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Summary: 

The facts of the case are: in 1988, Margaret McIntyre distributed leaflets in Westerville, Ohio opposing a local school levy initiative to raise taxes for the schools. Her pamphlet was not false, misleading, or libelous, but it did not have her name or address on it.
An Ohio law, however, said that unsigned political pamphlets (and other unsigned political materials) were illegal.  Section 3599.09(A) of the then-Ohio Code. This section barred the distribution of political materials unless they contained:  “the name and residence or business address.”  
Someone filed a complaint against Mrs. McIntyre with the Ohio Elections Commission and she was fined $100. She refused to pay the $100 fine and challenged it – ultimately reaching the US Supreme Court.
Question: Was the Ohio law a violation of the First Amendment of the US Constitution? 

Decision: The US Supreme Court determined that the Ohio law was illegal and set aside the fine received by Mrs. McIntyre (who had died during the case and her estate had continued the lawsuit). 

Specifically, the Supreme Court found that requiring someone to put their name and address on political works and speech violated the US Constitution. 

There is a wide-ranging discussion of the value of anonymous political speech in this decision. The Court discussed the history of important contributions made using anonymous speech:   

"Anonymous pamphlets, leaflets, brochures and even books have played an important role in the progress of mankind." Talley v. California, 362 U.S. 60, 64 (1960). Great works of literature have frequently been produced by authors writing under assumed names. [n.4] Despite readers' curiosity and the public's interest in identifying the creator of a work of art, an author generally is free to decide whether or not to disclose her true identity. The decision in favor of anonymity may be motivated by fear of economic or official retaliation, by concern about social ostracism, or merely by a desire to preserve as much of one's privacy as possible. Whatever the motivation may be, at least in the field of literary endeavor, the interest in having anonymous works enter the marketplace of ideas unquestionably outweighs any public interest in requiring disclosure as a condition of entry. [n.5] Accordingly, an author's decision to remain anonymous, like other decisions concerning omissions or additions to the content of a publication, is an aspect of the freedom of speech protected by the First Amendment.” [Emphasis added.]

Citing the value of anonymity in fighting oppression: 
[Citing the earlier case of Talley v. California (1960):] “Writing for the Court, Justice Black noted that 'Persecuted groups and sects from time to time throughout history have been able to criticize oppressive practices and laws either anonymously or not at all.' Id., at 64. Justice Black recalled England's abusive press licensing laws and seditious libel prosecutions, and he reminded us that even the arguments favoring the ratification of the Constitution advanced in the Federalist Papers were published under fictitious names. Id., at 64-65.”

The value of anonymity even without the threat of persecution:

“On occasion, quite apart from any threat of persecution, an advocate may believe her ideas will be more persuasive if her readers are unaware of her identity. Anonymity thereby provides a way for a writer who may be personally unpopular to ensure that readers will not prejudge her message simply because they do not like its proponent. Thus, even in the field of political rhetoric, where "the identity of the speaker is an important component of many attempts to persuade," City of Ladue v. Gilleo, 512 U. S. ___, ___ (1994) (slip op., at 13), the most effective advocates have sometimes opted for anonymity. The specific holding in Talley related to advocacy of an economic boycott, but the Court's reasoning embraced a respected tradition of anonymity in the advocacy of political causes. [n.6] This tradition is perhaps best exemplified by the secret ballot, the hard won right to vote one's conscience without fear of retaliation.” 

The Supreme Court closed what with a clear support of anonymous political pamphlets as part of an “honorable tradition of advocacy and of dissent”: 



“Under our Constitution, anonymous pamphleteering is not a pernicious, fraudulent practice, but an honorable tradition of advocacy and of dissent. Anonymity is a shield from the tyranny of the majority. See generally J. S. Mill, On Liberty, in On Liberty and Considerations on Representative Government 1, 3-4 (R. McCallum ed.)”

