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Supreme Court Cases: Civil Liberties 
 

Case Link Description 
Schenck v. United States (1919) 
 

“During World War I, socialists Charles Schenck and Elizabeth Baer distributed leaflets declaring that 
the draft violated the Thirteenth Amendment prohibition against involuntary servitude. The leaflets 
urged the public to disobey the draft, but advised only peaceful action. Schenck was charged with 
conspiracy to violate the Espionage Act of 1917 by attempting to cause insubordination in the 
military and to obstruct recruitment. Schenck and Baer were convicted of violating this law and 
appealed on the grounds that the statute violated the First Amendment.” (Oyez, n.d.) 
 

Engel v. Vitale (1962) 
 

“The New York State Board of Regents authorized a short, voluntary prayer for recitation at the start 
of each school day. A group of organizations joined forces in challenging the prayer, claiming that it 
violated the Establishment Clause of the First Amendment. The New York Court of Appeals rejected 
their arguments.” (Oyez, n.d.) 
 

Gideon v. Wainwright (1963) 
 

“Clarence Earl Gideon was charged in Florida state court with felony breaking and entering. When he 
appeared in court without a lawyer, Gideon requested that the court appoint one for him. According 
to Florida state law, however, an attorney may only be appointed to an indigent defendant in capital 
cases, so the trial court did not appoint one. Gideon represented himself in trial. He was found guilty 
and sentenced to five years in prison. Gideon filed a habeas corpus petition in the Florida Supreme 
Court, arguing that the trial court's decision violated his constitutional right to be represented by 
counsel. The Florida Supreme Court denied habeas corpus relief.” (Oyez, n.d.) 
 

Miranda v. Arizona (1966) 
 

“This case represents the consolidation of four cases, in each of which the defendant confessed guilt 
after being subjected to a variety of interrogation techniques without being informed of his Fifth 
Amendment rights during an interrogation. On March 13, 1963, Ernesto Miranda was arrested in his 
house and brought to the police station where he was questioned by police officers in connection 
with a kidnapping and rape. After two hours of interrogation, the police obtained a written 
confession from Miranda. The written confession was admitted into evidence at trial despite the 
objection of the defense attorney and the fact that the police officers admitted that they had not 

https://www.oyez.org/cases/1900-1940/249us47
https://www.oyez.org/cases/1961/468
https://www.oyez.org/cases/1962/155
https://www.oyez.org/cases/1965/759
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advised Miranda of his right to have an attorney present during the interrogation. The jury found 
Miranda guilty. On appeal, the Supreme Court of Arizona affirmed and held that Miranda’s 
constitutional rights were not violated because he did not specifically request counsel.” (Oyez, n.d.) 
 

Roe v. Wade (1973) 
 

“In 1970, Jane Roe (a fictional name used in court documents to protect the plaintiff’s identity) filed 
a lawsuit against Henry Wade, the district attorney of Dallas County, Texas, where she resided, 
challenging a Texas law making abortion illegal except by a doctor’s orders to save a woman’s life. In 
her lawsuit, Roe alleged that the state laws were unconstitutionally vague and abridged her right of 
personal privacy, protected by the First, Fourth, Fifth, Ninth, and Fourteenth Amendments.” (Oyez, 
n.d.) 
 

Texas v. Johnson (1989) 
 

“In 1984, in front of the Dallas City Hall, Gregory Lee Johnson burned an American flag as a means of 
protest against Reagan administration policies. Johnson was tried and convicted under a Texas law 
outlawing flag desecration. He was sentenced to one year in jail and assessed a $2,000 fine. After the 
Texas Court of Criminal Appeals reversed the conviction, the case went to the Supreme Court.” 
(Oyez, n.d.) 
 

District of Columbia v. Heller (2008) 
 

“Provisions of the District of Columbia Code made it illegal to carry an unregistered firearm and 
prohibited the registration of handguns, though the chief of police could issue one-year licenses for 
handguns. The Code also contained provisions that required owners of lawfully registered firearms 
to keep them unloaded and disassembled or bound by a trigger lock or other similar device unless 
the firearms were located in a place of business or being used for legal recreational activities. Dick 
Anthony Heller was a D.C. special police officer who was authorized to carry a handgun while on 
duty. He applied for a one-year license for a handgun he wished to keep at home, but his application 
was denied. Heller sued the District of Columbia. He sought an injunction against the enforcement of 
the relevant parts of the Code and argued that they violated his Second Amendment right to keep a 
functional firearm in his home without a license. The district court dismissed the complaint. The U.S. 
Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia Circuit reversed and held that the Second Amendment 
protects the right to keep firearms in the home for the purpose of self-defense, and the District of 

https://www.oyez.org/cases/1971/70-18
https://www.oyez.org/cases/1988/88-155
https://www.oyez.org/cases/2007/07-290
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Columbia’s requirement that firearms kept in the home be nonfunctional violated that right.” (Oyez, 
n.d.) 
 

Citizens United v. FEC (2010) 
 

“Citizens United sought an injunction against the Federal Election Commission in the United States 
District Court for the District of Columbia to prevent the application of the Bipartisan Campaign 
Reform Act (BCRA) to its film Hillary: The Movie. The Movie expressed opinions about whether 
Senator Hillary Rodham Clinton would make a good president. In an attempt to regulate "big money" 
campaign contributions, the BCRA applies a variety of restrictions to "electioneering 
communications." Section 203 of the BCRA prevents corporations or labor unions from funding such 
communication from their general treasuries. Sections 201 and 311 require the disclosure of donors 
to such communication and a disclaimer when the communication is not authorized by the candidate 
it intends to support. Citizens United argued that: 1) Section 203 violates the First Amendment on its 
face and when applied to The Movie and its related advertisements, and that 2) Sections 201 and 
203 are also unconstitutional as applied to the circumstances.” (Oyez, n.d.) 
 

Obergefell v. Hodges, 2013 
 

“Groups of same-sex couples sued their relevant state agencies in Ohio, Michigan, Kentucky, and 
Tennessee to challenge the constitutionality of those states' bans on same-sex marriage or refusal to 
recognize legal same-sex marriages that occurred in jurisdictions that provided for such marriages. 
The plaintiffs in each case argued that the states' statutes violated the Equal Protection Clause and 
Due Process Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment, and one group of plaintiffs also brought claims 
under the Civil Rights Act. In all the cases, the trial court found in favor of the plaintiffs. The U.S. 
Court of Appeals for the Sixth Circuit reversed and held that the states' bans on same-sex marriage 
and refusal to recognize marriages performed in other states did not violate the couples' Fourteenth 
Amendment rights to equal protection and due process.” (Oyez, n.d.) 
 

Masterpiece Cakeshop v Colorado Civil 
Rights Commission (2015) 
 

“In July 2012, Charlie Craig and David Mullins went to Masterpiece Cakeshop in Lakewood, CO, and 
requested that its owner, Jack C. Phillips, design and create a cake for their wedding. Phillips declined 
to do so on the grounds that he does not create wedding cakes for same-sex weddings because of 
his religious beliefs. Phillips believes that decorating cakes is a form of art through which he can 
honor God and that it would displease God to create cakes for same-sex marriages. Craig and Mullins 

https://www.oyez.org/cases/2008/08-205
https://www.oyez.org/cases/2014/14-556
https://www.oyez.org/cases/2017/16-111
https://www.oyez.org/cases/2017/16-111
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filed charges of discrimination with the Colorado Civil Rights Division, alleging discrimination based 
on sexual orientation under the Colorado Anti-Discrimination Act (CADA), §§ 24-34-301 to -804, 
C.R.S. 2014. After the Division issued a notice of determination finding probable cause, Craig and 
Mullins filed a formal complaint with the Office of Administrative Courts alleging that Masterpiece 
discriminated against them in a place of public accommodation in violation of CADA. The 
Administrative Law Judge issued a written order finding in favor of Craig and Mullins, which was 
affirmed by the Colorado Civil Rights Commission. On appeal, the Colorado Court of Appeals 
subsequently affirmed the Commission's ruling.” (Oyez, n.d.) 
 

 


	Schenck v. United States (1919)
	Engel v. Vitale (1962)
	Roe v. Wade (1973)
	Texas v. Johnson (1989)

