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Jack Knight's seminal work, 'The Choices Justices Make,' has profoundly
shaped our understanding of the Supreme Court and the factors that
influence the decisions of its justices. This article delves into the key
themes of Knight's analysis, exploring the complex interplay between legal
doctrine, personal beliefs, and institutional constraints in the judicial
decision-making process.

The Role of Legal Doctrine

Knight argues that legal doctrine plays a significant role in guiding the
decisions of justices. The Court's precedents, statutory law, and
constitutional principles provide a framework for interpreting cases and
reaching s. While justices may disagree on the application of doctrine, they
typically recognize its binding nature and strive to adhere to it.
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However, Knight also acknowledges that doctrine is not always clear or
determinative. Ambiguities in the law allow for different interpretations, and
justices may use their own judgment to fill in the gaps. This discretionary
power gives justices some leeway in shaping the law, but it also raises
questions about the objectivity of their decisions.

The Influence of Personal Beliefs

In addition to legal doctrine, Knight argues that personal beliefs also
influence judicial decision-making. Justices bring their own values,
experiences, and ideologies to the Court, and these factors can shape their
views on legal issues. Knight emphasizes that justices are not mere
automatons applying doctrine; they are human beings with their own
perspectives and biases.

The influence of personal beliefs is particularly evident in cases involving
moral and social controversies. Justices' personal views on issues such as
abortion, same-sex marriage, and affirmative action can affect their
interpretation of the law. While justices strive to be impartial, it is unrealistic
to expect them to completely set aside their personal beliefs when deciding
cases.

Institutional Constraints

Knight further highlights the importance of institutional constraints in
shaping judicial decision-making. The Supreme Court operates within a
complex institutional framework that includes the other branches of
government, the legal profession, and public opinion. These constraints
limit the power of the Court and influence the choices justices make.



For example, the Court is subject to political pressures from the president
and Congress. Justices must consider the consequences of their decisions
on the political landscape and their own legitimacy. Additionally, the Court is
constrained by public opinion, which can shape the way justices interpret
the law and apply it to specific cases.

The Role of Precedent

One of the most significant institutional constraints on the Court is the
doctrine of precedent. The principle of stare decisis requires justices to
follow the Court's previous decisions unless there are compelling reasons
to overturn them. Precedent provides stability and predictability to the law,
but it can also limit the ability of the Court to adapt to changing social and
political conditions.

Knight argues that justices have discretion in deciding when to adhere to
precedent and when to depart from it. They may consider factors such as
the age of the precedent, the quality of the reasoning, and the social and
political consequences of overturning it. However, departing from precedent
is a serious step, and justices typically do so only in rare cases.

The Importance of Storytelling

Finally, Knight emphasizes the importance of storytelling in the judicial
decision-making process. He argues that justices use narratives to
persuade their colleagues and the public of the correctness of their
decisions. These narratives often draw on historical events, legal principles,
and personal experiences.

Knight demonstrates how justices craft compelling stories that connect with
the emotions and values of their audience. By using vivid language and



engaging anecdotes, justices can make their arguments more persuasive
and shape the way people understand the law.

Jack Knight's 'The Choices Justices Make' remains a groundbreaking work
in the study of the Supreme Court and judicial decision-making. His
analysis provides a nuanced understanding of the factors that influence the
choices justices make, including legal doctrine, personal beliefs,
institutional constraints, and the role of storytelling. By shedding light on
this complex process, Knight helps us to better understand the nature of
law and the impact of the Court on our society.
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