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Case Brief: Marbury v. Madison (1803)

Caption: William Marbury v. James Madison, Secretary of State of the United States

Facts:

William Marbury was appointed as a justice of the peace in the District of Columbia by President John
Adams in the final hours of his presidency. Although Marbury's commission was signed and sealed, it was
not delivered before President Adams left office. When Thomas Jefferson assumed the presidency, he
ordered his Secretary of State, James Madison, not to deliver Marbury's commission. Marbury petitioned
the Supreme Court for a writ of mandamus to compel Madison to deliver his commission.

Procedural History:

Marbury directly approached the Supreme Court, seeking a writ of mandamus that would order Secretary
of State James Madison to deliver the commission.

Issues:

The case presented two primary issues: (1) Whether Marbury had a right to the commission he claimed,
and (2) whether the Supreme Court had the authority to issue a writ of mandamus to compel Madison to
deliver the commission.

Holding:

The Supreme Court held that Marbury had a right to his commission but concluded that the Court did not
have the authority to issue a writ of mandamus because the section of the Judiciary Act of 1789 that
granted the Court the power to issue such writs directly to government officials was unconstitutional.

Rationale:

Chief Justice John Marshall delivered the opinion of the Court, establishing the principle of judicial
review. Marshall reasoned that the Constitution is the supreme law of the land and that any law that is in
conflict with the Constitution is void. The Court determined that it did not have original jurisdiction to
issue a writ of mandamus as the Judiciary Act of 1789 conflicted with Article III of the Constitution. The
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Constitution delineates the original and appellate jurisdiction of the Supreme Court, and issuing a writ of
mandamus in this case would amount to exercising original jurisdiction not granted by the Constitution.

Disposition:

The Court denied Marbury's petition for a writ of mandanus, effectively ruling that it did not have the
power to compel Madison to deliver the commission through such means.

Concurring and Dissenting Opinions:

Not applicable, as there were no concurring or dissenting opinions recorded in this decision. The decision
was unanimous.
Analysis:

Marbury v. Madison is a landmark case in the annals of United States law for establishing the doctrine of
judicial review, which allows the judiciary to strike down laws, statutes, and executive actions that it finds
to be in conflict with the Constitution. Chief Justice Marshall's opinion meticulously navigates through
the constitutional text and the Judiciary Act of 1789 to underscore the supremacy of the Constitution over
ordinary laws. The case underscores the judiciary's role as an independent arbiter of constitutional
interpretation, a principle that has profoundly shaped the American legal landscape. The absence of
concurring or dissenting opinions highlights the unanimous agreement among the Justices regarding the
establishment of judicial review, despite the potential implications for the balance of power among the
branches of government. This case set a precedent for the exercise of judicial review and reinforced the
judiciary's role in ensuring that neither the legislature nor the executive exceeds its constitutional
authority.


