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THE LEGAL TENDER CASES.

Befire the Supreme Court of the United States,
Decomber Term, 1870,

The cose of Wicziam BB, Kwox, Plainfiff in Error, vs. PE®ER
G. Lew and Hucu Lug, her husband,  In Ervor to the Circwit Court
of the United States for the Western Distvict of TexAs, and

Tuomas H. Pangern Plointiff in Error, vs, Geokct Davis. In
errar to the Supreme Judicial Cowrt of the Commonwealth of Mas-
BACHUSETTS.

Mr. Justice 81rONG delivered the opinion of the Court.

The controlling questions in these cases arc the following: Are
the acts of Congress, known as the logal-tender acts, congtitutional
when applied to contracts made before their passage; and, secondly,
are they valid as applicable to debts contracted since their enactment |
These questions have beem elaborately argued, and they have re-
ceived from the eourt that consideration which their great importancs
demands, Tt would be diffienlt to over-estimato the consequences
which must follow our decision. They will affect the entire business
of the country, and take hold of the possible eontinued oxiztence of
the government. If it be held Ly this court that Congresz has no
eonstitutional power, under any circwmstances, or in any em ney,
to make treasury notes a legal tender for the payment of all debis, (a
power confessedly posscseed by every independent sovereignty other
than the United States,) the government is without those means of
self-preservation which, all must admit, may, in eeriain contingen-
cies, become indispemsable, even if they were not when the aets of
Congress now ealled in quesiion were enacted. It is also clear that
if we hald the acts invalid as applicable to debts incurred, or trans-
agtions which have taken place since their enactment, our decision
must cause, throughout the country, great business derangement,
wide-spread distress, and the rankest injustice. The debis which
have been contraclod sinee February 25, 1862, constitute, doubtiess,
by far the greatest portion of the existing indebtedness of the evun-
try. They have been contracted in view of the aets of Congress de-
claring treasury notes 4 legal tender, and in reliance upon that doela-
ration. Men have bought and sold, borrowed and lent, and essumed
every variety of obligations contemplating that payment might be
made with sueh notes. Indeed, legal-tender treasury notes have be-
eome the universs]l measore of values,



10 Opinion of the Court,

If now, by our decision, it be established that these debis and ob-
ligations can be discharged only by gold coin; if, contrary to the ex-
ectation of all parties to these coniracts, legal-tender potes are ren-
Eemd unavailable, the government has become an instrument of the
grossest injustice; all debtors ave loaded with an obligation it was
never contemplated they should assume ; a large percentage is added
to every debt, und such must beeome the demm]dpt‘or gold to satialy
contracts, that roinous sacrifices, gencral distress, and bankruptey
may be expeeted. These consequences are too obvions to admit of
guestion.  And there is no wellfounded distinetion to be made
between the constitutional validity of an act of Congress declaring
treazury notes a legal tender for the payment of debis contracted after
ita passage and that of an act making them a legal tender for the dis-
charge of all debts, as well those incwrred before as those made after
its enactment. There may be a difference in the effects produced by
the acts, and in the hardship of their operation, but in both cases the
fundamental queation, that which tests the validity of the legislation,
is, van Congress constitutionally give to ireasury notes the character
and qualities of money? Can snch notes be constituted a legitimate
virenlating mediom, having a defined legal value T If they can, then
such notes wust be available to fulfill all eontracts (not expresaly ex-
eepted) solvable in money, without reference to the time when the con-
tracts were made. Hence it Is not strange that those who hold the
legal-tender acts unconstitutional when applied to contracts made he-
fore February, 1862, find themselves compelled also to hold that the
aets are invalid as to debts created afier that time, and to hold that
both classes of debts alike can be discharged only in gold and silver

coil.

The consequences of which we have spoken, serions as they are,
must be accepted, If there is 4 elear incompitibility between the Con-
stitufion and the iugﬂ*ten&er acts,  But we are unwilling to preeipi-
tate them upon the country, unless such an incompatibility plainky
appears. A decent reapect for o co-ordinate branch of the government
demands that the judiciary should presume, until the euntmg is
elearly shown, that there has been no transgression of power by Con-
gress—all the members of which act under the obligation of an oath
of fidelity to the Conatitution. Buch has always been the role, In
ComMoNWEALTH vs. Sumrrn, (4 Binncy, 123.) the language of the
conrt was, it must be remembered that, for weighty reasons, it has
been assumed as o principle, in constrning constitutions by the
Supreme Court of the Unized States, by this court, and by every
other court of reputation in the United Btates, that an act of the legis-
lature is not to be declared void unless the violation of the Constitu-
tion iz 8o manifest as to leave no room for reasonable doubt;” and,
in Frrrcunk vs, Prog, (6 Cranch, 87,) Chief Justice MARsuALL said
% it is not on glight implication and vagne eonjecture that the legisla-
ture is to be pronounced to have transcewded its powers and its acts
to be considered void. The opposition between the Constitution and
the law should be such that the judge feolaa clear and strong eonvie-
tion of their incompatibility with each other””  Ttis incumbent, there
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fore, upon those who affirm the uneonatitationality of an act of Con-

gress to show clearly that it is in violation of the provizions of the Con-

mﬁon. It is not sufficient for them that they succeed in raising a
ubt.

Nor canit be questioned that, when investigating the nature and
extent of the powers conferred by the Constitution upon Congress, it
iz indiapenzable to keep in view the objects for whic?l those powers
were granted. Thiz is an universal mle of construction applied alike
to statutes, wills, contracts, and coustitutions.  If the general purposa
of the instrument is aseertained, the langnage of its provisions munst
be construed with reference to that purpose and s0 a8 to subserve it.
In no other way can the intent of the framers of the instrument e dis-
covered. And there aro more urgent reasons for looking to the ulti-
mate purpose in examining the powers conferred by a constitution
than there are in construing o statute, a will, or & contract. We do
not expect to find in a constitution minute details, It is necessarily
brief and comprehensive, It preseribes outlines, leaving the filling
up to be dednced from the outlines. In Martix os, Howrme, 1
Fg'ﬁemﬁm, 326, it waz =aid, “the Consiitution unavoidably deals in
general lungue.ﬁ. It did not suit the purpose of the p-anp?; in fram-
ing this great charter of our liberties to provide for minute specifica-
tiong of ita powers, or to declare the means by which those powers
should be carvied into execntion.”

And with eingular clearness wae it said by Chief Justice Man-
smaLL, in MoCoLron vs. Tur State 0 MARYLAND, 4 Wheaton, 405 ¢
“ A conziitution, to contain an accurate detail of all the subdivisions of
‘which its greai powers will admit, and of all the means by which it
may be carried into execution, would partake of the prolixity of a po-
litical eads, and would scarcely be embraced by the human mind. %‘;
would probably never be understood by the public. Its nature, theres
fore, requires that only its great outlines should be marked, ita im-
portant objects derignated, and the minor ingredients which composze
those dhjects be deduced from the nature of the objects themselves.”
If these are correct prineiples, if they are proper views of the manner
in which the Constitation is to be understood, the rs conferred
upon Clongresa must be regarded as rvelated to each other, and all
means for a common end,  Fach is but park of a aystem, a conatituent
of one whole. No single power i the wltimate Encf'for which the Con-
stitution was adopted. 1t may, in & vory proper senze, he treated na
a means for the accomplishment of & subordinate object, but that ob-
ject in itself a means designed for an ulterior purpose.  Thus the pow-
er to le? and colloet taxes, to coln money and regulate its value, to
raise and support armies, or to provide for and maintain a navy, are
instruments for the paramount object, which was to establish & gov-
ernment, sovereipn within its sphere, with ca[i;l']i]{t.y of self-preserva-
tion, thersby forming an union more perfeet than that whieh existed
under the old Confederacy.

The same may be asgerted also of all the non-enumerated powers
incleded in the authority expressly given * to make all laws which
ehall be neecsgary and proper for carrying into excention the specified



