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American state constitutions are foundational documents that establish the
framework for state governments and protect the rights of citizens within
each state. These constitutions are living documents, constantly evolving to
meet the changing needs and values of the people they serve.

This article aims to provide an in-depth overview of the law of American
state constitutions. We will examine the history and development of state
constitutions, their structure and content, the principles of constitutional
interpretation, and the role of judicial review in shaping state constitutional
law.

The History and Development of State Constitutions

The first state constitutions were adopted in the aftermath of the American
Revolution. These constitutions were heavily influenced by the principles of
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natural law, republicanism, and the separation of powers.

Over time, state constitutions have undergone significant changes. The
Reconstruction Era saw the adoption of new constitutions that expanded
the rights of African Americans and other marginalized groups.

In the 20th century, state constitutions were amended to address a wide
range of issues, including social welfare, economic regulation, and
environmental protection.

The Structure and Content of State Constitutions

State constitutions vary in length and complexity. However, they all share
some common features. Most state constitutions include:

A preamble that states the purpose and goals of the constitution.

A bill of rights that protects the fundamental rights of citizens.

Articles that establish the structure and powers of the state
government.

Amendments that have been adopted over time.

The Principles of Constitutional Interpretation

Courts use a variety of principles to interpret state constitutions. These
principles include:

The plain meaning rule: Courts generally give the words of the
constitution their plain and ordinary meaning.



The purpose and intent rule: Courts consider the purpose and intent
of the framers of the constitution.

The ejusdem generis rule: Courts interpret general words in a
constitution in light of the specific words that precede them.

The rule of stare decisis: Courts generally follow the precedents
established by previous court decisions.

The Role of Judicial Review

Judicial review is the power of courts to declare laws unconstitutional. This
power is essential for ensuring that state laws comply with the state
constitution.

Courts apply a variety of tests to determine whether a law is
unconstitutional. These tests include:

The rational basis test: This test is used to review laws that affect
economic or social welfare. Courts will uphold a law if it is rationally
related to a legitimate government purpose.

The intermediate scrutiny test: This test is used to review laws that
affect fundamental rights. Courts will uphold a law if it is narrowly
tailored to serve a compelling government interest.

The strict scrutiny test: This test is used to review laws that
discriminate on the basis of race or religion. Courts will only uphold a
law if it is necessary to achieve a compelling government interest.

American state constitutions are complex and dynamic documents that play
a vital role in state governance and legal decision-making. This article has



provided an overview of the law of American state constitutions, including
their history, structure, interpretation, and the role of judicial review.

For further study, we recommend the following resources:

Cornell Law School: Legal Information Institute: Constitution

USCourts.gov: Constitution Day
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