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In the early 20th century, racial segregation was deeply ingrained in American
society, and the fight for equality was a long and arduous one. Among the
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countless heroes who stood up against this injustice was George McLaurin, a
remarkable African American academic whose courage and determination
brought significant changes to the education system.

The Early Life of George McLaurin

George McLaurin was born on September 17, 1894, in Calhoun, Kentucky.
Despite the challenging circumstances African Americans faced during this era,
McLaurin's parents, John and Mary, played a crucial role in shaping his desire for
education and equality. They encouraged him to pursue his studies, even with
limited resources and available opportunities for African Americans.
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McLaurin's thirst for knowledge led him to enroll at the Kentucky State College for
Negroes (now Kentucky State University), where he received his bachelor's
degree at the age of 31. This was just the beginning of his incredible journey.
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After earning his bachelor's degree, McLaurin desired to continue his education
at the University of Oklahoma. However, the Educational Policies Committee
denied his admission solely based on his race, even though McLaurin's academic
achievements surpassed the institution's requirements.

Not willing to accept this blatant injustice, McLaurin challenged the decision in
court. With the assistance of the NAACP, he filed a lawsuit arguing that his
constitutional rights were violated. McLaurin's case eventually reached the
Supreme Court, where it created a significant shift in the fight against segregated
education.

The Landmark Supreme Court Case

McLaurin's battle for justice caught the attention not only of civil rights activists
but also of Chief Justice Fred Vinson. Vinson believed that McLaurin's case had
the potential to challenge the "separate but equal" doctrine established by Plessy
v. Ferguson in 1896. The doctrine upheld racial segregation as long as separate
facilities were provided, deeming them equal.

In 1948, the Supreme Court ruled in favor of McLaurin, highlighting the
psychological impact of segregation on African American students. The Court
recognized that separating students based on race caused harm and inequality,
declaring it unconstitutional. This landmark ruling began dismantling segregated
education across the United States, paving the way for further progress in the
civil rights movement.

McLaurin's Legacy and Impact

McLaurin's victory was not only a personal triumph but also a significant
milestone for the entire nation. By challenging the discriminatory policies of
education, he paved the way for future generations to receive equal opportunities.



After the Supreme Court's decision, McLaurin became the first African American
to attend a previously all-white institution in the United States.

McLaurin's landmark case influenced subsequent rulings such as Brown v. Board
of Education in 1954, where the Supreme Court unequivocally declared that
segregated education violated the rights of African American students. The
decision in McLaurin's case set an important precedent, directly impacting the
fight against discrimination in education and beyond.

The inspiring journey of George McLaurin highlights the impact one person can
have in the fight for equality and justice. His determination and bravery
challenged the deeply rooted system of segregation in education, bringing about
significant changes and setting legal precedents that would shape the future of
civil rights in the United States. George McLaurin's name will forever be
remembered in the history of the struggle against racial discrimination, motivating
future generations to continue the fight for equal opportunities 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
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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