Supreme Court Cases

Marbury v. Madison (1803)

Issue: William Marbury was made a judge in 1801 by outgoing President Adams. James Madison denied him his official papers and commission. Marbury asked the Supreme Court to force Madison to give him the commission.

Decision: John Marshall, the Chief Justice, argued that the Judiciary act expanding the Supreme Court’s jurisdiction was unconstitutional. He set the precedent for the Supreme Court declaring laws unconstitutional. This case strengthened the Supreme Court in the age of Federalism.

McCulloch vs. Maryland (1819)

Issue: Maryland’s legislators, against the Bank of the U.S., heavily taxed its branch in Maryland. McCulloch, a bank official, refused to pay the tax.

Decision: John Marshall denied the power of a state to tax a federal agency. Upheld the constitutionality of the United States Bank, supporting loose interpretation and implied powers.

Gibbons vs. Ogden (1824)

Issue: Ogden had a state monopoly grant on the Hudson River. Gibbons ran a ferry on the same line. Ogden sued to stop Gibbons

Decision: The Supreme Court declared Ogden’s monopoly invalid, saying it was unconstitutional. Led the way to federal regulation of transportation, communication, and business organizations. 

Dred Scott (1857)

Issue: A slave named Dred Scott was taken into Minnesota, a free region, by his master. He was then taken back to Missouri, a slave state. He sued for his freedom on the grounds that his residence in a free territory made him a free man.

Decision: Chief Justice Roger Taney declared that Scott was not a citizen and therefore could not sue in a federal court. 

Plessy vs. Ferguson (1896)

Issue: In Louisiana, there was questioning of a law that segregated train passengers.

Decision: The Supreme Court declared that “separate but equal” facilities were constitutional. Thus fortified, the South pressed forward its program of segregation. 

Schecther Case (1935) 

Issue: The constitutionality of the National Recovery Administration (NRA) was questioned. Decision: the Supreme Court struck down The NRA.  The court said that (1) the codes were illegal since they were laws not enacted by Congress and (2) the federal government had no right to regulate intrastate commerce.  

Korematsu v. US (1944)  

Issue: Fred Korematsu, from San Leandro, refused to report to the evacuation center.  He was arrested and convicted and sent to prison.  He took his case to the Supreme Court.  

Descision: Upheld Japanese Internment by stating internment was justified due to “military necessity.”

1988 US government apologized and paid $20,000 to each Internment survivor

Brown vs. Board of Education (1954)

Issue: Revisiting of the issue of segregation.

Decision: Overturned the Plessy v. Ferguson decision. All judges unanimously decided that segregation violates the Fourteenth Amendment.  Chief Justice Earl Warren pointed out that “separate educational facilities are inherently unequal.”

Gideon vs. Wainwright (1963)

Clarence Gideon, charged with burglary, was tried in a Florida State court. Too poor to afford a lawyer, Gideon requested free legal counsel of the state court, but his request was denied. Found guilty and imprisoned Gideon appealed to the Supreme Court, which unanimously overturned his conviction. The Supreme Court held that Florida had denied Gideon his “due process” under the Fourteenth Amendment, which, the Court reasoned, requires that the state fulfill the Sixth Amendment guarantee of “assistance of counsel,” even for the indigent. Subsequently assisted by a lawyer in a new trial in Florida, Gideon was acquitted of the original burglary of charge. 

Escobedo vs. Illinois (1964) Self-Incrimination and Right to Counsel

The majority opinion held that the police had denied the accused his Constitutional rights: to speak to his counsel and to be informed of his privilege against unworkable self-incrimination.

Miranda v. Arizona Miranda Rights (1966)

Issue: Self-Incrimination and Right to Counsel. Ernesto Miranda was picked up by the police for questioning about the kidnapping and assault of a young woman. Placed in a police lineup, Miranda was identified by the victim, whereupon he confessed his guilt. His confession was used in court and helped to convict him. 

Decision: This case was appealed on the ground that the police had denied the suspect his Constitutional protection against self-incrimination. In a 5-to-4 decision overturning the conviction, the Supreme Court expanded the Escobedo case doctrine. The majority opinion held that, before questioning, the police must inform the suspect of his rights to remain silent and to legal counsel, and must warn him and his remarks may be used against him. The dissenting judges attacked the opinion for enabling criminals to gain freedom on technicalities. IN a second trial Miranda was found guilty upon testimony of his common-law wife. 

Roe v. Wade (1973) 

Issue: Part of the judicial activist of the women’s rights movement focused on the issue of expanding reproductive rights. This case nullified a Texas state law that prohibited abortion for any reason.

Decision: Declared abortions legal. Women’s rights included right to control their own bodies and defended it on the right to privacy. Prior to this, abortion had been a state-regulated policy, and this case propels it to a nationally, constitutionally protected right.
Bakke v. UC Davis (1977) 

Issue: Alan Bakke, a white engineer was determined to become a doctor. Bakke didn’t get into UC Davis’ medical school. He claimed that he was a victim of the Davis admissions program of minority quotas. He took legal action claiming that he was being denied his constitutional rights under the “equal protection” clause of the Fourteenth Amendment and was being subjected to racial discrimination for being white, in violation of the 1964 Civil Rights Act. 

Decision: In 1978, the Supreme Court handed down a complex decision of two parts: (a) Bakke must be admitted to the Davis Medical School, and the Davis affirmative action program with its set quota for minority students in invalid because it is biased against non-minority applicants. (This part of the decision appealed to persons opposed to quotas and in favor of merit selection of applicants.) (b) Race and ethnic origins may be considered as one of many factors in establishing programs of college admissions.

