Language And Law

EXAMPLE OF HOW TO BRIEF A CASE

New York Times v. Sullivan (1964)

FACTS

Montgomery, Alabama police commissioner Sullivan, plaintiff, sued the New Times and four black clergymen for libel over an ad that aimed to publicize Southern resistance to racial integration.  Sullivan, who was not named in the ad, based his suit on some minor and largely inconsequential inaccuracies in the ad.  Sullivan received a $500,000 judgment under the state's strict liability standard of tort law.

ISSUE

Does the First Amendment limit a state's power to award damages in a libel action brought by a public official against critics of his official conduct?

HOLDING

Yes.  The First Amendment precludes a public official from recovering damages for a defamatory falsehood relating to his official conduct unless he proves that the defendant made the statement with actual malice (with knowledge that it was false or with reckless disregard of whether it was true or false).

RATIONALE

Criticism of government is essential, and debate on matters of public concern must be "uninhibited, robust, and wide open," even if it includes "vehement, caustic, and sometimes unpleasantly sharp attacks on government and public officials."

