
Federalism: Historic Supreme Court Decisions
and Landmark Case Law
: The Federalist Framework

The United States Constitution established a federalist system, dividing
power between the national government and the states. This delicate
balance has been shaped over time by Supreme Court decisions that have
interpreted the Constitution's provisions on federalism. These landmark
cases have defined the relationship between the federal and state
governments, protecting individual rights and shaping the contours of
American governance.
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Key Concepts of Federalism

Supremacy Clause
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The Supremacy Clause (Article VI, Clause 2) states that the Constitution,
federal laws, and treaties are the "supreme Law of the Land." This means
that federal law prevails over conflicting state laws.

Powers of the Federal Government

The Constitution grants the federal government specific enumerated
powers, such as regulating interstate commerce, declaring war, and
establishing a postal system.

Powers of the States

The Tenth Amendment reserves all powers not delegated to the federal
government to the states. States have broad authority over matters such as
education, law enforcement, and healthcare.

Concurrent Powers

Both the federal government and the states have the power to legislate on
certain issues, such as taxation and banking. In cases of conflicts, federal
law preempts state law.

Landmark Supreme Court Decisions

McCulloch v. Maryland (1819)

This seminal case established the principle of federal supremacy. The
Court held that the federal government's power to establish a national bank
was constitutional, even though it conflicted with a Maryland state tax.

Gibbons v. Ogden (1824)

The Court's decision in Gibbons affirmed the federal government's
exclusive authority to regulate interstate commerce. This decision solidified



the federal government's role in promoting economic unity.

Dred Scott v. Sandford (1857)

This infamous decision denied citizenship to African Americans and held
that Congress lacked the power to prohibit slavery in the territories. It
inflamed sectional tensions and contributed to the outbreak of the Civil War.

Ex parte Milligan (1866)

In the wake of the Civil War, the Court ruled that military tribunals could not
try civilians in areas where the civil courts were operational. This decision
protected citizens from arbitrary military detention.

Civil Rights Cases (1883)

The Civil Rights Cases limited the scope of the Fourteenth Amendment's
Equal Protection Clause. The Court held that the amendment only
prohibited discrimination by states, not by private individuals or
organizations.

Plessy v. Ferguson (1896)

This decision established the doctrine of "separate but equal," allowing for
the segregation of public facilities based on race. It remained the legal
precedent for decades until it was overturned in Brown v. Board of
Education.

Brown v. Board of Education (1954)

One of the most significant Supreme Court decisions in American history,
Brown overturned Plessy and ruled that racial segregation in public schools



was unconstitutional. It marked a turning point in the Civil Rights
Movement.

United States v. Nixon (1974)

In this landmark case, the Court Free Downloaded President Nixon to
release White House tape recordings that were subpoenaed for the
Watergate investigation. This decision upheld the principle of judicial
independence and executive accountability.

Printz v. United States (1997)

The Court ruled that the federal government could not compel state law
enforcement officers to conduct background checks for handgun Free
Downloadrs. This decision reaffirmed the limits of federal authority over
state functions.

National Federation of Independent Business v. Sebelius (2012)

In a controversial decision, the Court upheld the Affordable Care Act's
individual mandate, but struck down its Medicaid expansion provision as
unconstitutional. This case highlighted the ongoing debate over the balance
between federal and state power.

The Supreme Court's decisions on federalism have had a profound impact
on American history and governance. These landmark cases have shaped
the relationship between the federal and state governments, protected
individual rights, and defined the limits of federal authority. As the country
continues to navigate the complex issues of federalism, the Supreme Court
will continue to play a pivotal role in interpreting and applying the
Constitution's principles to contemporary challenges.
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