APUSH Review

Top Ten Lists:

Top 10 Supreme Court Rulings

These are the 10 Supreme Court cases most likely to show up on the APUSH exam because they so impacted the United States.  See if you can recognize the case from its description.  Answers are below.  

1. __________________________________ (1803).  After losing the close 1800 election, John Adams sought to weaken Thomas Jefferson’s influence by packing the bureaucracy with Federalists.  When Jefferson and his Secretary of State, James Madison, denied these appointments to some of Adams’ men, they sued the government.  In his ruling, Chief Justice John Marshall asserted that the Supreme Court had the authority to oversee the constitutionality of federal laws, a principle known as judicial review:  the key power of the Court.

2. _________________________________ (1819).  The Bank of the United States had been controversial ever since Alexander had proposed it nearly twenty years before.  In an effort to weaken this Federalist institution, the staunchly Democratic-Republican government of Maryland instituted a state tax on the Bank.  To Chief Justice John Marshall, this was an abuse of the state laws, which “must yield to” the national government.  Marshall also asserted the doctrine of broad construction, in which those powers not prohibited by the Constitution to implement a legitimate goal are appropriate for the national government.  

3. _______________________________ (1857).  One of the most infamous cases in the Supreme Court history, this case revolved around a slave who sued for his freedom after his master moved to a free state.  Chief Justice Roger Taney and his pro-slavery majority were not content to merely deny the slave his freedom; they hoped to put the slavery issue to rest.  The Court ruled that blacks were not citizens, and that all efforts to contain the expansion of slavery were unconstitutional.  This ruling helped galvanize antislavery forces and helped propel the ruling’s most vocal critic, Abraham Lincoln, into the presidency.  This ruling was overturned by the Fourteenth Amendment.  

4. _______________________________ (1876).  As railroads began to crisscross the nation, western farmers felt their livelihoods were too dependent on these powerful businesses, and in the early 1870s, they created the National Grange of Husbandry, an organization to promote farmers’ interests.  This case involved state laws, sponsored by the Grangers, regulating railroads.  The Supreme Court upheld the Granger law, arguing that states could regulate businesses for the public interest; however, subsequent rulings, such as Wabash v. Illinois, severely weakened this ruling.  Frustrated by their lack of success at state levels, the Grangers took their case to the national government, which in 1890 passed the Sherman Antitrust Act to curtail corporations.  

5. _______________________________ (1896).  This case is probably the Court’s most infamous.  Addressing the issue of post-Reconstruction segregation, this case asserted the notorious right of states to establish “separate but equal” facilities for blacks.  This ruling was used as a justification for nearly sixty years of “Jim Crow” segregation throughout the South until it was overturned in the 1950s.  

6. _________________________________ (1919).  President Wilson cracked down on antiwar sentiment during World War I, and the rise of Communism in Russia fueled a “Red Scare” that further interested the government in curtailing Socialist and Communist activities in the U.S.  When the General Secretary of the Socialist Party in Pennsylvania was arrested for distributing antiwar pamphlets, the Supreme Court ruled that speech that is appropriate in peacetime might not necessarily be protected in wartime.  Justice Oliver W. Holmes used the famous comparison to “falsely shouting fire in a crowded theater,” and asserted that the government can curtail speech that has a “clear and present danger” of resulting in harm.  
7. __________________________________ (1935).  In response to the Great Depression, Franklin Roosevelt created a broad range of government agencies to regulate the economy.  The most important of these agencies was the National Recovery Administration (NRA), which established regulatory codes for nearly every industry in the country.  When a New York family poultry company was fined for violating NRA codes, they challenged the fines, and the Supreme Court threw out the NRA as an unconstitutional intrusion of the federal government in business.  This led FDR to attempt to “pack” the Court with his Court Reform Bill, his most important domestic policy failure.  
8. __________________________________ (1954).  The most famous Supreme Court case in history addressed the lingering problem of segregation.  In a bold and startling move, the Supreme Court reversed its 1896 decision, rejecting the principle of “separate but equal.”  Chief Justice Earl Warren wrote that “separate educational facilities are inherently unequal” and ordered the school district to desegregate its public school system.  Significant in its complete rejection of a previous ruling and in the expansion of the federal government’s oversight of the states, this case also helped start the Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s and 1960s.

9. _______________________________ (1973).  What is probably the most controversial case in the last 40 years began with a Texas woman who wanted to abort her child.  In the case, the Court expanded the right to privacy that they had determined based on the 9th Amendment in Griswald v. Connecticut to include a woman’s private right to have an abortion and juxtaposed that right against a state’s obligation to protect the lives of its citizens, even those who are not yet born.  This ruling was the high tide for the sexual revolution of the 1970s, allowing women the same “reproductive freedom” as men, but it also was a crucial factor in the rise of the “Religious Right,” evangelical Christians who see abortion as nothing less than state-sanctioned murder.  

10. __________________________________ (2000).  Election chaos reigned in Florida in November and December of 2000, as an extremely close vote, a complex voting system (including the infamous “butterfly ballot”) and scores of television reporters and lawyers made for national drama.  In the center of it all were the Republican and Democrat presidential candidates.  The Democrats charged that key votes were not being counted; the Republicans claimed that the Democrats were trying to change the rules after the fact.  The Florida Supreme Court overturned the state legislature’s deadline for counting, but the U.S. Supreme Court overturned the state court, arguing that the legislature, not the courts, allocates a state’s electoral votes.  The result was a 5-4 split (much like the country itself) that gave the election to the Republican.  
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