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1886 – Santa Clara v. Southern Pacific

The first time that the 
Supreme Court held that 
corporations deserved 
constitutional protections 
similar to persons under the 
equal protection clause of 
the Fourteenth Amendment.



1976 – Buckley v. Valeo

The Court established 
that spending money for 

political campaign 
purposes is a form of 

speech protected by the 
First Amendment.



1978 – First National Bank of Boston v. Bellotti 
(aka The Citizens United of the 1970s)

The Supreme Court struck down a MA law 
prohibiting corporations from making 

contributions for the purpose of influencing 
the vote on any question submitted to the 

voters. The court concluded the First 
Amendment protected corporations, since 

they were made up of shareholders who 
decided how their corporation should 

engage on public issues. This opened the 
door to Citizens United.



2010 – Citizens United v. FEC 

The Court threw out 
limitations on the amount 
that corporations, unions, 
and wealthy special interests 
could spend on elections.



2010 – SpeechNow.org v. FEC

Referencing Citizens United v. FEC, the 
D.C. Circuit Court of Appeals ruled 

“contributions to groups that make 
only independent expenditures cannot 

corrupt or create the appearance of 
corruption.” The court of appeals held 

government has no anti-corruption 
interest in limiting contributions to an 
independent group, opening the door 

to what we now refer to as super PACs



2011 – Arizona Free Enterprise Club v. Bennett 
(aka The Public Financing Case)

The Supreme Court ruled that AZ’s matching 
funds program creates a substantial burden on 
political speech and does not withstand First 
Amendment scrutiny. The majority concluded 
the law burdened privately financed 
candidates and their supporters because the 
candidate and outside expenditure groups 
were potentially forced to choose between 
unlimited free speech and having their 
opponent receive additional funding. 



2013 – Shelby County v. Holder

The U.S. Supreme Court declared 
Section 4(b) of the Voting Rights 
Act of 1965 unconstitutional, 
removing preclearance require-
ments for all jurisdictions unless 
the preclearance formula of 
Section 4(b) is updated 
by Congress.



2014 – McCutcheon v. FEC 

The Court held that the 
government cannot prevent 

citizens from giving to as many 
different candidates and political 

parties as they want.



2021 – Brnovich v. DNC ???

U.S. Supreme Court case that involves 
a dispute over two AZ measures. One 
is a 2016 law that bans anyone other 

than a close family member or 
caregiver from collecting absentee 

ballots, sometimes called ballot 
harvesting. The second is a measure 

that requires officials to reject ballots 
cast in the wrong precinct.

Decision expected by this summer.



2021 – Americans for Prosperity v. Rodriquez ???

U.S. Supreme Court considering the 
right to confidentiality for 
donations to nonprofits. It could 
have significant implications given 
how corporations and wealthy 
individuals hide their role in politics 
by routing their money through 
opaque nonprofits, wiping out the 
ability to require disclosure. 
Decision expected by this summer.
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