honoring the struggles of pioneers like McLaurin, we can
continue to push for a society that embraces diversity, equality, and justice for all.
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For nearly sixty years, the University of Oklahoma, in obedience to state law,
denied admission to African Americans. Only in October 1948 did this racial
barrier start to break down, when an elderly teacher named George McLaurin
became the first African American to enroll at the university. McLaurin’s case,
championed by the NAACP, drew national attention and culminated in a U.S.
Supreme Court decision. In Breaking Down Barriers, distinguished historian
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David W. Levy chronicles the historically significant—and at times poignant—
story of McLaurin’s two-year struggle to secure his rights.

Through exhaustive research, Levy has uncovered as much as we can know
about George McLaurin (1887–1968),a notably private person. A veteran
educator, he was fully qualified for admission as a graduate student in the
university’s School of Education. When the university denied his application,
solely on the basis of race, McLaurin received immediate assistance from the
NAACP and its lead attorney Thurgood Marshall, who brilliantly defended his
case in state and federal courts.

On his very first day of class, as Levy details, McLaurin had to sit in a special
alcove, separate from the white students in the classroom. Photographs of
McLaurin in this humiliating position set off a firestorm of national outrage.
Dozens of other African American men and women followed McLaurin to the
university, and Levy reviews the many bizarre contortions that university officials
had to perform, often against their own inclinations, to accord with the state’s
mandate to keep black and white students apart in classrooms, the library,
cafeterias and dormitories, and the football stadium.

Ultimately, in 1950, the U.S. Supreme Court, swayed by the arguments of
Marshall and his co-counsel Robert Carter, ruled in McLaurin’s favor. The
decision, as Levy explains, stopped short of toppling the decades-old doctrine of
“separate but equal.” But the case led directly to the 1954 landmark decision in
Brown v. Board of Education, which finally declared that flawed policy
unconstitutional.
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