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Understanding McCulloch v. Maryland: The Core Grievance That Shaped
American Federalism

When most people think of landmark Supreme Court cases, they often recall the dramatic courtroom drama or the
headline making legal jargonMcCulloch v. Maryland(1819) is no exception, but its significance lies far beyond a
single legal decision. It crystallized the balance of power between state and federal governments, clarified the
scope of Congress’s implied powers, and set a precedent that still reverberates in modern constitutional debates.
This article delves into the specific grievance that brought the case to the Court, explores the legal context, and
explains why the ruling remains a cornerstone of American constitutional law.

Setting the Stage: America in the Early 19th Century

In the years following the American Revolution, the United States grappled with how to structure its economy and
government. The Articles of Confederation had proven weak, leading to the 1787 Constitution, which introduced a
stronger federal framework. Yet, the new government still faced practical challenges: how would it raise revenue?
How would it stabilize the economy after the War of 18127 The answer, at least in part, was the establishment of a
national bank.

The Second Bank of the United Stateswas chartered in 1816, with a 20 year charter that aimed to regulate
currency, provide a stable national currency, and serve as a depository for federal funds. However, its creation
sparked fierce debate. Many Southern and Western states feared that a powerful national bank would centralize
financial power and threaten local interests.

The Birth of a Grievance: Maryland’s Legislative Action

Maryland, a state with a strong tradition of state sovereignty, was among those skeptical of the national bank. In
1818, the Maryland legislature passed a law that effectively prohibited the Second Bank from operating within the
state. The law declared that the bank was a “foreign corporation” and could not be granted a charter or operate in
Maryland without violating state law.

At the heart of this law lay a clear grievance**: the state’s attempt to undermine the federal government'’s authority
to establish and operate a national bank. Maryland’s legislators argued that the federal charter was an extension of
state law and that the bank should not be allowed to function in a state that had not explicitly approved it.

To enforce this law, the state levied a tax on all banks operating within its borders, including the Second Bank. The
bank’s cashier, James McCulloch, refused to pay the tax, asserting that the state’s tax was unconstitutional. The
case eventually reached the Supreme Court, setting the stage for a pivotal constitutional showdown.

Legal Questions Before the Supreme Court

The Supreme Court faced several intertwined questions, but the central issue revolved around Maryland’s
grievance:

1. Does the Constitution grant Congress the power to establish a national bank?



2. If so, can a state law or tax interfere with that federal power?
3. What does the “necessary and proper” clause mean in the context of federal banking?

These questions required the Court to interpret the Constitution’s text, the nature of implied powers, and the
relationship between state and federal authority. Chief Justice John Marshall’s opinion would become a masterclass
in constitutional interpretation.

Marshall’s Ruling: A Clarification of Federal Power

Chief Justice Marshall’'s majority opinion delivered a sweeping affirmation of federal authority. He argued that the
Constitution’s necessary and proper clause(Article |, Section 8) gave Congress the power to create institutions
that were “necessary and proper” for executing its enumerated powers. The national bank, he reasoned, was
essential for carrying out duties such as collecting taxes, regulating commerce, and managing the country’s
finances.

Marshall also tackled the specific grievance of Maryland’s tax. He concluded that the state could not impose a tax
on a federal institution that was acting within its constitutional bounds. The state law was deemed unconstitutional
because it interfered with a federal power that was not expressly prohibited by the Constitution. In effect, the Court
struck down Maryland’s attempt to nullify federal law through taxation.

Marshall's decision reinforced the principle that the federal government’s powers, once granted, could not be
impeded by state laws. This was a direct counter to the “states’ rights” arguments that were gaining traction at the
time.

Key Takeaways from the Ruling

< Implied Powers Are Valid: Congress can enact laws that are not explicitly mentioned in the Constitution if they
are necessary to execute its enumerated powers.

e Supremacy Clause Reinforced: State laws cannot override federal law when the federal law is constitutional.

¢ Federal Authority Over Banking: The federal government has the power to establish and regulate a national
bank.

» Taxation as a Tool of State Sovereignty Is Limited: States cannot tax federal institutions to undermine federal
authority.

Impact on American Constitutional Law

McCulloch v. Maryland has had far-reaching implications. It established a framework for interpreting implied powers
that would later be applied in cases involving federal regulation of commerce, environmental law, and civil rights.
The decision also served as a bulwark against states’ attempts to circumvent federal authority, thereby
strengthening the federal system.

In later decades, the Court used the precedent set by McCulloch to uphold federal programs such as the Civil
Rights Act, the Affordable Care Act, and environmental regulations. Each time, the Court invoked the principle that
federal law, when constitutional, takes precedence over conflicting state law.

Modern Relevance: Federalism in the 21st Century

Today’s constitutional disputes—ranging from gun control to immigration policy—often revolve around the same
tension between state sovereignty and federal authority. The core grievance of McCulloch v. Maryland remains
relevant: when a state law directly conflicts with a federal law, the federal law typically prevails.

For instance, in cases where states enact laws that conflict with federal environmental regulations, the Supreme
Court frequently cites McCulloch as a foundational precedent for upholding federal supremacy. Similarly, when



states attempt to override federal healthcare mandates, the Court’s decision in McCulloch is often referenced to
argue that such state actions are unconstitutional.

Critigues and Counterarguments

While many scholars celebrate McCulloch v. Maryland for solidifying federal power, some critics argue that it tilted
the balance too far in favor of the national government, potentially eroding the constitutional rights of states. They
point to the “dual sovereignty” doctrine, which allows states to exercise certain powers independently of federal
oversight.

Moreover, some historians suggest that the case was a product of its time—a period when the young nation was
still defining its identity and grappling with economic uncertainty. They argue that the ruling reflected more of a
pragmatic need for a unified financial system than a purely legalistic interpretation of the Constitution.

How the Grievance Shapes Legal Analysis Today

Law schools and legal practitioners still dissect McCulloch v. Maryland to understand the mechanics of federal
supremacy and the scope of implied powers. When analyzing new legislation, courts often look back at the case to
assess whether the federal government is overstepping its constitutional bounds or whether a state’s grievance is
valid.

Additionally, the case serves as a teaching tool for explaining the Constitution’s structure. By examining the specific
grievance—Maryland’s attempt to tax and impede a national bank—students can better grasp how the Supreme
Court interprets the relationship between different layers of government.

Practical Takeaways for Citizens and Policymakers

« Know Your Rights: Citizens should understand that federal laws supersede conflicting state laws when the
federal law is constitutional.

¢ Policy Development: Policymakers must consider federal supremacy when drafting state legislation, especially
on issues like banking, healthcare, and environmental regulation.

* Legal Advocacy: Advocates can reference McCulloch v. Maryland to support arguments that federal laws
should not be undermined by state statutes.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of McCulloch v. Maryland

The specific grievance at the heart of McCulloch v. Maryland—the state’s attempt to nullify federal authority over a
national bank—was more than a historical footnote. It was a decisive moment that clarified the scope of
congressional power, reinforced the Supremacy Clause, and established a legal framework that continues to guide
American jurisprudence. Whether you're a law student, a public policy analyst, or an engaged citizen,
understanding this case offers invaluable insight into how the United States balances federal power with state
sovereignty.

In the ever-evolving landscape of constitutional law, McCulloch v. Maryland remains a touchstone for interpreting
the delicate dance between national and local authority. Its lessons echo through every new piece of legislation,
every court decision, and every debate about the proper reach of government. As such, the case is not just a relic
of the past—it is a living document that shapes the future of American democracy.
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