
nominate federal judges who shared his conserva-
tive philosophy, appointed four. He also elevated 
a fifth, William Rehnquist—originally appointed 
as an associate justice by Nixon—to the position 
of chief justice. Reagan’s vice president and presi-
dential successor, George H. W. Bush, appointed 
two more justices. The end result was a mid-
1990s Supreme Court chosen largely by conserva-
tive Republican presidents who wanted limits set 
on the federal government’s powers and respon-
sibilities. The justices obliged.

In a series of narrow (mostly 5–4) decisions in 
the 1990s, the Court began to back away from the 
nation-centered interpretation of the Constitution 

that had dominated its rulings during the era of 
cooperative federalism (see Table 2-3). United 
States v. Lopez (1995) was a significant victory for 
states’ rights and a clear break from a half century 
of precedent. This case involved the Drug Free 
School Zone Act of 1990, which made it a federal 
crime to possess a firearm within 1,000 feet of a 
school. Following a good deal of precedent, 
Congress justified its authority to regulate local 
law enforcement by using a very liberal interpre-
tation of the interstate commerce clause, the basic 
argument being that the operation of public 
schools affected interstate commerce so the fed-
eral government had the constitutional authority 

Case Decision

United States v. Lopez 
(1995)

Court strikes down a federal law prohibiting possession of firearms near public schools. First 
time since World War II that Court placed limits on Congress’s powers under the interstate 
commerce clause.

Seminole Tribe of 
Florida v. Florida (1996)

Court rules Congress cannot allow citizens to sue states in a federal court except for civil rights 
violations. State claim upheld.

Printz v. United States 
(1997)

Court strikes down a federal law requiring mandatory background checks for firearms purchases. 
State claim upheld.

Alden v. Maine (1999) Court rules that Congress does not have the power to authorize citizens to sue in state court on 
the basis of federal claims. State claim upheld.

United States v. 
Morrison (2000)

Court strikes down the federal Violence Against Women Act. State claim upheld.

Reno v. Condon (2000) Court upholds a federal law preventing states from selling driver’s license information. State claim 
overturned.

Bush v. Gore (2000) Court overrules a Florida Supreme Court action allowing hand recounts of contested election 
ballots. State claim overturned.

Alabama v. Garrett 
(2001)

Court rules that state employees cannot sue their employers in federal court to recover monetary 
damages under the provisions of the Americans with Disabilities Act. State claim upheld.

Lorillard Tobacco Co. v. 
Reilly (2001)

Court strikes down Massachusetts laws regulating the advertising of tobacco products. State 
claim overturned.

Kelo v. City of New 
London (2005)

Court rules that government can seize private property for public purposes, including economic 
development. State claim upheld.

Gonzales v. Raich 
(2005)

Court rules that federal laws outlawing marijuana can be upheld by federal law enforcement 
officers in states where medical marijuana has been legalized. State law enforcement groups, 
however, do not have to participate in federal efforts to seize marijuana.

Gonzales v. Oregon 
(2006)

Court rules that the U.S. attorney general overstepped his authority by threatening to eliminate 
prescription-writing privileges for doctors who follow state law allowing physician-assisted 
suicide. State claim upheld.

Arizona v. United States 
(2012)

Court rules that states do not have the authority to enact and enforce immigration laws; however, 
it allows states to implement “show-me-your-papers” regulations that require law enforcement 
officers to determine the immigration status of anyone they stop or detain.

National Federation of 
Independent Business 
v. Sebelius (2012)

Court rules that the federal government can require individuals to purchase health insurance and 
that doing so does not violate powers reserved to the states under the Tenth Amendment.
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