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Supreme Court cases to know 

 

 

Marbury v. Madison (1803, Marshall). The court established its role as the arbiter of the constitutionality of federal 

laws, the principle is known as judicial review (see also Federalist Papers, 78).  In so ruling, the court applied the 

following laws: Constitutional articles 1 and 3, and the Judiciary Act of 1789 

 

Ex Parte Bollman (1807) The Supreme Court had the power to order that a writ of habeas corpus be issued to release 

the petitioners from prison, because the Constitution grants that power to federal courts unless Congress suspends it. 

The petitioners' alleged conspiracy did not rise to the level of treason as defined by the Constitution.  Ruled 5-1, citing 

the Constitutional articles 1 and 3, and amendments 4 and 6, and the Judiciary Act of 1789. 

 

Fletcher v. Peck (1810, Marshall).  This was the first time the Supreme Court ruled a state law unconstitutional.  The 

case grew out of the 1795 Georgia state legislators sale of the land in Yazoo River Country to private speculators in 

return for bribes; the voters voted out the incumbents in the next election, and the new legislator repealed the law and 

voided the transactions made under it.  The court upheld the sanctity of contracts.  Decided 6-1, relying upon the 

Constitution article 1 and article 10, clause 1 

 

McCulloch v. Maryland (1819, Marshall). The state of Maryland had tried to impede operation of a branch of the 

Second Bank of the united States by imposing a tax on all notes of banks not chartered in Maryland (the US Bank was 

the only non-Maryland back there at the time).  The Court cited the necessary-and-proper clause in the Constitution; 

This fundamental case established the following two principles: 1. that the Constitution grants to Congress implied 

powers for implementing the Constitution's express powers, in order to create a functional national government, and; 

2. that state action may not impede valid constitutional exercises of power by the Federal government.  The decision 

was unanimous 7-0, and applied the Constitution article 1 and Article 8, clause 1 

 

Dartmouth College v. Woodward (1819, Marshall). New Hampshire had attempted to take over Dartmouth College by 

revising its colonial charter. The Court ruled that the charter was protected under the contract clause of the U. S. 

Constitution; upholds the sanctity of contracts.  Decided 5-1, applying Constitution article 1, section 10 

 

Gibbons v. Ogden (1824, Marshall). Clarified the commerce clause and affirmed Congressional power over interstate 

commerce.  Ruled 6-1, applying Constitution article 1 

 

Johnson v. M’Intosh (1823, Marshall). Established that Indian tribes had rights to tribal lands that preceded all other 

American law; only the federal government could take land from the tribes (ie, private citizens could not purchase 

Indian lands, due to the longstanding practices of European colonization).  Ruled unanimous 7-0, relying upon Ius 

gentium law (law of nations) 

 

Cherokee Nation v. Georgia (1831, Marshall). Held the Supreme Court did not have original jurisdiction under Article 

III of the Constitution to hear a suit brought by the Cherokee Nation, which as an Indian tribe, was not a sovereign 

nation."The conditions of the Indians in relation to the United States is perhaps unlike that of any two people in 

existence," Chief Justice John Marshall wrote, "their relation to the United States resembles that of a ward to his 

guardian…(they were a) domestic dependent nation."  Established a "trust relationship" with the tribes directly under 

federal authority.  4-2 rulling, applying the Constitution article III 

 

Worcester v. Georgia (1832, Marshall). Established tribal autonomy within their boundaries, i.e. the tribes were 

"distinct political communities, having territorial boundaries within which their authority is exclusive."  Expressly 

prevented Georgia from imposing its laws on Cherokee lands.  Ruled 6-1, citing the Constitution article 1 

 

Charles River Bridge v. Warren Bridge (1837, Taney). The interests of the community are more important than the 

interests of business; the supremacy of society’s interest over private interest.  Ruled 5-2, citing Constitution article 1 

 

Commonwealth v. Hunt (1842; Massachusetts State Supreme Court). Declared that labor unions were lawful 

organizations and that the strike was a lawful weapon. 
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Scott v. Sanford (1857, Taney). Speaking for a widely divided court, Chief Justice Taney ruled that Dred Scott was 

not a citizen and had no standing in court; Scott’s residence in a free state and territory had not made him free since he 

returned to Missouri; Congress had no power to prohibit slavery in a territory (based on the 5th Amendment right of a 

person to be secure from seizure of property), thus voiding the Missouri Compromise of 1820.  Ruled 7-2, relying 

upon the Constitution amendment 5, and the Missouri Compromise 

 

Ex parte Milligan (1866). Suspension of habeas corpus is unconstitutional when civilian courts are still operating; the 

Constitution provided for suspension of habeas corpus only if civilian courts are actually forced closed.  Decided 5-4. 

applying numerous points from throughout the Constitution 

 

Texas v. White (1869) The Court held Texas never left the union during the Civil War. Further, a state cannot secede 

from the United States.  Decision based on Constitution article 4 

 

Reynolds v. U. S. (1878) Religious duty (a man practicing polygamy) was not a suitable defense to a criminal 

indictment.  Ruled unanimously 8-0 

 

Strauder v. West Virginia (1880) Exclusion of individuals from juries solely because of their race is a violation of the 

Equal Protection Clause.  7-2 decision 

 

Pace v. State of Arizona (1883)  The court affirmed the conviction of the plaintiff and declared Alabama's anti-

miscegenation (mixed races can not marry) statute constitutional.  Unanimous decision, base don the Constitution 

amendment 14  (overturned in 1964 in McLaughlin v. Florida, and in 1967 in Loving v. Virginia) 

 

Civil Rights Cases of 1883. (A single decision on a group of cases with similar legal problems). The Equal Protection 

Clause applies only to state action, not segregation by privately owned businesses. Legalized segregation with regard 

to private property.  Decided 8-1, applying law from Constitutional amendments 13 and 14, and the Civil Rights Act 

of 1875 

 

Wabash, St. Louis, and Pacific Railway Co. v. Illinois (1886). The Court held that Illinois had violated the Commerce 

Clause by placing a direct burden on interstate commerce. Under the Commerce Clause only Congress had the power 

to do so and states could only place indirect burdens on commerce.  Declared state-passed Granger laws that regulated 

interstate commerce unconstitutional.  Ruled 6-3, citing Constitutional amendment 14 

 

Chicago, Milwaukee and St. Paul Railroad Co. v. Minnesota (1890). Found that Granger law regulations were 

violations of the 5th Amendment right to property and held that substantive due process applies to state regulatory 

action. 

 

Pollock v. The Farmers’ Loan and Trust Co. (1895). Declared the income tax under the Wilson-Gorman Tariff to be 

unconstitutional.  Decided 7-2  (later overturned in 1913 by the 16th Amendment to the Constitution) 

 

U. S. v. E. C. Knight Co. (1895). Due to a narrow interpretation of the Sherman Anti-Trust Act, the Court undermined 

the authority of the federal government to act against monopolies.  Case held that manufacturing is not considered an 

area that can be regulated by Congress pursuant to the commerce clause.  Decided 8-1, relying upon the Constitution 

article 1, section 8  (overturned in 1904 by Northern Securities Co v. U.S. case) 

 

Plessy v. Ferguson (1896, Brown). The "separate but equal" provision of public accommodations by state 

governments is constitutional under the Equal Protection Clause.   Decided 7-1, applying law from the Constitution 

amendment 14  (overturned in 1954 by Brown v. Board of Education) 

  

Paquete Habana case (1900) Federal courts could look to customary international law because it is an integrated part 

of American law 
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"Insular Cases" / Downes v. Bidwell (1901). Confirmed the right of the federal government to place tariffs on goods 

entering the U. S. from U. S. Territories on the grounds that "the Constitution does not follow the flag."  Decision 5-4 

 

Northern Securities Co. v. U. S. (1904). Re-established the authority of the federal government to fight monopolies 

under the Sherman Anti-Trust Act.   

 

Lochner v. New York (1905). New York's regulation of the working hours of bakers was not a justifiable restriction 

of the right to contract freely under the 14th Amendment's guarantee of liberty.  Ruled 5-4, citing Constitution 

amendment 14 

 

Muller v. Oregon (1908). First case to use the "Brandeis brief"; Oregon's limit on the working hours of women was 

constitutional under the Fourteenth Amendment, because it was justified by the strong state interest in protecting 

women's health. Supreme Court of Oregon affirmed.  Ruled unanimously 9-0, relied upon the Constitution 

amendment 14 

 

Hammer v. Dagenhart (1918). Declared the Keating-Owen Act (a child labor act) unconstitutional on the grounds that 

it was an invasion of state authority.  Ruled that Congress has no power under the Commerce Clause to regulate labor 

conditions.  Ruling 5-4, relying upon the Commerce Clause of the Constitution an the Keating-Owen Act of 1916 

 

Abrams v. U. S. (1919)  Defendants' criticism of U.S. involvement in World War I was not protected by the First 

Amendment, because they advocated a strike in munitions production and the violent overthrow of the government.  

Decided 7-2. citing Constitutional amendment 1 

 

Schenck v. U. S. (1919). Unanimously upheld the Espionage Act of 1917 which declared that people who interfered 

with the war effort were subject to imprisonment; declared that the 1st Amendment right to freedom of speech was 

not absolute; free speech could be limited if its exercise presented a "clear and present danger."  Unanimous 9-0 

decision citing Constitution amendment 1  (overturned in 1969 by Brandenburg v.Ohio) 

 

Missouri v. Holland (1920) Treaties made by the federal government are supreme over any state concerns about such 

treaties having abrogated any states' rights arising under the Tenth Amendment.  7-2  decision 

 

Adkins v. Children’s Hospital (1923). Declared unconstitutional a minimum wage law for women on the grounds that 

it denied women freedom of contract.  Decided 6-3, applying Constitution amendments 5 and 19  (overturned in 1939 

by West Coast Hotel Co v. Parrish) 

 

Meyer v. Nebraska (1923) The Court held that a 1919 Nebraska law prohibiting the teaching of modern foreign 

languages to grade school children unconstitutionally violated the Due Process clause of the 14th Amendment.  

Decided 7-2 

  

Buck v. Bell (1927)  Upheld a statute instituting compulsory sterilization of the mentally retarded “for the protection 

and health of the state.”  It as large seen as an endorsement of  negative eugenics – the attempt to improve the human 

race by eliminating ‘defectives’ from the gene pool.  Passed 8-1, applying Constitutional amendment 14 

 

U. S. v. Schwimmer (1929) The Court ruled against a naturalization-petition applicant who was a pacifist 

 

Stromberg v. California (1931) California has a law banning red flags; The Court ruled that states cannot infringe on 

the First Amendment right to freedom of speech and expression. 6-3 ruling.  Cited Amendment 1 and 14 

 

Schechter v. U. S. (1935). Sometimes called "the sick chicken case." Unanimously declared the National Industrial 

Recovery Act (NIRA) unconstitutional on three grounds: that the act delegated legislative power to the executive; that 

there was a lack of constitutional authority for such legislation; and that it sought to regulate businesses that were 

wholly intrastate in character.  Based on Constitution article 1, and Constitutional amendment 10 
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Brown v. Mississippi (1936)  The Court ruled that convictions which are based solely upon confessions coerced by 

violence violate the Due Process Clause.  Cited amendments 5 and 14 

 

DeJonge v. Oregon (1937) The Court found that DeJonge had the right to organize a Communist Party and to speak at 

its meetings, even though the party advocated industrial or political change in revolution, citing amendment 14.  

(Overturned in 1951 by Dennis v. U.S.) 

 

New Negro Alliance v. Sanitary Grocery Co. (1938) It was intended by the Congress that peaceful and orderly 

dissemination of information by those defined as persons interested in a labor dispute concerning 'terms and 

conditions of employment' in an industry or a plant or a place of business should be lawful.  This safeguard right to 

boycott and chips away at discriminatory hiring practices against African Americans.  Decided 6-2 

 

Skinner v. Oklahoma (1942)  Ruled that compulsory sterilization could not be sentenced as a punishment for a crime, 

as doing so violates the Equal Protection Clause of the Constitution.  Unanimous decision 

 

Yasui v. U. S. (1943)  The Court held that the application of curfews against citizens was constitutional.  Cited 

Constitution and executive Order 9066 

 

West Virginia State Board of Education v. Barnette (1943)  The Free Speech clause of the First Amendment prohibits 

public schools from forcing students to salute the American flag and say the Pledge of Allegiance. (Overturned 1940 

decision on the same issue, Minersville School District v. Gobitis) 

 

Korematsu v. U. S. (1944). The court upheld the constitutionality of detention camps for Japanese-Americans during 

World War 2, basing the decision on Executive Order 9066 (issued by President Roosevelt).  A 6-3 decision. 

 

Ex parte Endo (1944, Douglas). The government cannot detain a citizen that the government itself concedes is loyal to 

the United States.  Unanimous 9-0 decision 

 

Everson v. Board of Education (1947) In addition to incorporating the Establishment Clause (applying it to the States 

through the Due Process Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment), Everson was the beginning of a powerful 

separationist drive by the Court, during which many programs and practices given government sanction were found to 

have religious purposes or effects and thus invalidated.  5-4 decision, based on Constitutional amendments 1 and 14 

 

U.S. v. Paramount Pictures, Inc. (1948) Practice of block booking and ownership of theater chains by film studios 

constituted anti-competitive and monopolistic trade practices.  Decision based on the Sherman Antitrust Act 

 

Terminiello v. Chicago (1949) held that a "breach of peace" ordinance of the City of Chicago which banned speech 

which "stirs the public to anger, invites dispute, brings about a condition of unrest, or creates a disturbance" was 

unconstitutional under the First and Fourteenth Amendments to the U.S. Constitution. 5-4 decision.   

 

Kawakata v. U.S. (1952) A US citizen owes allegiance to the United States and can be punished for treasonable acts 

voluntarily committed regardless of dual nationality or citizenship. 8-0 decision 

 

Youngstown Sheet and Tube Co v. Sawyer (1952) The President did not have the inherent authority to seize private 

property in the absence of either specifically enumerated authority under Article Two of the Constitution or statutory 

authority conferred on him by Congress.  This limited the power of the President of the United States to seize private 

property in the absence of either specifically enumerated authority under Article Two of the United States 

Constitution or statutory authority conferred on him by Congress.  Justice Black's majority decision was, however, 

qualified by the separate concurring opinions of five other members of the Court, making it difficult to determine the 

details and limits of the President's power to seize private property in emergencies. Note that while a concurrence, 

Justice Jackson's opinion is used by most legal scholars and Members of Congress to assess Executive power. 
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U.S. v.Reynolds (1952) “State Secrets Privilege”, an unofficial but judicially-recognized extension of presidential 

power, wherein the Court ruled that anything may be held in secrecy – even form courts – provided the release of such 

information may endanger national security. 

 

Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas (1954, Warren). Segregation of students in public schools violates 

the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment, because separate facilities are inherently unequal. District 

Court of Kansas reversed.  Unanimous decision declaring "separate but equal" unconstitutional.  Unanimous 9-0 

decision, relying on Constitutional amendment 14 

 

Trop v. Dulles (1958) At least as applied in this case to a native-born citizen of the United States who did not 

voluntarily relinquish or abandon his citizenship or become involved in any way with a foreign nation, § 401(g) of the 

Nationality Act of 1940, as amended, which provides that a citizen "shall lose his nationality" by deserting the 

military or naval forces of the United States in time of war, provided he is convicted thereof by court martial and as a 

result of such conviction is dismissed or dishonorably discharged from the service, is unconstitutional.  5-4 ruling, 

relying on the Constitution’s 8th amendment. 

  

NAACP v. Alabama (1958) The Court decided in favor of the petitioners, holding that "Immunity from state scrutiny 

of petitioner's membership lists is here so related to the right of petitioner's members to pursue their lawful private 

interests privately and to associate freely with others in doing so as to come within the protection of the Fourteenth 

Amendment" and, further, that freedom to associate with organizations dedicated to the "advancement of beliefs and 

ideas" is an inseparable part of the Due Process Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment.  Unanimous decision, based on 

Constitution amendment 14 

  

Engel v. Vitale (1962) Government-directed prayer in public schools, even if it is denominationally neutral and non-

mandatory, violates the Establishment Clause of the First Amendment.  6-1 ruling emphasizing Constitutional 

amendment 1 

 

Gideon v. Wainwright (1963). Extends to the defendant the right of counsel in all state and federal criminal trials 

regardless of their ability to pay.   Laws applied include Constitutional amendments 6 and 14 

 

Escobedo v. Illinois (1964).  “Miranda Rights”  Where a police investigation begins to focus on a particular suspect 

who has been refused counsel and not Mirandized, his statements to police are excluded. 

 

McLaughlin v. Florida (1964) Florida statute prohibits an unmarried interracial couple from habitually living in and 

occupying the same room in the nighttime. The same conduct when engaged in by members of the same race, is not 

prohibited. This is in violation of the equal protection of the laws guaranteed by the 14th Amendment and is, 

therefore, unconstitutional.  9-0 decision 

 

Miranda v. Arizona (1966). 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.  Decided 5-4, citing Constitutional amendments 6 

and 14 

 

Epperson v. Arkansas (1968) States may not require curricula to align with the views of any particular religion.  9-0 

decision, based on the Constitution amendment 1 

  

Tinker v. Des Moines Independent Community School District (1969) The First Amendment, as applied through the 

Fourteenth, did not permit a public school to punish a student for wearing a black armband as an anti-war protest, 

absent any evidence that the rule was necessary to avoid substantial interference with school discipline or the rights of 

others. 7-2 decision, applying the Constitution amendments 1 and 14 

 

Stanley v. Georgia (1969) The State may not prohibit mere possession of obscene matter on the ground that it may 

lead to antisocial conduct, or proscribe such possession on the ground that it is a necessary incident to a statutory 

scheme prohibiting distribution. 9-0 decision, relying upon Constitutional amendments 1 and 14 
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Roe v. Wade (1973). The court legalized abortion by ruling that state laws could not restrict it during the first three 

months of pregnancy. Based on 4th Amendment rights of a person to be secure in their persons, and amendment 14.  

Decided 7-2. 

 

U. S. v. Richard Nixon (1974). The court rejected Richard Nixon’s claim to an absolutely unqualified ‘executive 

privilege’ against any judicial process.  The case is not justiciable because the Constitution has committed decision-

making on impeachments to the Senate.    Decided 8-0, citing Constitution article 1, and article 2 

  

Craig v. Boren (1976) To regulate in a sex-discriminatory fashion, the government must demonstrate that its use of 

sex-based criteria is substantially related to the achievement of important governmental objectives.  7-2 decision, 

based on Constitutional amendment 14 

  

Ingraham v. Wright (1977) The cruel and unusual punishment clause of the Eighth Amendment did not apply to 

corporal punishment as a disciplinary practice in public schools, and the due process clause of the Fourteenth 

Amendment did not require notice or a hearing prior to imposition of such punishment, as the state's laws authorized 

the practice and allowed common law constraints and remedies.  5-4 decision 

 

Coker v. Georgia (1977) The sentence of death for the crime of rape is grossly disproportionate and excessive 

punishment and is therefore forbidden by the Eighth Amendment as cruel and unusual punishment.  6-2 decision 

 

FCC v. Pacifica Foundation (1978) Because of the pervasive nature of broadcasting, it has less First Amendment 

protection than other forms of communication. The F.C.C. was justified in concluding that Carlin's "Filthy Words" 

broadcast, though not obscene, was indecent, and subject to restriction.  5-4 decision 

 

Bakke v. Regents of the University of California (1978). Ambiguous ruling by a badly divided court that dealt with 

affirmative action programs that used race as a basis of selecting participants. The court general upheld affirmative 

action - the Court held that while affirmative action systems are constitutional, a quota system based on race is 

unconstitutional - but with a 4/4/1 split, it was a very weak decision. 

  

Plyler v. Doe (1982) Texas statute denying free public education to undocumented alien children violated the Equal 

Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment, because denial on the basis of alienage did not further a substantial 

state interest.  5-4 ruling 

 

Oregon v. Bradshaw (1983) Once a suspect invokes his rights under Miranda v. Arizona, the police may not inititate 

questioning until the suspect has an attorney present or voluntarily approaches the police with further questions 

beyond a "necessary inquiry arising out of the incidents of the custodial relationship."  5-4 ruling 

 

New Jersey v. T. L. O. (1985) School officials are State agents when enforcing disciplinary rules mandated by law. 

Officials may search without a warrant using reasonable suspicion of a violation of the law or school rules.  7-2 

ruling, citing Constitutional amendment 4 

 

Texas v. Johnson (1989) A statute that criminalizes the desecration of the American flag violates the First 

Amendment.  5-4 ruling 

  

Planned Parenthood v. Casey (1992) A Pennsylvania law that required spousal notification prior to obtaining an 

abortion was invalid under the Fourteenth Amendment because it created an undue burden on married women seeking 

an abortion. Requirements for parental consent, informed consent, and 24-hour waiting period were constitutionally 

valid regulations.  5-4 ruling, relying upon Constitutional amendments 1 and 14 

  

U.S. v. X-Citement Video Inc (1994) Conviction under federal child pornography laws requires proof that the 

defendant knew the subjects were minors; if a law can be read in a way such that it is constitutional, that interpretation 

must be used.  7-2 ruling 
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Romer v. Evans (1996) An amendment to the Colorado Constitution that allows discrimination against homosexuals 

and prevents the state from protecting them violated equal protection under the Fourteenth Amendment, because it 

was not rationally related to a legitimate state interest, but instead was motivated by animus towards homosexuals.  6-

3 ruling 

  

Clinton v. Jones (1997) The Constitution does not protect the President from civil litigation involving actions 

committed before he entered office.  8-1 ruling, based on Constitution article 2 

  

Clinton v. City of New York (1998) The President's unilateral striking of portions of legislation passed by Congress 

pursuant to the Line Item Veto Act was without legal force, because the U.S. Constitution did not authorize the 

President to enact federal law of which both houses of Congress had not previously approved the text.  6-3 ruling, 

based on Constitution article 1 

 

Santa Fe Independent School District v. Doe (2000) Student-led, student-initiated prayer at football games violates 

the Establishment Clause.  6-3 decision 

 

Boy Scouts of America et al v. Dale (2000) A private organization is allowed to exclude any person from membership 

through their First Amendment right to freedom of association.  5-4 decision 

 

Gratz v. Bollinger (2003)  A state university's admission policy violated the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth 

Amendment because its ranking system gave an automatic point increase to all racial minorities rather than making 

individual determinations. Eastern District of Michigan affirmed in part, reversed and remanded.  Decided 6-3, citing 

the Constitutional amendment 14 

 

Grutter v. Bollinger (2003) University of Michigan Law School admissions program that gave special consideration 

for being a certain racial minority did not violate the Fourteenth Amendment.  Law applied: Constitution amendment 

14 

 

Hamdi v. Rumsfeld (2004) U.S. citizens designated as enemy combatants by the Executive Branch have a right to 

challenge their detainment under the Due Process Clause.  6-3 judgment 

 

Parents v. Seattle (2007) The student assignment plan of Seattle Public Schools and Jefferson County Public 

Schools does not meet the narrowly tailored and compelling interest requirements for a race-based 

assignment plan because it is used only to achieve "racial balance." Public schools may not use race as the 

sole determining factor for assigning students to schools. Race-conscious objectives to achieve diverse 

school environment may be acceptable.  Cited Constitutional amendment 14 
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Tinker v. Des Moines Independent Community School District (1969)  

The First Amendment, as applied through the Fourteenth, did not permit a public school to punish a student for 

wearing a black armband as an anti-war protest, absent any evidence that the rule was necessary to avoid substantial 

interference with school discipline or the rights of others. 7-2 decision, applying the Constitution amendments 1 and 

14 

 

Bethel School Dsitrict v. Fraser (1986) 

The First Amendment, as applied through the Fourteenth, permits a public school to punish a student for 

giving a lewd and indecent, but not obscene, speech at a school assembly. 

 

Hazelwood v. Kuhlmeier (1988)  

The Court held that public school curricular student newspapers that have not been established as forums for 

student expression are subject to a lower level of First Amendment protection than independent student 

expression or newspapers established (by policy or practice) as forums for student expression. 

 

Morse v. Frederick (2007) 

Because schools may take steps to safeguard those entrusted to their care from speech that can reasonably 

be regarded as encouraging illegal drug use, the school officials in this case did not violate the First 

Amendment by confiscating the pro-drug banner and suspending [student] Frederick 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Public_school
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