Gideon v. Wainwright (1963) - Background Summary and Questions

On June 3, 1961, someone broke into the Bay Harbor Pool Room in Panama City, Florida. Some beer and wine were stolen. The cigarette machine and jukebox were smashed and money was missing. A witness said he saw Clarence Earl Gideon in the poolroom early that morning. The police found Gideon and arrested him. He had a lot of change in his pockets and was carrying a bottle of wine. They charged him with breaking and entering. 

Gideon was poor. He could not afford a lawyer. At the trial, he asked the judge to appoint a lawyer for him. The judge said no. Gideon argued that the Sixth Amendment says he is entitled to a lawyer. The judge told Gideon that the state doesn't have to pay for a poor person's legal defense.  Furthermore, since Gideon had been arrested many times before, he already understood some of the legal procedures. Gideon had to defend himself. He tried hard but didn't do a very good job. For instance, his choice of witnesses was unusual—he called the police officers who arrested him to testify on his behalf. Gideon also lacked skill in questioning witnesses, which made it difficult for him to present his case.

Gideon was found guilty and was sentenced to five years in jail. He thought that this was unfair because he had not been given a lawyer. He asked the Supreme Court of Florida to release him but the court said no. Gideon kept trying. He wrote a petition and sent it to the Supreme Court of the United States. When the Supreme Court read what Gideon had written, the Court agreed to hear his case.

In an earlier case, Betts v. Brady, the Court had ruled that in state criminal trials, the state must supply a poor defendant with a lawyer only if there are "special circumstances". These special circumstances could be that the case is very complicated or that the person is illiterate or not competent to represent himself. Gideon could not claim any of these special circumstances. The Court needed to decide if it should get rid of this "special circumstances" rule. If it did so, then poor people like Gideon would be given a lawyer by the government if charged with a crime in a state court.


Key Excerpts from the Majority Opinion 

The decision was unanimous.

Betts v. Brady has been a continuing source of controversy and lawsuits since the Supreme Court made its ruling.  Today we decide whether or not to overturn that decision.

The Sixth Amendment states, "In all criminal prosecutions, the accused shall enjoy the right . . . to have the Assistance of Counsel (help from a lawyer) for his defense." In Betts v. Brady, Betts argued that this right is extended to poor defendants.  The Supreme Court did not agree.  To argue against Betts, the Court examined whether or not having a lawyer is fundamental to being treated equally under the law.  On the basis of examining data from trials across the country, the Court concluded that mandatory appointment of a lawyer is not essential to have a fair trial.

We think the Court in Betts was wrong in concluding that the Sixth Amendment's guarantee of counsel is not a fundamental right to have a fair trial. Reason and reflection require us to recognize that in our adversarial (a situation where two sides argue against each other) system of criminal justice, any person brought into court, who is too poor to hire a lawyer, cannot be assured a fair trial unless counsel is provided for him.

Governments spend vast sums of money to try defendants accused of crime. Similarly, there are very few defendants charged with crime who fail to hire the best lawyers they can get to prepare and present their defenses. That government hires lawyers to prosecute and defendants who have the money hire lawyers to defend are proof of the widespread belief in our society that lawyers in criminal courts are necessities, not luxuries. 

The right of someone charged with a crime to a lawyer may not be deemed fundamental or essential to fair trials in some countries, but it is in ours. From the very beginning of the United States, our state and national constitutions and laws have laid great emphasis on very specific safeguards designed to assure fair trials before impartial juries in which every defendant stands equal before the law. This noble ideal cannot be realized if the poor man charged with crime has to face his accusers without a lawyer to assist him. 

The right to be heard in court would be of little help if the accused did not know how to pose what he wanted to say in legal terms.  Even the intelligent and educated layman (a non-lawyer) has small and sometimes no skill in the science of law. If charged with crime, he is unfamiliar with the rules of evidence. Left without the aid of a lawyer, he may be put on trial without a proper charge, and convicted upon evidence irrelevant to the issue or otherwise inadmissible. Without a lawyer, though the accused be not guilty, he faces the danger of conviction because he does not know how to establish his innocence. 

We hold that in courts a lawyer must be provided and paid for by the government for defendants to poor to hire one, unless that right is competently and intelligently waived.

