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Preface 
.. 

As the Supreme Court's annual term drew toa close inJune 2003, an
ticipation was building about an expected vacancy or two on the 

Court. The president was Republican, the Senate had a Republican ma
jority, and in 2004 Senate confirmation of a nominee might be more dif
ficult as a presidential election neared. These factors combined to create 
what seemed to be the ideal time for Chiefjustice William Rehnquist (sev
enty-eight years old) or Justice Sandra Day O'Connor (seventy-three 
years old), each a conservative Republican, to retire. Journalists wrote ar
ticles about the potential nominees, commentators offered their judg
ments, and senators and interest group leaders made public statements 
and prepared for the expected political battle. 

As it tumed out, there was no retirement and thus no vacancy. Barring 
an unexpected event, the Court would begin its next term in October with 
the same nine justices who had served since 1994. But the anticipation 
and preparation for a possible vacancy underscored how much attention 
people give to the Court and how important they think the Court is. The 
appointment ofa new Supreme Courtjustice arouses more interest than 
does the selection of all but a few other public officials in the country. 

If the Court's importance is widely recognized, the Court itself is not 
well understood. Americans know much more about the president all4 
Congress than they do about the Court. One reason is that information' 
about the Court is relatively scarce. The justices do most of their work in 
private, and their public sessions can be seen only by the small number of 
people who attend them. Another reason is the Court's role as interpreter 
of law, ~ role that adds a degree of complexity to its work. For these rea
sons, even people who care a good deal about govemment and politics of
ten know little about how the Court functions or abÓut the forces that 
shape its decisions and their impact. 

This book is an effort to improve understanding of the Supreme Court. 
It is intended to serve as a short but comprehensive guide to the Court, 


