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Powers of National and State Governments

Source: Adapted from Samuel Kernell, Gary C. Jacobson, and Thad Kousser, The Logic of American Politics, 6th ed. (Washington, DC: CQ Press, 2013), Figure 3-2.
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“appropriate.” Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson 
objected, arguing that if the Constitution was 
going to establish a government of truly limited 
powers, the federal government needed to stick to 
its enumerated powers and interpret its implied 
powers very narrowly. He thus argued that the 
necessary in the necessary and proper clause 
should properly be interpreted as “essential” or 
“indispensable.” Hamilton eventually won the 
argument, and Congress approved the national 
bank. Still, the issue simmered as a controversial—
and potentially unconstitutional—expansion of 
the national government’s powers.

The issue was not fully resolved until 1819, 
when the Supreme Court decided the case of 
McCulloch v. Maryland. This case stemmed from 
the state of Maryland’s attempts to shut down the 
national bank, which was taking business from 
state-chartered banks, by taxing its operations. 
The chief cashier of the national bank’s Baltimore 
branch refused to pay the tax, and the parties went 
to court. The Supreme Court, in essence, backed 
Hamilton’s interpretation of the Constitution over 
Jefferson’s. This was important above and beyond 
the issue of a national bank. It suggested that the 
Constitution gave the national government a 

broad set of powers relative to the states. Key to 
this early affirmation of the federal government’s 
power was U.S. Chief Justice John Marshall, whose 
backing of a broad interpretation of implied pow-
ers laid the foundation for later expansions in the 
scope and authority of the federal government.

The full impact of McCulloch v. Maryland, 
however, would not be felt for some time. For the 
most part, the federal government began to feel 
its way into the gray areas of its constitutional 
powers pretty cautiously. Federalism went on to 
develop in four distinct stages—dual federalism, 
cooperative federalism, centralized federalism, 
and New Federalism—and the first of these stages 
leaned toward the more limited role of the federal 
government favored by Jefferson.

Dual Federalism (1789–1933)

Dual federalism is the idea that state and federal 
governments have separate jurisdictions and 
responsibilities. Within these separate spheres of 

Dual federalism
The idea that state and federal governments have separate and distinct 
jurisdictions and responsibilities
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