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Perhaps no other area of study brings together as many exciting and contro-
versial issues as the study of constitutional law. Th e most hotly contested topics 
in our polity—from abortion rights to affi  rmative action to war—are found in 
the various areas that make up this fi eld. But in addition to being contemporary, 
the topic is also by its nature historical. Th ese contemporary topics are viewed 
through the lens of a document written in the eighteenth century. Th us, the 
study of constitutional law presents a major challenge: How can a document 
written so early in American history govern questions that those who wrote it 
could never have fathomed?

As we will see throughout this text, the question of how to interpret the 
Constitution, and how to apply it to today’s issues, is itself contested. Rather 
than shying away from the controversies at the heart of constitutional law, and 
the related debates among citizens and academics about these issues, this book 
is compiled with the aim of introducing you to the terrain of these debates. 
Th rough landmark and contemporary cases as well as through other seminal 
readings, historical writings, and commentary by leading scholars, you will learn 
how to think about the most complex and important legal challenges in our 
nation.

In addition to presenting some of the most important cases in American 
history, this book emphasizes readings that place these cases in the context of 
wider normative and historical debates, with an emphasis on the fundamental 
governing institutions and structures established by the U.S. Constitution, with 
the hope that it can be taught both in constitutional law classes and in those 
that seek to combine political theory and philosophy with a study of American 
political development and of the Supreme Court. Th e approach is designed to 
teach you the contours of the legal debates in the area of constitutional law. But 
as I see it, the role of teaching constitutional law is not primarily to train future 
litigators—although some of you might choose that path. It is rather to give you 
an understanding of the Constitution itself, the primary ways in which it has 
been interpreted by our political institutions, and the ways you can connect 
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your own views on these subjects with distinctly legal questions. You will thus 
not only come away from this book with an understanding of the positions of 
the Supreme Court and of major scholars on a host of issues, but you will also 
have become constitutional interpreters yourselves.

Corey Brettschneider
Brown University

January 2014
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