Marbury v. Madison

5 U.S. 137 (1803) 
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	Facts of the Case 

The case began on March 2, 1801, when an obscure Federalist, William Marbury, was designated as a justice of the peace in the District of Columbia. Marbury and several others were appointed to government posts created by Congress in the last days of John Adams's presidency, but these last-minute appointments were never fully finalized. The disgruntled appointees invoked an act of Congress and sued for their jobs in the Supreme Court. 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Question Presented 

Is Marbury entitled to his appointment? Is his lawsuit the correct way to get it? And, is the Supreme Court the place for Marbury to get the relief he requests? 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Conclusion 

Yes; yes; and it depends. The justices held, through Marshall's forceful argument, that on the last issue the Constitution was "the fundamental and paramount law of the nation" and that "an act of the legislature repugnant to the constitution is void." In other words, when the Constitution--the nation's highest law--conflicts with an act of the legislature, that act is invalid. This case establishes the Supreme Court's power of judicial review.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Dartmouth College v. Woodward

17 U.S. 518 (1819) 
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	February 2, 1819
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Facts of the Case 

In 1816, the New Hampshire legislature attempted to change Dartmouth College--a privately funded institution--into a state university. The legislature changed the school's corporate charter by transferring the control of trustee appointments to the governor. In an attempt to regain authority over the resources of Dartmouth College, the old trustees filed suit against William H. Woodward, who sided with the new appointees. 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Question Presented 

Did the New Hampshire legislature unconstitutionally interfere with Dartmouth College's rights under the Contract Clause? 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Conclusion 

In a 6-to-1 decision, the Court held that the College's corporate charter qualified as a contract between private parties, with which the legislature could not interfere. The fact that the government had commissioned the charter did not transform the school into a civil institution. Chief Justice Marshall's opinion emphasized that the term "contract" referred to transactions involving individual property rights, not to "the political relations between the government and its citizens."
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


McCulloch v. Maryland

17 U.S. 316 (1819) 
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	Argued:
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	March 6, 1819
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Facts of the Case 

In 1816, Congress chartered The Second Bank of the United States. In 1818, the state of Maryland passed legislation to impose taxes on the bank. James W. McCulloch, the cashier of the Baltimore branch of the bank, refused to pay the tax. 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Question Presented 

The case presented two questions: Did Congress have the authority to establish the bank? Did the Maryland law unconstitutionally interfere with congressional powers? 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Conclusion 

In a unanimous decision, the Court held that Congress had the power to incorporate the bank and that Maryland could not tax instruments of the national government employed in the execution of constitutional powers. Writing for the Court, Chief Justice Marshall noted that Congress possessed unenumerated powers not explicitly outlined in the Constitution. Marshall also held that while the states retained the power of taxation, "the constitution and the laws made in pursuance thereof are supreme. . .they control the constitution and laws of the respective states, and cannot be controlled by them."
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Gibbons v. Ogden

22 U.S. 1 (1824) 
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	Decided:
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	Facts of the Case 

A New York state law gave two individuals the exclusive right to operate steamboats on waters within state jurisdiction. Laws like this one were duplicated elsewhere which led to friction as some states would require foreign (out-of-state) boats to pay substantial fees for navigation privileges. In this case a steamboat owner who did business between New York and New Jersey challenged the monopoly that New York had granted, which forced him to obtain a special operating permit from the state to navigate on its waters. 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Question Presented 

Did the State of New York exercise authority in a realm reserved exclusively to Congress, namely, the regulation of interstate commerce? 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Conclusion 

The Court found that New York's licensing requirement for out-of-state operators was inconsistent with a congressional act regulating the coasting trade. The New York law was invalid by virtue of the Supremacy Clause. In his opinion, Chief Justice Marshall developed a clear definition of the word commerce, which included navigation on interstate waterways. He also gave meaning to the phrase "among the several states" in the Commerce Clause. Marshall's was one of the earliest and most influential opinions concerning this important clause. He concluded that regulation of navigation by steamboat operators and others for purposes of conducting interstate commerce was a power reserved to and exercised by the Congress.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Dred Scott v. Sandford

60 U.S. 393 (1857) 
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	Facts of the Case 

Dred Scott was a slave in Missouri. From 1833 to 1843, he resided in Illinois (a free state) and in an area of the Louisiana Territory, where slavery was forbidden by the Missouri Compromise of 1820. After returning to Missouri, Scott sued unsuccessfully in the Missouri courts for his freedom, claiming that his residence in free territory made him a free man. Scott then brought a new suit in federal court. Scott's master maintained that no pure-blooded Negro of African descent and the descendant of slaves could be a citizen in the sense of Article III of the Constitution. 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Question Presented 

Was Dred Scott free or slave? 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Conclusion 

Dred Scott was a slave. Under Articles III and IV, argued Taney, no one but a citizen of the United States could be a citizen of a state, and that only Congress could confer national citizenship. Taney reached the conclusion that no person descended from an American slave had ever been a citizen for Article III purposes. The Court then held the Missouri Compromise unconstitutional, hoping to end the slavery question once and for all.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Plessy v. Ferguson

163 U.S. 537 (1896) 
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	Facts of the Case 

The state of Louisiana enacted a law that required separate railway cars for blacks and whites. In 1892, Homer Adolph Plessy--who was seven-eighths Caucasian--took a seat in a "whites only" car of a Louisiana train. He refused to move to the car reserved for blacks and was arrested. 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Question Presented 

Is Louisiana's law mandating racial segregation on its trains an unconstitutional infringement on both the privileges and immunities and the equal protection clauses of the Fourteenth Amendment? 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Conclusion 

No, the state law is within constitutional boundaries. The majority, in an opinion authored by Justice Henry Billings Brown, upheld state-imposed racial segregation. The justices based their decision on the separate-but-equal doctrine, that separate facilities for blacks and whites satisfied the Fourteenth Amendment so long as they were equal. (The phrase, "separate but equal" was not part of the opinion.) Justice Brown conceded that the 14th amendment intended to establish absolute equality for the races before the law. But Brown noted that "in the nature of things it could not have been intended to abolish distinctions based upon color, or to enforce social, as distinguished from political equality, or a commingling of the two races unsatisfactory to either." In short, segregation does not in itself constitute unlawful discrimination.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka

347 U.S. 483 (1954) 
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	Subjects:
	Civil Rights: Desegregation, Schools
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Facts of the Case 

Black children were denied admission to public schools attended by white children under laws requiring or permitting segregation according to the races. The white and black schools approached equality in terms of buildings, curricula, qualifications, and teacher salaries. This case was decided together with Briggs v. Elliott and Davis v. County School Board of Prince Edward County. 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Question Presented 

Does the segregation of children in public schools solely on the basis of race deprive the minority children of the equal protection of the laws guaranteed by the 14th Amendment? 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Conclusion 

Yes. Despite the equalization of the schools by "objective" factors, intangible issues foster and maintain inequality. Racial segregation in public education has a detrimental effect on minority children because it is interpreted as a sign of inferiority. The long-held doctrine that separate facilities were permissible provided they were equal was rejected. Separate but equal is inherently unequal in the context of public education. The unanimous opinion sounded the death-knell for all forms of state-maintained racial separation.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Heart of Atlanta Motel v. U.S.

379 U.S. 241 (1964) 
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	Civil Rights: Desegregation
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Facts of the Case 

Title II of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 forbade racial discrimination by places of public accommodation if their operations affected commerce. The Heart of Atlanta Motel in Atlanta, Georgia, refused to accept Black Americans and was charged with violating Title II. 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Question Presented 

Did Congress, in passing Title II of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, exceed its Commerce Clause powers by depriving motels, such as the Heart of Atlanta, of the right to choose their own customers? 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Conclusion 

The Court held that the Commerce Clause allowed Congress to regulate local incidents of commerce, and that the Civil Right Act of 1964 passed constitutional muster. The Court noted that the applicability of Title II was "carefully limited to enterprises having a direct and substantial relation to the interstate flow of goods and people. . ." The Court thus concluded that places of public accommodation had no "right" to select guests as they saw fit, free from governmental regulation.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Bd. of Ed.

402 U.S. 1 (1971) 
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	Civil Rights: Desegregation, Schools
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Facts of the Case 

After the Supreme Court's decision in 1954 in Brown v. Board of Education, little progress had been made in desegregating public schools. One example was the Charlotte-Mecklenburg, North Carolina, system in which approximately 14,000 black students attended schools that were either totally black or more than 99 percent black. Lower courts had experimented with a number of possible solutions when the case reached the Supreme Court. 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Question Presented 

Were federal courts constitutionally authorized to oversee and produce remedies for state-imposed segregation? 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Conclusion 

In a unanimous decision, The Court held that the constitutional mandate (see Brown v. Board of Education) to desegregate public schools did not require all schools in a district to reflect the district's racial composition, but that the existence of all-white or all-black schools must be shown not to result from segregation policies. The Court added that because bus transportation had traditionally been employed by school systems, busing could be used in efforts to correct racial imbalances
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Regents of the University of California v. Bakke

438 U.S. 265 (1978) 
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	Civil Rights: Affirmative Action
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Facts of the Case 

Allan Bakke, a thirty-five-year-old white man, had twice applied for admission to the University of California Medical School at Davis. He was rejected both times. The school reserved sixteen places in each entering class of one hundred for "qualified" minorities, as part of the university's affirmative action program, in an effort to redress longstanding, unfair minority exclusions from the medical profession. Bakke's qualifications (college GPA and test scores) exceeded those of any of the minority students admitted in the two years Bakke's applications were rejected. Bakke contended, first in the California courts, then in the Supreme Court, that he was excluded from admission solely on the basis of race. 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Question Presented 

Did the University of California violate the Fourteenth Amendment's equal protection clause, and the Civil Rights Act of 1964, by practicing an affirmative action policy that resulted in the repeated rejection of Bakke's application for admission to its medical school? 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Conclusion 

No and yes. There was no single majority opinion. Four of the justices contended that any racial quota system supported by government violated the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Justice Lewis F. Powell, Jr., agreed, casting the deciding vote ordering the medical school to admit Bakke. However, in his opinion, Powell argued that the rigid use of racial quotas as employed at the school violated the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. The remaining four justices held that the use of race as a criterion in admissions decisions in higher education was constitutionally permissible. Powell joined that opinion as well, contending that the use of race was permissible as one of several admission criteria. So, the Court managed to minimize white opposition to the goal of equality (by finding for Bakke) while extending gains for racial minorities through affirmative action.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Korematsu v. United States

323 U.S. 214 (1944) 
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	Facts of the Case 

During World War II, Presidential Executive Order 9066 and congressional statutes gave the military authority to exclude citizens of Japanese ancestry from areas deemed critical to national defense and potentially vulnerable to espionage. Korematsu remained in San Leandro, California and violated Civilian Exclusion Order No. 34 of the U.S. Army. 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Question Presented 

Did the President and Congress go beyond their war powers by implementing exclusion and restricting the rights of Americans of Japanese descent? 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Conclusion 

The Court sided with the government and held that the need to protect against espionage outweighed Korematsu's rights. Justice Black argued that compulsory exclusion, though constitutionally suspect, is justified during circumstances of "emergency and peril."
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Roe v. Wade

410 U.S. 113 (1973) 
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	Subjects:
	Privacy: Abortion, Including Contraceptives
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Facts of the Case 

Roe, a Texas resident, sought to terminate her pregnancy by abortion. Texas law prohibited abortions except to save the pregnant woman's life. After granting certiorari, the Court heard arguments twice. The first time, Roe's attorney -- Sarah Weddington -- could not locate the constitutional hook of her argument for Justice Potter Stewart. Her opponent -- Jay Floyd -- misfired from the start. Weddington sharpened her constitutional argument in the second round. Her new opponent -- Robert Flowers -- came under strong questioning from Justices Potter Stewart and Thurgood Marshall. 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Question Presented 

Does the Constitution embrace a woman's right to terminate her pregnancy by abortion? 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Conclusion 

The Court held that a woman's right to an abortion fell within the right to privacy (recognized in Griswold v. Connecticut) protected by the Fourteenth Amendment. The decision gave a woman total autonomy over the pregnancy during the first trimester and defined different levels of state interest for the second and third trimesters. As a result, the laws of 46 states were affected by the Court's ruling.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


United States v. Nixon

418 U.S. 683 (1974) 
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	Subjects:
	Criminal Procedure: Discovery and Inspection
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Facts of the Case 

A grand jury returned indictments against seven of President Richard Nixon's closest aides in the Watergate affair. The special prosecutor appointed by Nixon and the defendants sought audio tapes of conversations recorded by Nixon in the Oval Office. Nixon asserted that he was immune from the subpoena claiming "executive privilege," which is the right to withhold information from other government branches to preserve confidential communications within the executive branch or to secure the national interest. Decided together with Nixon v. United States. 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Question Presented 

Is the President's right to safeguard certain information, using his "executive privilege" confidentiality power, entirely immune from judicial review? 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Conclusion 

No. The Court held that neither the doctrine of separation of powers, nor the generalized need for confidentiality of high-level communications, without more, can sustain an absolute, unqualified, presidential privilege. The Court granted that there was a limited executive privilege in areas of military or diplomatic affairs, but gave preference to "the fundamental demands of due process of law in the fair administration of justice." Therefore, the president must obey the subpoena and produce the tapes and documents. Nixon resigned shortly after the release of the tapes.
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