Landmark Decisions of the United States Supreme Court



* The decision of the court in the case is underlined

* The key principle that the case established is bolded

I. Important Cases Prior to the passage of the Judiciary Act of 1789, which established the Supreme Court   

Trial of Anne Hutchinson   1638

a. Challenged idea of predetermination 

- ‘a good, prosperous, and holy life was no sure sign of salvation.’ = idea called antinomianism

- claimed God inspired this idea in her

b. Affront to Puritan church orthodoxy.

c. Banished and moved to New York; entire family killed by Indians

d. Pioneered concept of religious freedom in America.

John Peter Zenger case   1734

a. Zenger’s newspaper printed articles criticizing the royal governor of New York, and British commercial policies.

b. Zenger claimed that all information in the articles was truthful

- British judge ruled that the truth is irrelevant.

-  printing inflammatory comments about British policy was seditious; arrested Zenger

c. Alexander Hamilton moved jury to issue a verdict of ‘not guilty’
d. Case pointed the way to the fundamental freedoms in America of expression and press.
II. Supreme Court Cases
Chief Justice: JOHN MARSHALL   (1801 - 1835):

Principles outlined: Loose interpretation of constitution, Judicial Review, National Supremacy, right of Supreme Court to review decisions in lower state courts.

Marbury v. Madison   1803



Current President:  Jefferson

a. Case runs deeper than Marbury who used the Judiciary Act of 1789 to sue for his judicial appointment
b. Case really about checks and balances and weighing the power of the Supreme Court against the President.
- if Marshall (a federalist) says ‘yes’ and gives appointment, Jefferson (a Republican) would refuse to execute decision, weakening the power of the SC

- if Marshall says no, appears to be weak - can’t stand up to president

c. Skirts issue entirely - “Judiciary of 1789 is an unconstitutional law and can not be used to sue for appointment”
- throws case out on technicality

- but says if did rule, would give appointment to Marbury (a slap in Jefferson’s face)

d. By ruling on constitutionality of Judiciary Act of 1789, establishes principle of Judicial Review
e. Strengthens power of SC.
Fletcher v. Peck   1810



Current President:  James Madison

a. Government corruption: Yazoo River Land Co. bribes  GA legislators to sell 35 mil acres of land

- Also, incentive to buy back plots of land as private citizens at reduced prices.

b. Public outcry

- New legislators elected

- Tried to annul contract with new law;  Yazoo sues

c. Marshall:  State Legislatures cannot legislate away a previous contract.

- Protected property rights of Yazoo

- 1st case Supreme Court ruled unconstitutional

McCulloch v. Maryland   1819  



Current President:  James Monroe

a. Maryland legislature pass new law taxing branch of Bank of US in Maryland

- states-righters opposed increasingly centralized power of BUS.

- claimed BUS was unconstitutional b/c not mentioned in Constitution

- BUS challenges

b. Marshall: BUS is constitutional  b/c of implied powers in constitution
- “Moreover, power to tax is power to destroy.” - Maryland cannot destroy a federal bank that the people have given 

   the fed govt the power to create.

- state laws cannot supercede federal laws

c. Principle of National Supremacy
Dartmouth College v. Woodward     1819


Current President: James Monroe
a. State of New Hampshire wanted to change Dartmouth College (granted a private charter by King George III in 1769) into a 

    public school.

- College sued

b. Marshall: Charter stands b/c it is a contract
- contracts are protected by the constitution and are inviolable to state encroachment
- states impotent against chartered companies that violate laws created by  old state governments.

Cohens v. Virginia
1821



Current President:  James Monroe

a. State Supreme Court of Virginia found Cohens guilty of illegally selling lottery tickets.

- Cohens challenged 

b. upheld by federal SC
- Marshall asserted right of Supreme Court to review and reverse state court decisions.

- upset states-righters
Gibbons v. Ogden
1824



Current President: James Monroe
a. New York gave one-steamboat company exclusive rights to waterborne trade from New York to New Jersey.

- other companies sued

b. Sup Co reversed 


- rivers, bays, and streams fell under federal jurisdiction and company cannot be given a monopoly by the state.

c. Marshall: Only the Federal government has the power to control interstate trade.

- loose interpretation of the interstate clause 

Worcester v. Georgia
 1832



Current President: Andrew Jackson

a. Under Indian Removal Act of 1830, Indians of the Seminole Wars were confined to reservation in Georgia.

b. Pres Jackson encouraged future peace and their assimilation into American society.

- Cherokees, Chickasaw, Choctaw, Creeks, and Seminoles on reservation claimed protected under constitution

- They adopted “American” ways, with hope of applying for statehood later.

c. Fearful, Georgia opened land to white settlement.

- Indians sued

d. Marshall: boundaries of reservation established by and under authority of federal govt.

  whites cannot settle on land

- furthermore, states cannot make treaty with Indians; expressed power of federal govt.
e. Jackson ignored decision - Trail of Tears
Chief Justice:   ROGER TANEY   (1835 - 1864):  

Principles outlined:  Southern conservative who protected states’ rights and opposed the Bank of the United States.   His refusal to grant African Americans the right to citizenship pushed the United States further down the road toward Civil War.

Charles River Bridge v. Warren Bridge    1837

Current president: Van Buren

a. Massachusetts empowered two nearby bridge companies to collect tolls for traffic over the Charles River.

- 1828, state converted Warren Bridge into a public bridge

- traffic on Charles River Bridge declined and company sued US for impairing the success of its original charter.
b. Taney: contractual nature of charters are NOT inviolable.  Charters can at times serve as a monopoly and injure the public.


- limits Gibbon v. Ogden

- the general welfare is more important than property rights.
- protected states’ rights to regulate trade for common good.
United States v. Claimants of the Amistad     1841

Current president: James K. Polk


a. case concerned the slave ship Amistad.  Ship was found adrift in US waters off the coast of Massachusetts.  The slaves on board 

    had revolted, killed their Spanish crew, and tried to sail back to Africa.

b. the question before the court: “What happens to the slaves?”- many parties laid claim to the slaves as cargo.

- Queen of Spain, the slavers, the US merchants who found the ship 

c. case was eventually tried by ex-President John Quincy Adams before the Supreme Court

d. Court decided slaves were illegally obtained from the free country of Sierra Leone in Africa.

- therefore no one could lay claim to the Africans as free people

e. important case - blacks are recognized by the Court  as something other than slaves.

- John C. Calhoun and South fear case sets a precedent: slaves can revolt and kill with impunity.  Also, slaves are people.

- North cheers decision.

- one more step toward the Civil War.
Commonwealth v. Hunt    1842



Current President: James K. Polk

a. Massachusetts Supreme Court ruled that trade unions were not illegal conspiracies provided that their methods were “honorable 

   and peaceful”.

- first step to place unions on an equal footing with management. 
- does not legalized the strike.

b. Upheld by US Supreme Court
Dred Scott Case    1857



Current President: James Buchanan

a. Case concerned Dred Scott who was a slave taken to live in free territories of Illinois and Wisconsin for five years

- sued for freedom

b. Taney:  Since Scott was not a citizen, he had no right to sue.
c. Did not throw out case - made definitive statement about slavery that threatened to tear nation apart.
- Scott is a slave and thus, private property.
- Could be taken to any territory - 5th amendment =  govt cannot deprive person of property without due process of law.

- Missouri Compromise does this north of 36 30' and thus is unconstitutional.
- Congress had no right to ban slavery.
Chief Justice:   SALMON P. CHASE    (1864 - 1874)

Principles outlined:  Defended the rights of runaway slaves, supported a moderate Reconstruction, and successfully  to include corporations under the 14th Amendment due process clause.

Ex Parte Milligan Case    1866



Current President: Andrew Johnson

a. Case concerned the legality of martial law in the South after the civil war was over (Reconstruction).

b. Supreme Court decided that military tribunals were in contrast to the spirit of the constitution and could not try civilians in time of 
    peace.

c. Nevertheless, radical republicans ignored court decisions.

- Johnson, in the face of congressional opposition, was unable to execute decision.

- Military governments and tribunals were kept in place.

Chief Justice:  MORRISON R. WAITE   (1874 - 1888)
Principles outlined:  In the cases which grew out of the Civil War and Reconstruction, and especially in those which involved the 

interpretation of the 13th-15th amendments, he restricted the extension of the powers of the federal government.

Munn & Scott  v. Illinois      1877



Current President: Rutherford B. Hayes

a. State legislature of Illinois (at the time, controlled by the Grange) maximum rates companies could charge to store farmers’      

    grain.

b. Munn  & Scott argued that a corporation, like an individual, could not be deprived of due process guaranteed by the 14th 

    amendment.

c. Supreme Court upheld the legislation, declaring that the general welfare requires that business interests be reined in.
d. The 14th amendment did not prevent the State of Illinois from regulating charges for use.

Wabash Railroad v. Minnesota (Wabash Case)    1886

Current President:  Grover Cleveland

a. Case concerned agrarian groups like the Grange trying to protect themselves against abusive railroad practices.

- high rates to ship and load produce, grain storage fees, equipment fees, rebates to others, pools

b. Farmers organized social groups like the Grange, which served as cooperatives, and elected representatives to state legislatures 

c. state legislatures began putting  restrictions on railroads.  Again, railroads claimed it was a violation of due process

d. SC rules such restrictions are unconstitutional.

- states cannot inhibit companies that engage in interstate trade

- corporations are like individuals and are protected by the 14th amendment.

- federal govt creates Interstate Commerce Commission to regulate RR rebates, pools, and rates.

- weak but a first step.

Chief Justice:  MELVILLE W. FULLER    (1888 - 1919)
Principles outlined: Strict construction of the constitution, denying equal rights and protection to anyone (including African Americans and/or foreigners) that is not expressly mentioned in the constitution. Supporting trust busting if a monopoly worked against the constitutional provision that the federal government provide commerce in the public’s general interest.

Plessy v. Ferguson
1896



Current President:  Grover Cleveland

a. Case tested the legality of Jim Crow laws, which were prevalent in the South during Reconstruction.

- These laws condoned racial segregation and discrimination in public facilities including railroad cars.

b. Southern-dominated Court upheld a railroad company’s right to segregate blacks and whites.
-  separate facilities (railroad cars) were acceptable as long as those facilities were equal in nature.

- established  the separate but equal principle.

Insular Cases    1901




Current President:   Theodore Roosevelt

a. Underlying question = ‘Does the constitution extend to territories recently acquired during the Spanish-American War?’

b. SC said that it does not.

- Congress has a free hand to determine separate laws for new territories. 

c. The result of this decision was felt in Puerto Rico and Cuba in 1902.  US controlled Cuba using the Platt Amendment.

- This amendment prevented Cuba from incurring a debt or making a treaty with a foreign country w/o US consent.

- Also, Cuba was forced to adopt the US constitution, allow US troops to be stationed on the island, and permit troops to intervene in internal disorder.

Northern Securities Case   1902



Current President: Theodore Roosevelt

a. Major trust-busting case for TR; Northern Securities was a railroad holding company organized by J.P. Morgan.  N.S. was the 

    parent company for many railroads in the Northwest,  controlling rates and competition and creating a railroad monopoly.

b. Court supported TR’s actions and dissolved company.  

- Pres can bust a trust if it the monopoly did not work in the public’s best interest,
- N.S. damaged free competition and the mechanisms that provided for quality goods and cheaper prices.

Lochner v. New York   1905



Current President: Theodore Roosevelt

a. Bakery Company protested a New York act limiting the working hours of bakers due to a denial of the 14th Amendment rights.


b. Court ruled the law unconstitutional, saying….



- The general right to make a contract is part of the liberty protected by the Fourteenth Amendment, and this includes the 

   right to purchase and sell labor.

- The labor law of the State of New York, providing that no employees shall be required or permitted to work in bakeries 

   more than sixty hours in a week, or ten hours a day, is not a legitimate exercise of the police power of the State. 

c. Temporarily set back the progressive movement.

Muller v. Oregon – 1908



Current President: William Howard Taft


a. Social progressivism case; state congresses attempted to legislate private businesses after the Triangle Shirtwaist fire.


b. Louis Brandeis argued successfully that governments can regulate hours and working conditions - specifically for women (whom 

    he implied were weaker and needed special exemption).  


c. Eventually case would serve as a precedent for government regulation  in  the broader interest of public safety.

Chief Justice:  EDWARD R. WHITE    (1910 - 1921)
Principles outlined: Supported progressive antitrust legislation.  Differentiated between  legal and illegal combinations by establishing the principle of “reasonability” as well as between good and bad free speech using the “Clear and Present Danger” test.   

Standard Oil Antitrust Case     1911


Current President: William Howard Taft

a. Major trustbusting case for Taft; Standard Oil Company was J.D. Rockefeller’s giant oil trust.

b. The Supreme Court sided with Taft saying Standard Oil was a combination and restrained freely competitive interstate activities.

- such behavior was a violation of the up-until-then  toothless Sherman Anti-trust Act of 1890

c. Court established “rule of reason” doctrine
- only those combinations that “unreasonably” restrained trade were illegal.

Hammer v. Dagenhart? 
1918 


Current President:  Woodrow Wilson

a. A progressive federal government passed the Keating-Owen Act, restricting interstate companies that used children to make      

    their products.

b. Supreme Court declared the law unconstitutional on the grounds that it was an invasion of state authority.
- The power to regulate interstate commerce is the power to say how commerce is to be governed; in other words.

- How goods are manufactured and shipped , does not make their production a part of commerce subject to the control 

   of Congress. 


c. Sets back progressive reforms temporarily.
Schenck v. United States    1919


Current President: Woodrow Wilson

a. Schenck was arrested for distributing fliers on a military base urging men to resist the draft during WWI.

- Schenck claimed he had the right to do so and was protected by the first amendment (freedom of speech).

b. The court ruled that the first amendment did not extend to speech that was dangerous and designed to cause harm to another.

- freedom of speech was  dependent on time and place.

- one cannot freely yell the word ‘fire’ in a crowded theater

c. Court establishes the Clear and Present Danger test.

Sacco and Vanzetti Case    1921


Current President: Warren G. Harding

a. Case reflected the anti-communist / anti-foreign feelings in America after WWI and the Russian Revolution in 1917.

- such fears amounted to hysteria in the 1920s when millions of immigrants came to America from Southeast Europe.

- many of these immigrants came from socialist countries and were union factory workers (frequently labeled socialist  

  and anarchists by corporations that feared union practices like strikes and the ‘closed-shop’ contracts).

b. Sacco and Vanzetti (Italian immigrants) were arrested for robbing an armored car and killing the payroll master  in Braintree, 

    Mass.

- as foreigners, they were branded ‘anarchists’

c. Despite meager circumstantial  evidence, the two were found guilty by a biased judge and jury.

d. State Supreme Court criticized decision  but upheld
- established  precedent that discriminating against foreigners or those with different ideologies was o.k.
- eventually  led to the Red Scare in the 1950s and McCarthyism.

Chief Justice:   WILLIAM H. TAFT   (1921 - 1930)
Principles outlined:   Fought against a conservative court to support progressive legislation and to balance the needs labor against big business.


Adkins v. Children’s Hospital
1923


Current President: Warren G. Harding

a. Bad ruling for the progressive labor reforms of the early 1900's.

- made by a very conservative Supreme Court.  

b. Court would NOT overturn a company’s decision to deny women basic minimum wages.  

c. Rationale went as follows:

- the 19th Amendment s guarantees women the right to vote.

- women can therefore vote for legislators who will pass laws to protect them.

- women  do not need the help of the Supreme Court.


d. Women’s equal rights held  back for years.

Scopes “Monkey” Trial – 1925



Current President: Calvin Coolidge


a. Case was held in a federal court in Tennessee where John Scopes (a Biology teacher) was accused of teaching the theory of 

    evolution, which was illegal.

b. Case held great significance in the 1920’s


- Christian Fundamentalism v. Darwinism


- Conservative values v. Emerging Liberal values


- Faith v. Science

c. Scopes defended by Clarence Darrow; William Jennings Brian prosecuted

d. Brian won because Scopes broke the law but was fined one hundred dollars only.

e. Modern (scientific) values were increasingly accepted.

Chief Justice:   CHARLES EVANS HUGHES    (1930 - 1941)
Principles outlined: Anti-New Deal court; conservative guardian of free market economy.  Claimed much  New Deal legislation was socialist, unconstitutional, and an abuse of presidential power.  

Near v. Minnesota    1932



Current President: Franklin Delano Roosevelt

a. Jay Near arrested for violating a Minnesota law (Public Nuisance Law) 

b. Law designed to prevent newspapers from knowingly and repeatedly printing libelous materials against city 

c. Near was accusing city officials of corruption and ties with mob (never proven true).

d. Supreme Court found the Minnesota law unconstitutional

e. Can be not “prior restraint” on the freedom of the press”

Schechter Case     1935



Current President: Franklin Delano Roosevelt

a. “The sick-chicken case”; Supreme Court tries to limit FDR’s New Deal legislation.

b. Schechter Poultry Corporation in NY sold an unfit chicken to a butcher.  After arguments, the butcher sued Schechter under the 

    New Deal’s National Industrial Recovery Act, which established blanket product standards for all companies.


- Congress originally passed the law in order to control industrial  production  within the states and hopefully national 

  recovery.

- many, including several members of the Supreme Court, found the NIRA socialist in nature and “un-American”.

c. Court ruled that the Schechter Corp. in NY was not under federal control.
- Moreover, the NIRA was unconstitutional

- it violated constitutional provisions that the  federal govt. control ONLY interstate trade.

- also, the president is not permitted to enforce regulations on  state commerce.   

Chief Justice:    HARLAN F. STONE    (1941 - 1946)
Principles outlined: Wartime court.  Constitutional guarantees are not absolute and can be rescinded in times of war.

Koreas v. the United States
    1944


Current President: Franklin Delano Roosevelt

a. In 1944, the US government forced 120,000 Japanese-Americans in California, Arizona, Oregon, and Washington to abandon 

    their homes and property and relocate to concentration camps.

- feared possible acts of Japanese disloyalty and espionage during WWII.

b. Japanese-Americans sued

- no cases of disloyalty in US

- outstanding military records among Japanese-Americans in WWII (Nisei).

b. Court sided with the US government.
- the government’s actions can be justified as a “military necessity”.
c. Case was overturned in 1988 and the descendants of the Japanese-American families were compensated for their loss.
Chief Justice:    EARL WARREN   (1953 - 1969)
Principles outlined: Strong supporter of both an individual’s civil liberties, including desegregated schools and his or her civil rights, including the rights to an attorney, a fair trial, and due process.

Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas    1954

Current President: Dwight D. Eisenhower

a. Case concerned black children in Kansas who wanted to attend an all-white school.

- Authorities denied them, claiming that the black children could attend a separate but equal all-black school nearby.

b. Supreme Court agreed with the plaintive lawyer (Thurmond Marshall), saying that separate schools are “inherently unequal”

- public schools must be desegregated.

c. Eisenhower feared the court decision.

- said it was tantamount to a cultural revolution in the South.

- Oral Faunus - Governor of Arkansas - refused to obey decision

- Eisenhower used National Guard to enforce the Brown decision and escort students to class at Central High School 

   in Little Rock. 

Map v. Ohio
1961



Current President: John F. Kennedy


a. Miss Map was suspected by the police of having lewd materials in her residence.


b. Police forcibly entered her residence and searched.  When Ms. Map challenged the validity of the warrant the police refused to 

    show, she was arrested.


c. She was convicted but her conviction was later overturned by the Supreme Court

d. All evidence obtained by searches and seizures in violation of the Federal Constitution is inadmissible in a criminal trial.

Engel v. Vitale
1962



Current President:  John F. Kennedy

a. student forced to recite a non-denominational prayer in school.

b. Court denied to public schools the right to mandate prayer in school.

c. reinforced the establishment and free-exercise clauses in the first amendment.

Gideon v. Wainwright     1963



Current President: John F. Kennedy

a. Gideon - arrested by the state of Georgia for 25 years.  Gideon was poor and had not advanced beyond a sixth grade education.  b. Without a lawyer, he was easily (and it was later determined, incorrectly) convicted of murder.

  

- in 1963, states were not required to appoint a lawyer in crimes under state jurisdiction.

c. Gideon was later re-tried by the Supreme Court (with a court-appointed attorney) and exonerated.

d. Extended the 6th Amendment right to have a court-appointed attorney free of charge to capital crimes at both the state 

    and  federal levels.

Escobedo v. Illinois   
1964



Current President:  Lyndon Baines Johnson
a. Ruled that a defendant must be allowed access to a lawyer before questioning by police.

Miranda v. Arizona 
1966

b. The court ruled that those subjected to in-custody interrogation be advised of their constitutional right to an attorney 

    and their right to remain silent.

a. In both cases, plaintiff confessed to police when questioned.

- For Miranda, he claimed he did not know that he had the right to remain silent (5th Amendment) and the right to have an   attorney present when questioned (6th Amendment). 

b. Miranda later sued; said he was deprived of his due process (necessary steps that make his conviction legal and fair).

c. Court agreed and said that a suspect must be informed of his/her due process rights.

- In both case, Justice Warren extended the rights of the accused.

Tinker v. Des Moines    1969



Current President:  Richard Nixon
a. Three public school pupils in Des Moines, Iowa, were suspended from school for wearing black armbands to protest the 

    government's policy in Vietnam. 

b. Fearing disorder, school principal refused to allow students to wear.


c. Court ruled:



- Student conduct was quiet, passive, and within the protection of the Free Speech Clause of the First Amendment 

  and the Due Process Clause of the Fourteenth.


d. A prohibition against expression of opinion, without any evidence that the rule is necessary to avoid substantial interference 

    with school discipline or the rights of others, is not permissible under the First and Fourteenth Amendments.

Chief Justice: WARREN BURGER    (1969 - 1986)

Principles outlined:  Conservative who extended the “liberal” rulings of the Warren court.  

Roe v. Wade     1973




Current President: Richard M. Nixon
a. Court ruled that women had a fundamental right to an abortion.   

- 1st trimester - women can have abortion w/o interference from state.

- 2nd trimester - states could regulate abortions for safety but not prohibit them.

- 3rd trimester - states could regulate or forbid abortions to save the life of the mother.

b. the case ignited tempestuous pro- and anti-abortionists.

- husbands could not veto the wife’s abortion.

- parents could not veto a minor’s decision to have an abortion.

c. since 1973, the court has relaxed its ruling a bit, turning over authority to the states which have made it harder for women to have 

    abortions.

Nixon v. United States   1974



Current President: Gerald Ford


a. In 1974, President Nixon was subpoenaed by a special congressional investigatory committee investigating (at the time) alleged 

   criminal behavior by the president’s staff in connection to the Watergate scandal. 

b. The subpoena required the production, in advance of the September 9 trial date, of certain tapes, memoranda, papers, transcripts, 

    or other writings relating to certain precisely identified meetings between the President and others.


c. The president claimed that the President enjoyed the expectation of privacy in office and delivering the subpoenaed material 

    would endanger national security.

d. The court rejected Richard Nixon’s claim to an absolutely unqualified privilege against any judicial process.

e. Executive Privilege is limited. 
Bakke v. University of California
     1978


Current President: Jimmy Carter


a. Despite his good grades, Allan Bakke was denied admissions to the University of California Medical School


b. Bakke claimed school’s admissions policies favored minority students.


c. Supreme Court ordered the Univ of Cal to admit Bakke, and declared preference in admissions could not be given to members 

    of any group, on the basis of ethnic or racial identity alone.  Race can be a factor however.

d. Case helped  define Affirmative Action v. Reverse Discrimination.
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