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The landmark Supreme Court case of Cohens v. Virginia (1821) marked a pivotal moment in American
legal history, significantly impacting the balance of power between the federal government and the states.
This ruling reinforced the authority of the U.S. Supreme Court to review and overrule state court decisions
involving federal laws and the Constitution. Most notably, it expanded the influence of Congress by
affirming the federal government's supremacy in certain jurisdictions and establishing the judiciary as a
key arbiter in disputes between state and federal authority. This article delves into the background of the
case, the Court’s decision, and how it ultimately increased the power of Congress, shaping the evolution of

federalism in the United States.

Background of Cohens v. Virginia

The Context of Early 19th Century America

In the early 1800s, the United States was still solidifying its federal structure, balancing powers between
the national government and individual states. The states retained significant authority, but conflicts often

arose over the scope of federal laws and their enforcement within state jurisdictions.

The Cohen Brothers and the Lottery Case

The case originated when the Cohen brothers, Philip and Cohen, sold tickets for a lottery operated illegally
under Virginia law. They argued that the federal government, specifically Congress, had authorized the
lottery under the powers granted to regulate interstate commerce, and thus, their actions were protected

by federal law.

Virginia authorities, however, prosecuted the Cohens for selling illegal lottery tickets, asserting that state

law took precedence. The Cohens challenged the Virginia courts’ jurisdiction, claiming their conduct was



protected under federal law and that the state had no authority to interfere.

The Supreme Court’s Decision and Its Significance

The Ruling in Favor of Federal Supremacy

In a unanimous decision, Chief Justice John Marshall upheld the authority of the Supreme Court to review

decisions made by state courts involving federal laws. The Court held that:

- The U.S. Constitution grants the Supreme Court appellate jurisdiction over state court decisions involving
federal questions.

- The state courts are bound by the Constitution and federal laws, and their decisions can be reviewed by
the Supreme Court.

- The authority of the federal government is supreme within its constitutional scope, including

enforcement of federal statutes and laws.

Impact on the Power of the Federal Government

This ruling was groundbreaking as it:

- Affirmed the Supreme Court’s role as the ultimate interpreter of federal law.
- Established that state courts are subordinate to the federal judiciary when federal questions are involved.
- Reinforced the principle of federal supremacy, ensuring that federal laws take precedence over

conflicting state laws.

How Did Cohens v. Virginia Increase the Power of Congress?

The Expansion of Judicial Review over State Decisions

One of the core effects of the Cohens decision was the broadening of judicial review. By affirming that the



Supreme Court could review state court decisions involving federal law, the case:

- Elevated the role of the federal judiciary as a safeguard of constitutional and federal authority.
- Allowed Congress to rely on the Court’s power to ensure uniform interpretation and enforcement of

federal statutes across states.

The Role of Congress in Shaping Federal Authority

Although the Court’s decision primarily dealt with judicial review, it indirectly amplified Congress’s

influence in several ways:

1. Legislative Clarity and Enforcement: Congress could pass laws knowing that the Supreme Court would
uphold federal statutes, even against state opposition.

2. Strengthening Federal Supremacy: The ruling made it easier for Congress to draft and implement
legislation with the assurance that federal laws would be upheld in courts nationwide.

3. Empowering Federal Agency and Law Enforcement: With the Court's backing, federal agencies could

enforce laws more confidently, knowing their actions would stand in courts.

Key Points on the Impact of Cohens v. Virginia

- Reinforced the authority of the federal judiciary to review state court decisions, which in turn bolstered
the federal government's overall power.

- Set a precedent that empowered Congress to craft legislation with confidence that the Supreme Court
could uphold and interpret federal laws uniformly across states.

- Limited the power of individual states to obstruct or challenge federal legislation, ensuring national laws

could be enforced effectively.

The Broader Implications for Federalism and U.S. Politics

The Strengthening of Federal Power

Cohens v. Virginia played a crucial role in shaping American federalism by clarifying that state actions
could not undermine federal laws and that the judiciary had the authority to resolve disputes between the

two levels of government.



The Role of the Supreme Court as a Guardian of Federalism

This case established the Court as a key protector of federal authority, setting a precedent that would

influence many future cases involving states’ rights and federal laws.

Impact on the Balance of Power

- The decision marked a shift toward a stronger federal government, capable of overseeing and regulating
state actions that conflicted with national laws.
- It paved the way for future Supreme Court rulings that would further cement the supremacy of federal

laws over conflicting state statutes.

Implications for Legislation and Policy

- Congress gained confidence in passing legislation, knowing that the Supreme Court would uphold federal
statutes.
- The judiciary became a more active participant in shaping the scope and enforcement of federal laws,

often curbing state resistance.

Conclusion: The Long-Term Legacy of Cohens v. Virginia

The ruling in Cohens v. Virginia significantly increased the power of Congress and the federal
government by affirming the supremacy of federal law and establishing the judiciary’s authority to review
state court decisions involving federal questions. This case reinforced the principle that the United States
operates under a system of federal supremacy, where national laws take precedence and can be uniformly
enforced across all states. It also elevated the role of the Supreme Court as a critical arbiter in maintaining
the constitutional balance of power, ensuring that the federal government could act effectively within its
constitutional scope. Over the centuries, the principles established in Cohens v. Virginia have continued to
influence the development of American federalism, shaping the relationship between state and federal

authority and ensuring the strength of national governance.
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Frequently Asked Questions

‘What was the significance of the Supreme Court ruling in Cohens v.
Virginia?

The ruling affirmed the Supreme Court's authority to review and overrule state laws that conflict with

federal laws, strengthening the power of the federal judiciary and, indirectly, the federal government.

How did Cohens v. Virginia impact the balance of power between state

and federal governments?

It reinforced federal supremacy over state laws by asserting the Supreme Court's right to invalidate state

laws that violate the U.S. Constitution or federal statutes.

In what way did the decision in Cohens v. Virginia increase the power of
Congress?

While the case primarily involved the Supreme Court's authority over states, it set a precedent that
empowered Congress to enact federal laws with supremacy, ultimately expanding federal authority over

state actions.

Why is Cohens v. Virginia considered a landmark case in American

constitutional law?

Because it established the principle that the Supreme Court has the authority to review and overturn state

court decisions that conflict with federal law, reinforcing the supremacy of federal law.

Did the ruling in Cohens v. Virginia have any implications for the federal

government’s legislative powers?

Indirectly, yes. By affirming the Court's authority to oversee state actions, it supported the federal

government’s ability to enforce federal laws more effectively.

How did this case influence the development of judicial review in the
United States?

It strengthened judicial review by confirming that the Supreme Court could review state court decisions,

thereby increasing the judiciary's power to uphold federal law.



‘What was the broader impact of Cohens v. Virginia on the U.S. federal
system?

The case solidified the federal government’s authority by affirming the Supreme Court's role in resolving

disputes between state and federal law, leading to a stronger federal system.

Additional Resources
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The landmark Supreme Court case of Cohens v. Virginia (1821) stands as a pivotal moment in American
constitutional history, fundamentally shaping the balance of power between state and federal authority.
This case not only reinforced the supremacy of federal law but also significantly expanded the scope of the
Supreme Court’s jurisdiction, thereby indirectly bolstering the authority of Congress. Understanding how
Cohens v. Virginia influenced the federal government requires a deep dive into its background, the Court’s

decision, and the broader constitutional implications that followed.

Background of Cohens v. Virginia: Context and Controversy

Before delving into the case's impact, it’s essential to understand its origins. The dispute arose when the
Cohen brothers, operating a lottery in violation of Virginia law, sold tickets for a lottery authorized by the
federal government. Virginia authorities prosecuted them, asserting that states had the authority to
regulate and punish activities within their jurisdiction, even if those activities were authorized by federal

law.

The case exemplified tensions between state sovereignty and federal supremacy, a recurring theme in
early American constitutional development. The Cohen brothers challenged Virginia’s authority, claiming
that federal law preempted state law in this context and that the state court lacked jurisdiction over a case

involving federal authorization.

The Supreme Court’s Ruling: An Assertion of Federal Authority

In a unanimous decision authored by Chief Justice John Marshall, the Supreme Court upheld the Cohen

brothers’ conviction but also clarified critical constitutional principles. The Court ruled that:

- The Supreme Court has the authority to review and overrule state court decisions in cases involving

federal laws or constitutional questions.



- Federal laws take precedence over conflicting state laws, reaffirming the doctrine of federal supremacy
established in McCulloch v. Maryland (1819).
- The Court possesses original jurisdiction in cases involving federal authority and disputes between states,

as outlined in Article III of the Constitution.

This ruling was groundbreaking because it explicitly established the Court’s power of judicial review over
state courts in cases involving federal authority. It asserted that the federal government and its laws are

supreme within the constitutional framework and that state courts must adhere to this principle.

How Cohens v. Virginia Increased Congressional Power

‘While the case directly involved the judicial authority of the Supreme Court, its broader implications

significantly impacted Congress and the legislative branch. Here’s how:

1. Reinforcement of the Supremacy Clause

The decision underscored the binding nature of federal laws over state laws, as mandated by the

Constitution’s Supremacy Clause (Article VI, Clause 2). This affirmation meant that:

- Congress’s legislative acts could not be overridden or invalidated by state courts.
- Federal legislation, especially in areas explicitly or implicitly within federal jurisdiction, became more

robustly protected from state interference.

This strengthened the legislative framework within which Congress operates, providing a clearer pathway

for federal laws to be enforced uniformly across states.

2. Expansion of Judicial Review Power

Cohens v. Virginia cemented the Supreme Court’s authority to review state court decisions involving
federal questions. This expanded the Court’s jurisdiction and set a precedent for the federal judiciary to

ensure that state courts adhered to federal constitutional standards.

- Implication for Congress: With the Court empowered to oversee state courts’ rulings on federal issues,
Congress gained a more reliable mechanism to ensure federal laws and constitutional rights are upheld
nationwide. This indirectly enhanced congressional influence over legal interpretations affecting federal

statutes.

3. Clarification of Federal vs. State Jurisdiction

The decision clarified the boundaries of state and federal jurisdiction, emphasizing that federal authority is

supreme in constitutional matters and in cases involving federal laws.



- Implication for Congress: It provided Congress with a firmer foundation to pass laws that could be
challenged in state courts but ultimately upheld by the Supreme Court, reinforcing the legislative branch’s

ability to shape national policy within the bounds of constitutional authority.

4. Set a Precedent for Future Legislation and Litigation

The ruling established a precedent that federal laws and constitutional provisions are subject to review by

the Supreme Court and, by extension, can influence legislative actions:
- Congress could craft legislation with the confidence that federal courts, especially the Supreme Court,
would uphold its statutes against state challenges.

- It empowered Congress to pass laws that operate uniformly across states, knowing that the judiciary

would safeguard their constitutionality.

Broader Constitutional and Political Impacts

Beyond the immediate legal ramifications, Cohens v. Virginia played a crucial role in shaping the future of

Anmerican federalism and the legislative process.

1. Strengthening Federal Authority in the Face of State Sovereignty

The early 19th century was marked by disputes over states’ rights versus federal power. The Cohens
decision reinforced the supremacy of federal authority, which was often contested by states eager to assert

their sovereignty.

- Impact on Congress: The ruling provided a constitutional backing for Congress to create laws that could

override state regulations, particularly in areas like commerce, taxation, and federal licensing.

2. Encouragement for Federal Legislation in Commercial and Economic Spheres

The case involved a federal lottery license, touching on economic regulation and commerce. The Court’s
affirmation of federal supremacy encouraged Congress to expand its regulatory powers over interstate
commerce and economic activities, laying groundwork for future legislation like the Interstate Commerce

Act.

- Impact: Congress gained confidence to pass laws affecting commerce and economic activities across state

lines, knowing that the judiciary would uphold federal authority.

3. Judicial Enforcement of Federal Laws

The decision bolstered the role of the judiciary as a guardian of federal laws, ensuring their enforcement



across all states.

- Impact on Congress: It created a more predictable legal environment where federal statutes could be

enforced uniformly, facilitating more consistent national policymaking.

Limitations and Ongoing Debates

While Cohens v. Virginia significantly increased the power of the federal government and Congress, it also

sparked debates about the balance of power in American federalism.

- States’ Rights: Critics argued that the ruling weakened state sovereignty and allowed for federal
overreach.
- Judicial Power: Some feared that expanding judicial review could lead to an overly powerful judiciary

influencing legislative and executive actions.

However, the ruling remains a cornerstone of American constitutional law, establishing that federal law

and the judiciary’s role are integral to the nation’s legal fabric.

Conclusion: A Turning Point in American Federalism

The Cohens v. Virginia ruling marked a decisive moment in the evolution of American constitutional law,
cementing the judiciary’s role in safeguarding federal supremacy. By affirming that the Supreme Court
could review state decisions involving federal law, the case provided a powerful tool for the federal

government, especially Congress, to ensure uniformity and consistency in national legislation.

This case laid the groundwork for the expansion of federal authority in subsequent decades, influencing
legislation, judicial review, and the structure of American federalism. While debates over states’ rights
continue to persist, Cohens v. Virginia remains a foundational case demonstrating how judicial authority can

shape and reinforce the powers granted to Congress and the federal government as a whole.
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