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What America Deserves in a Supreme Court Justice 
 

Any Supreme Court nominee must have a demonstrated commitment to impartially applying 
the law, not legislating from the bench.  The Supreme Court plays a tremendously powerful, but 
limited, role in our constitutional system.  It is vital that any nominee understands that the proper 
role of a Justice is to apply the law as written, not to misuse the powers granted to the Court to 
impose his or her own values.  Lip service to the principles of judicial restraint is not enough; all 
nominees must be able to demonstrate, on the basis of their record, that they understand and have 
lived by these principles. 
 

A Justice must make decisions based on the law – not emotions, personal experience, or 
opinion.  President Obama famously said that he wants judges who would rely on empathy to 
resolve cases.  He said that for the cases that “really count … what you’ve got to look at is: What is 
in the justice’s heart.  What’s their broader vision of what America should be.”1  More recently, 
after this view had been widely rejected, he repeated that he sought a nominee who had “a keen 
understanding about how the law affects the daily lives of the American people.”2  Statements like 
these suggest the President misunderstands the role of a judge, which is not to rely on empathy or 
pick winners and losers; it is to apply the law as written.  Giving unelected judges, who have 
lifetime tenure, the power to look into their own hearts in order to divine laws that will best affect 
the American people would dramatically undermine our democracy. 
 

A Justice must never be a rubber stamp.  A judge at any level must use the bench neither to 
impose his or her will nor to rubber stamp the decisions of his or her preferred political party.  This 
Administration, enabled by the Democratic Congress, has pushed to aggressively expand the scope 
and reach of government.  Some of its legislation has raised serious constitutional concerns, and 
observers have suggested the President may seek a nominee who would uphold these laws.3 
 
The President  has said recently that he favors  “judicial restraint,” which he characterized as the 
view “that generally speaking we should presume that the democratic processes and the laws that 
are produced by the House and the Senate … and the administrative process that goes with it, is 
afforded some deference as long as core constitutional values are observed.”4  But the President 
only seems to favor “restraint” now that he is President, and he only seems to favor it when talking 
about particular laws and policies that he personally supports (as will be discussed later).  
 
Anyone appointed to the Supreme Court must be willing to evaluate laws as they are written under 
the plain meaning of the Constitution; appointing someone simply because he or she agrees with the 
“constitutional values” of a particular politician is not sufficient.  Legislation is either constitutional, 
or not, regardless of whether a politician—even the President—agrees personally with it, or how 



many votes the laws received in Congress.  It is judicial abdication, not judicial restraint, to excuse 
lawless behavior by the political branches. 
 

A Justice must not be selected in order to achieve preconceived results in cases.  The President 
has made statements suggesting a troubling focus on his desired results in particular cases, a 
politicization of the Court that must be resisted.  In a reference to restrictive campaign speech laws 
supported by the President but held unconstitutional by the Supreme Court, President Obama stated 
that his nominee “will be someone who … knows that in a democracy, powerful interests must not 
be allowed to drown out the voices of ordinary citizens.”5  In addition, while claiming not to have a 
“litmus test” on abortion, the President said, “I will say that I want somebody who is going to be 
interpreting our Constitution in a way that takes into account individual rights and that includes 
women’s rights, and that is going to be very important to me.” 6  These statements strongly suggest 
that he would only nominate someone who will support restricting political speech with which he 
disagrees and who will read abortion rights into the Constitution. 
 

The Senate owes the American people a thorough consideration of any nominee’s suitability to 
serve on the Supreme Court, not distracting side arguments.  Democrats cannot defend their 
radical view of the role of the courts and the type of Justice they would like to see on the Court.  
Instead, they have tried to change the conversation by attacking the rulings of sitting justices in a 
handful of recent decisions with which they disagree.7  Many criticisms of these cases have 
misrepresented what the Court actually ruled.8  Senator Leahy has argued that the decisions he does 
not like fail to “reflect the American people.”9  It is the job of the President and the Congress to 
reflect the American people.  It is the job of the Court to follow the Constitution and apply the law.  
America deserves a Supreme Court Justice who understands this distinction.   
 
Senate Republicans will not let Democrats change the subject from the matter at hand—the fitness 
of the next nominee for a lifetime position on the Supreme Court—to individual cases where 
Democrats did not like the outcomes. 
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