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Gideon vs. Wainwright was a Supreme Court case in 1963. It was 
a signi ficant ruling because the Supreme Court applied the Si xth 
Amendment and the Fourteenth Amendment to all citi zens. The Sixth 
Amendment gives citi zens the right to counsel (court-appointed 
defense attorneys); the Fourteenth Amendment states that nobody shall 
be deprived of li fe, liberty, or property without due process of law.

Clarence Earl Gideon was a 51-year-old homeless man. On June 3, 
1961 , he was charged with breaking into a pool hall at Bay Harbor 
Pool room in Bay County, Florida. He allegedly took money from the 
vending machines and smashed a record player. He was arrested due 
to testimony from questionable eyewitnesses. The witnesses were at 
the location at the time, but they didn' t see the crime. Also, evidence 
was only ci rcumstantial, meaning it wasn' t actual proof of the crime.

In court, Gideon couldn' t a fford an attorney, so he asked the court 
for a lawyer to represent him. However, the court denied his request. 
The court claimed that attorneys were only provided in death penal ty 
cases. So, Gideon represented himsel f in court.

Unfortunately, Gideon missed some chances to help his case. 
Fi rst, he didn' t establish an alibi for himsel f. Second, he didn' t know 
how to question the jurors. He didn' t determine i f they were credible 
(believable) or biased. Gideon didn' t highlight any contradictions in the 
testimony, either. As a resul t, he lost the case, and a jury convicted 
and sentenced him to fi ve years in prison.

In prison, Gideon set out to prove his innocence. Fi rst, he used 
the prison library to study the law. Then he hand-wrote a petition to the 
Florida Supreme Court to hear his case. Gideon claimed that he was 
denied a fai r trial because the court would not appoint an attorney. His 
case was heard in forma pauperis, which means he could file without 
paying fees and without submitting additional copies of his petition. 

At fi rst, the suit was called Gideon v. Cochran. Cochran was the 
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di rector of Florida's Division of Corrections. However, Louie L. 
Wainwright became di rector of Florida's Division of Corrections, so the 
suit became Gideon v. Wainwright. Unfortunately, the Florida Supreme 
Court upheld the original ruling, meaning everything stayed the same. 
The court argued that Gideon only had an eighth-grade education. As a 
resul t, Gideon did not win the case.

So, Gideon filed a petition with the U.S. Supreme Court. He claimed 
that his Fourteenth Amendment rights were violated. The U.S. Supreme 
Court agreed to hear Gideon's case. Abe Fortas was his lawyer. Back 
then, Fortas was a prominent Washington, DC, attorney. Later, he 
became a Supreme Court Justice from 1965 to 1969.

Fortas argued that all defendants should have a proper defense, 
regardless of education or other factors, as written in the U.S. 
Constitution. Basically, no defendant could properly defend themselves.

Two months later, on March 18, 1963, Justice Hugo Black announced 
the acquittal (not guil ty). Finally, Gideon won his case. Three previous 
cases influenced the Supreme Court ruling:
• Powell v. Alabama (1932), the case of nine African American 

"Scottsboro Boys" accused of assaul ting two white women. The court 
ruled that courts must provide legal counsel to underprivileged 
defendants charged with capital (serious) crimes.

• Johnson v. Zerbst ruled that i f a defendant cannot afford a lawyer 
in a federal criminal trial, the court would appoint one.

• Betts v. Brady, a case that all owed the right to counsel (lawyer), but 
only in federal cases or when a defendant was illiterate (unable to 
read or write) or mentally challenged, not in state court.

This landmark ruling for Gideon v. Wainwright established that 
everyone should have the fundamental right to a fai r trial. Procedures 
should protect the process of law during the police interrogation, trial, 
and appeal. Regardless of weal th, education, or class, nobody should be 
charged with a crime and enter court without counsel. All justices 
unanimously agreed, as determined by the Sixth Amendment. 
Additionally, this must happen in both state courts and federal courts.



Fill  in  the  blank

Multiple  choice

In what state did 
Gideon get into trouble?

What year was Powell v. 
Alabama?

Who became Gideon’s 
lawyer?

What year was the 
Supreme Court case?

How many years was his 
original sentencing?

What was Wainwright's 
fi rst name?

True  or  false
Gideon’s fi rst name was 
Clarence.

TRUE         FALSE TRUE         FALSE TRUE         FALSE

At fi rst, the suit was 
called Gideon v. Florida.

A.  1974
B.  1951
C.  1963
D.  1942

A.  Three
B.  Seven
C.  Eleven
D.  None of the above

A.  Louie
B.  Clarence
C.  Abe
D.  Wilson

The Second Amendment 
gi ves citi zens the right to 
counsel.

1 2 3

4 5 6

7 8 9

10 11 12
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A.  North Carolina
B.  Alabama
C.  Massachusetts
D.  Florida

A.  1932
B.  1923
C.  1962
D.  1940

A. William Brad ford
B. Abe Fortas
C. Louie Wainwright
D. Henry Powell

The word credible means 
believable as a witness.

Betts v. Thomas
in fluenced the 
Supreme Court ruling.

Gideon filed a petition 
with the U.S. Supreme 
Court. 

TRUE         FALSE TRUE         FALSE TRUE         FALSE

Gideon didn' t establish an 
alibi for himsel f.

TRUE         FALSE

13 14 15Justice Hugo Black 
announced the 
acquittal. 

TRUE         FALSE TRUE         FALSE

Evidence was 
ci rcumstantial, meaning 
i t wasn' t proof of the 
crime.


