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What happened? 
Clarence Earl Gideon was charged with breaking and entering with the intent to commit a misdemeanor. This charge under Florida law is considered a felony. Because Gideon wasn’t particularly wealthy, he was unable to afford a lawyer at trial. When he requested one, he was denied a lawyer, as Florida law permitted lawyers only to those who couldn’t afford one for capital offenses. He represented himself in the trial, presenting witnesses and cross-testifying as well. He was found guilty and sentenced to 5 years' imprisonment. He filed a petition for a writ of habeas corpus, and the Florida Supreme Court denied his request. He wrote a handwritten letter to the US Supreme Court from jail, to decide the question of whether the 6th Amendment applies to defendants in a state court. 

What Did the Supreme Court Decide? 

The U.S. Supreme Court unanimously overturned Gideon’s conviction, holding that the 6th Amendment’s guarantee of counsel is a fundamental right essential to a fair trial, and that this right applies to the states through the 14th Amendment’s Due Process Clause. Writing for the Court, Justice Black stated: 

“In our adversary system of criminal justice, any person haled into court who is too poor    to hire a lawyer cannot be assured a fair trial unless counsel is provided for him.”

The Court reasoned that a fair trial cannot be achieved if the defendant does not have legal representation, especially when facing the complex rules and procedures of criminal law. This decision explicitly overturned Betts v. Brady (1942), which had allowed states to decide whether to appoint counsel in non-capital cases. The Florida Supreme Court was required to retry Gideon with legal counsel, and at his second trial with a public defender present, he was acquitted of all charges. 

Why is this Significant and Important? 
This Supreme Court Case transformed the American criminal justice system by guaranteeing that everyone, regardless of income, has the right to a lawyer in a felony trial. This decision recognized that a fair trial isn’t possible if only people who can afford lawyers get legal representation. 

Expanded the 6th Amendment
The ruling clarified that the 6th Amendment’s right to counsel is not just a federal protection but also applies to state courts. 

Overturned Betts v. Brady
The ruling in Gideon v. Wainwright overturned the case of Betts v. Brady 20 years prior. This case received a substantial amount of backlash as the US Supreme Court ruled in a 6-3 decision that indigent defendants only needed counsel for special occasions. A lawyer was only necessary for special cases. 

Defined the 14th Amendment Due Process
In the Betts v. Brady case, the main argument for the majority opinion was that the 14th Amendment's due process clause prevents an unfair trial. It doesn’t, however, provide the case that counsel was necessary for every single case for any individual. The case of Gideon v. Wainwright, however, reshaped this idea and clarified that the 14th Amendment not only protects defendants from an unfair trial, but that denial of counsel was unfair and thus would go against the 14th Amendment.
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