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		Abstract

		In recent years, a number of scholars have argued that the Supreme Court has always been, and is destined to be, a majoritarian institution. Building on the work of Robert Dahl, these scholars collectively offer both historical and predictive claims: they assert that the Court's decisions have tended to reflect the values and preferences of national majorities and that deep structural forces and incentives constrain will continue to constrain the Court from departing from the preferences of these national majorities.     

This article takes issue with those claims. Using as a starting point the Court's dramatically countermajoritarian recent decision in the Citizens United case, this article identifies at least six problems with the majoritarian thesis: (1) lack of clarity about who the relevant majority is that purportedly constrains the Court, such as national lawmaking majorities, national popular opinion majorities, or other possible definitions of the majority; (2) lack of convincing accounts of the mechanisms by which one or another of these majorities manages to constrain the Court; (3) disagreement about whether the Court's most momentous decisions, such as Brown v. Board of Education, were in fact majoritarian or not; (4) confusion between whether individual Court decisions reflect majoritarian preferences and whether the Court over long periods of time eventually reflects majoritarian beliefs; (5) failure to take into adequate account the changing power of the Court over time; (6) issues about whether data support the majoritarian thesis.    

In addition, this article argues that good reasons exist to believe that the history of judicial review will not necessarily predict its future. However independent the Court might or might not have been in the past of political and popular constraints, the Court is likely to have more autonomy going forward than in the past. The strongest mechanism through which the Court reflects the outcomes of electoral processes, the appointments process, has been attenuated by the much longer average time Justices now serve; seats now become vacant on average every 3.1 years, rather than the 1.6 years that had long been the norm. That makes even more random any linkage between judicial appointments and national electoral outcomes.    

The article concludes by offering Citizens United as a powerful reminder that, despite the best efforts of modern majoritarian theorists, Bickelâ€™s countermajoritarian difficulty endures. Citizens United may prove to be an isolated but important episode â€“ or a harbinger of an assertive new era of judicial review that operates with a good deal of independence from national lawmaking and popular majorities. 


	

	

	
		
		


	

	
	

		
		

	
	


	

	
	
	
		
	
	
	

	
	
		
		
			
				
			
		
		Keywords: Supreme Court, judicial review, judicial independence, law and politics

	
	

	
    

    
	

	
	
		JEL Classification: H1

	
	

	
	

























    	
	
	
	
   	
	
	
	
	
	            
	















	











    
    










    
    
    
    
















	






	
		Suggested Citation:
		Suggested Citation
	

	
		
			Pildes,  Richard H., Is the Supreme Court a 'Majoritarian' Institution? (December 31, 2010). Supreme Court Review, 2010, NYU School of Law, Public Law Research Paper No. 11-01,  Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=1733169
		
	

	

	
	
	

	
		
	

	

	
	
		

	










    
    










    
    
    
    





















	


	























	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Richard H. Pildes (Contact Author)

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
						
					
					[image: New York University School of Law]
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				New York University School of Law  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					40 Washington Square South
New York, NY  10012-1099
United States
(212) 998-6377 (Phone)
(212) 995-4341 (Fax)

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	





	

	

	
	
		
	

	

	
	




				
				
				









	
	    












    
    






    
    







    









    
        
        
        
            
            

            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    [image: PDF icon]Download This Paper
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

            
            
                

                

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Open PDF in Browser
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
            
        

    




















	














	
	    







 



	




	







	







































				

				

				
					
						

						
						

						

						
						

					
				

			


			
				
					
						
						
	










	
	    














	
	    














	
	    







	
		Do you have negative results from your research youâ€™d like to share?

		
			

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit Negative Results
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
		

	



					

				
				
					
					


	












	
	
	








	
		
			Paper statistics

		

	


	
		
		 
			
				Downloads

				    1,383

			

		
		
		
			Abstract Views

			   15,623

		

		
		 
		
			Rank

			   26,455

		

		
	


	
		
            
            	        6 Citations
		

	

	
		
			
				       31 References
		

	



	
		PlumX Metrics

		
			
		

		
			
		

	





				


				
				
				
					

    
        
            Related eJournals

        	
                    NYU School of Law, Public Law & Legal Theory Research Paper Series

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                NYU School of Law, Public Law & Legal Theory Research Paper Series

                                
                                    Subscribe to this free journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            4,600

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            1,250

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Jeanne C. Fromer at New York University School of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    U.S. Constitutional Law: Separation of Powers & Federalism eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                U.S. Constitutional Law: Separation of Powers & Federalism eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            1,994

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            6,667

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Matthew D. Adler at Duke University School of Law, Brian Bix at University of Minnesota Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                


            

            
                
                

                	
                    U.S. Constitutional Law: Interpretation & Judicial Review eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                U.S. Constitutional Law: Interpretation & Judicial Review eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            1,984

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            6,452

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Matthew D. Adler at Duke University School of Law, Brian Bix at University of Minnesota Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Jurisprudence & Legal Philosophy eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Jurisprudence & Legal Philosophy eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            1,633

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           13,485

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Brian Bix at University of Minnesota Law School, Matthew D. Adler at Duke University School of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Law & Society: Public Law - Constitutional Law eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law & Society: Public Law - Constitutional Law eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              981

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           25,038

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Steve Sanders at Indiana University Maurer School of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Law & Positive Political Theory eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law & Positive Political Theory eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              758

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            2,497

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Emerson H. Tiller at Northwestern University - Pritzker School of Law, Barry R. Weingast at Stanford University, Department of Political Science

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Law & Politics eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law & Politics eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              726

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           10,558

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Timothy R. Johnson at University of Minnesota

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Law & Courts eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law & Courts eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              558

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           15,317

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Political Institutions: Constitutions eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Political Institutions: Constitutions eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              421

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            7,555

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Barry R. Weingast at Stanford University, Department of Political Science

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                



                
            

            
        
        
        
                 
        
        

    


				


				
					
					

















				

			

		


		
				
					Feedback
					
				

			

			


	
		
		Feedback to SSRN

		
			
				
					Feedback
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				
					Email
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				Submit
				
			
		

		

		If you need immediate assistance, call 877-SSRNHelp (877 777 6435) in the United States, or +1 212 448 2500 outside of the United States, 8:30AM to 6:00PM U.S. Eastern, Monday - Friday.

	







	

	
	
		
		

	




	
	





  
  

	
	
		
	


	
	
		
			
			
		
	
		
	
		
	


	
	
	






		
		














	
		
			
				
                    

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit a Paper
                    
                        
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
					Section 508 Text Only Pages
				

			
			
				SSRN Quick Links 

					SSRN Solutions
	Research Paper Series
	Conference Papers
	Partners in Publishing
	Jobs & Announcements
	Special Topic Hubs


			

			
				SSRN Rankings 

					Top Papers
	Top Authors
	Top Organizations


			

			
				About SSRN 

					Network Directors
	Announcements
	Contact us
	FAQs


			

			
		

			
	
	


		
			
				
			

			
				
					Copyright
					Terms and Conditions
					Privacy Policy
				

				
					All content on this site: Copyright Â© 2023 Elsevier Inc., its licensors, and contributors. All rights are reserved, including those for text and data mining, AI training, and similar technologies. For all open access content, the Creative Commons licensing terms apply.

					We use cookies to help provide and enhance our service and tailor content.

					To learn more, visit
					Cookie Settings.
					
						
							
							This page was processed by aws-apollo-l100 in   0.063 seconds 
						
					
					

				

			

			
				
			

		

	









	
		
		
		
		


    
        
        
        

        
        
                
                
                    
                
            
    

    

    


		






    























    




    








	


		[image:  ]

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	

