Public opinion of the Court fluctuates with the ideological balance of its decisions
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Joe Ura: What we’ve done in some new research that we presented at the Midwest Political Science Association this last year, is look at Gallup data over the last 20 years or so that asked Americans whether the Supreme Court is too liberal, too conservative or about right. As you point out, part of the equation is that as the court gets more liberal, more people think it’s getting too liberal. As the court gets more conservative, more people think it’s getting too conservative. The other part that matters is how liberal or conservative the public is because that question asked for a relative judgment. If the court is staying consistent, but I’m getting more conservative, I might start to think at some point that the court is too liberal, even though it hasn’t changed, I have. To figure out what Americans think about the Supreme Court, we need two big pieces of information. What’s the ideological tenor of what the Supreme Court’s doing and then on the demand side, what do Americans want out of the court? If those things are in alignment, we would think that a lot of Americans would say the court is doing pretty well and that it’s about right, but if the public is more conservative than the court, then they would think the court is too liberal and vice versa.
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