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Moreover, we often hear that a particular Court is 
ideologically predisposed toward one side or the other. 
For example, on May 29, 2002, the New York Times ran an 
editorial claiming that “Chief Justice William Rehnquist 
and his fellow conservatives have made no secret of their 
desire to alter the balance of federalism, shifting power 
from Washington to the states.”61 Three years later, 
in September 2005, it titled the chief justice’s obitu-
ary “William H. Rehnquist, Architect of Conservative 
Court, Dies at 80.”62 After President George W. Bush 
appointed Rehnquist’s replacement, John G. Roberts 
Jr., and a new associate justice, Samuel Alito, the press 
was quick to label them as “reliable member[s] of the 
conservative bloc.”63 Current (2024) justices cho-
sen by Democratic presidents—Sonia Sotomayor 
and Elena Kagan, President Obama’s appointees, and 
Ketanji Brown Jackson, President Biden’s nominee—
are described as the Court’s “three-member liberal 
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wing.”64 Likewise, it has characterized the most recent 
Republican appointees—Justices Neil Gorsuch, Brett 
Kavanaugh, and Amy Coney Barrett—as responsible 
for “ignit[ing] a new era” that is “the culmination of 
years of work to solidify a conservative majority.”65 
Indeed, it is common to describe a particular era of 
the Court in terms of its political preferences, such 
as the “liberal” Warren Court or the “conservative” 
Rehnquist Court. The data in Figure 1-5 confirm that 
these labels have some basis in fact. Looking at the two 
lines from left to right, from the 1950s through the 
early 2000s, note the mostly downward trend, indicat-
ing the increased conservatism of the Court in eco-
nomics and civil liberties cases.

How valuable are the ideological terms used 
to describe particular justices or Courts in help-
ing us understand judicial decision making? On one 
hand, knowledge of justices’ ideologies can lead to 

64Adam Liptak, “Returning After 22 Years, Jackson Enters a 
Maelstrom,” New York Times, July 18, 2022, p.A12.

65Robert Barnes, “With Sweep and Speed, Supreme Court’s Con-
servatives Ignite a New Era,” Washington Post, July 2, 2022, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2022/07/02/supreme-
court-conservative-majority/.

Figure 1-4 � Percentage of Cases in Which Each Chief Justice Voted in the Liberal Direction, 
1953–2022 Terms
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Source: Calculated by the authors from data in the U.S. Supreme Court Database (http://supremecourtdatabase.org).


