Decision

The decision in Marbury v. Madison ended up being much more significant than the resolution of the
dispute between Marbury and the new administration. The Supreme Court, in this decision,

established a key power of the Supreme Court that continues to shape the institution today.

The Court unanimously decided not to require Madison to deliver the commission to Marbury. In
the opinion, written by Chief Justice Marshall, the Court ruled that Marbury was entitled to his
commission, but that according to the Constitution, the Court did not have the authority to require
Madison to deliver the commission to Marbury in this case. They said that the Judiciary Act of 1789
conflicted with the Constitution because it gave the Supreme Court more authority than it was given
in Article III. The Judiciary Act of 1789 authorized the Supreme Court to “issue writs of mwandanius
... to persons holding office under the authority of the United States” as a matter of its original
jurisdiction. However, Article 111, section 2, clause 2 of the Constitution, as the Court read it,
authorizes the Supreme Court to exercise original jurisdiction only in cases involving “ambassadors,
other public ministers and consuls, and those [cases] in which a state shall be a party. In all other
cases, the Supreme Court shall have appellate jurisdiction.” The dispute between Marbury and
Madison did not involve ambassadors, public ministers, consuls, or states. Therefore, according to
the Constitution, the Supreme Court did not have the authority to exercise its original jurisdiction in
this case. Thus the Judiciary Act of 1789 and the Constitution were in conflict with each other.

Declaring the Constitution “superior, paramount law,” the Supreme Court ruled that when ordinary
laws conflict with the Constitution, they must be struck down. Furthermore, the Court said, it is the
job of judges, including the justices of the Supreme Court, to interpret laws and determine when
they conflict with the Constitution. According to the Court, the Constitution gives the judicial
branch the power to strike down laws passed by Congtress (the legislative branch) and actions of the
president and his executive branch officials and departments. This is the principle of judicial review.
The opinion said that it is “emphatically the province and duty of the judicial department to say
what the law is.”

This decision established the judicial branch as an equal partner with the executive and legislative
branches within the government, with the power to rule actions of the other branches
unconstitutional. The ruling said that the Constitution is the supreme law of the land and established
the Supreme Court as the final authority for interpreting it.



