
broken ranks. Yet as the authors point out, a substantial
number of voters did take the trouble to split their tickets,
meaning that they were taking candidates into account.
Aware of this phenomenon, party leaders knew that they
could not simply foist hacks and puppets on the electorate.
Accordingly, they went out of their way to recruit what we
today call “quality candidates,” people who had already
held elective office. Their control over patronage and
electoral nominations was a major asset in the recruitment
process, since they could assure quality candidates that
a job or a shot at another office would await them in case
of defeat.

Carson and Roberts break new ground in explaining
the old politics of candidate quality. Until the past couple
of decades, it was hard to learn about candidate character-
istics in elections of yesteryear, but technological advances
have made such research much more feasible. Taking
advantage of newly-available tools and sources, the authors
gathered candidate-specific data for some 13,000 House
races from 1872–1944. In addition to official biographies
and other standard references, they made ingenious use of
sources such as The Political Graveyard and Ancestry.com.

They find that quality candidates fared better during
this period than political novices. Incumbents seeking
reelection were not as successful as those of the modern
era, mostly because opposition parties got experienced
candidates to run against the incumbents. Over time,
however, Progressive-era reforms weakened the ability of
party leaders to provide quality candidates with a safety
net. Electoral innovations such as the direct primary and
the Australian ballot meant that it was harder to make an
ironclad promise of a future nomination, just as civil
service reform limited their ability to offer patronage
plums. Challenging an incumbent thus became riskier for
quality candidates. If they gave up their current office for
what turned out to be a losing race, they would be jobless
in the short run and have only iffy prospects of election in
the future. Quality candidates thus became more selective
about picking their races. Carson and Roberts conclude
that reform reduced “the overall levels of electoral
competition by stripping the once-powerful party organ-
izations of their ability to coordinate entry decisions and
encourage risk-averse candidates to run in marginally-
competitive races” (p. 148).

This excellent book is essential reading for anyone with
an interest in congressional elections. The authors do not
purport to answer every question about the history of
House races, so graduate students and young scholars
should use it as an inspiration for future research. One
possible topic could be the relationship of district size,
representation, and electoral outcomes. An average district
today has about 700,000 people, more than four times as
many as in the 1870s. Although House members of that
era lacked modern means of travel and communication, it
seems reasonable to suppose that smaller constituencies

and shorter sessions enabled them to maintain strong local
ties. So how did members keep in touch with their voters?
What was their “home style” like? Such queries could be the
stuff of intriguing dissertations.
Ambition, Competition, and Electoral Reform should

prompt some nuanced reconsideration of the role of
machine politicians. If one’s knowledge of the subject
begins and ends with George Washington Plunkitt, one
might think that the bosses were hardcore opponents of
reform, concerned mostly with graft, “honest” and other-
wise. While acknowledging the existence of corruption,
Carson and Roberts point out the party organizations
actually had a complicated relationship to reform. For
instance, state party leaders did not oppose the adoption of
uniform ballots. By the late 19th century, local party
leaders had frequently thwarted state parties by putting
out ballots with different candidates for certain offices.
Uniform party column ballots actually preserved some
influence for the state leaders.
As suggested earlier, voter attentiveness also prompted

the leaders to think about the quality of the people
they put on the ballot. To use the currently fashionable
language, they were concerned about the party brand.
Electoral victory may have been their main motivation,
but the invisible hand of the political market nudged
them in the general direction of competent governance.
In more recent times, Joseph M. Bessette recalls that
Richard M. Daley used his job as State’s Attorney of
Cook County as a stepping stone to the Chicago mayor-
alty. But Daley first had to show that he was worthy, and
public relations alone would not do the trick. “The most
effective way to convince the citizenry of Chicago that he
was doing a good job was, most simply, by doing a good
job” (The Mild Voice of Reason, 1994).
One could also read Ambition, Competition, and

Electoral Reform as a companion to Lara Brown’s equally
excellent Jockeying for the American Presidency (2010).
Like Carson and Roberts, Brown finds a strong strand of
continuity in American politics: Just like today’s presiden-
tial candidates, those of older times spent years positioning
themselves for the chance at the big prize. In presidential
politics, as in congressional elections, the fundamental
things apply as time goes by.

Supreme Court Confirmation Hearings and
Constitutional Change. By Paul M. Collins, Jr., & Lori A.

Ringhand. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013. 314p. $99.00.
doi:10.1017/S1537592715000699

— Justin Wedeking, University of Kentucky

It is unusual that a book challenges a strong conventional
wisdom and persuasively argues against it, but in Supreme
Court Confirmation Hearings and Constitutional Change
Paul Collins and Lori Ringhand successfully do just that.
The book provides a celebratory view of U.S. Senate
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confirmation hearings of Supreme Court nominees.
This is contrary to conventional portrayals suggesting that
nowadays (or at least since Robert Bork) the hearings
lack merit because nominees routinely avoid answering
substantive questions such that the hearings have become
little more than a hollow charade. In contrast, the central
premise of Collins and Ringhand’s book is that the
confirmation hearings “provide a democratic forum for
the discussion and ratification of constitutional change”
(p. 2). What is critical to understanding Collins and
Ringhand’s argument is that confirmation hearings are
not just about the Senate providing “consent” to the
President’s nominee. Rather, hearings provide a demo-
cratic forum for the American public, through their
Senators, to debate and discuss previous Court decisions
that are either contested or accepted.
The first part of the book argues that the hearings

“provide a mechanism through which public values are
conveyed to the Court, and the Court’s decisions are in
return engaged by the public” (p. 271). The second part
of the book emphasizes a normative point, namely “the
role the hearings play in democratically ratifying the con-
stitutional choices made by the Supreme Court” (p. 272).
The book argues that this “celebratory” perspective incor-
porates the public into a theory of constitutional change,
whereas previously the public has not figured prominently
in theories of constitutional change.
The book is easy to follow. Chapter 1 provides the

introductory arguments and motivation for the book, and
then provides a roadmap for how each chapter proceeds.
In addition, within each chapter, the authors go to great
lengths to articulate carefully how their arguments are
linked—one of the book’s many strengths.
Chapter 2 provides an outstanding history of the

confirmation hearings, supplying rich details about
the process that are necessary to fully comprehend the
arguments made throughout the book. In particular, it
notes many of the changes that have taken place along
with the increased attention and focus that modern
confirmation hearings are well known for.
The heart of their argument and empirical testing lies

in Chapter 3. There, Collins and Ringhand argue that
the Senators’ questions are the means through which
important issues and public opinion get transmitted to the
soon-to-be-justice. It is because of the Senator’s desire for
re-election that creates an incentive for Senators to ask
about issues important to the public, thus making it
a forum for democratic accountability.Moreover, they also
argue that the hearings enable the Court to contribute
to the debate about the proper interpretation of the
Constitution because a substantial portion of the hearings
focus on precedents or related issues. To empirically test
this, Collins and Ringhand show that their dependent
variable, the proportion of an issue’s attention in the
hearings (amongst 19 issues), is a function of: the

proportion of the public in Gallup polls that mention an
issue as the most important problem, the percentage of
legislative inquires in a particular area, the percentage of
Supreme Court precedents in an issue area, as well as
salient precedents.

Drilling deeper, Chapter 4 shows what issues are most
frequently discussed and how those issues have evolved.
Specifically, they find civil rights have dominated the
hearings since the early 1970s, while previous hearings
focused on a nominee’s background and other minor
issues. Looking within civil rights, they show how
subtopics (e.g., racial discrimination, abortion, right to
bear arms, etc.) have shifted in close correspondence with
the larger political environment.

Chapter 5 explores the role of precedent at the hearings.
Specifically, it shows that precedential discussion emerged
with Thurgood Marshall’s hearing, and reveals how much
discussion is devoted to precedent. Since 1981, it con-
stitutes about 16 percent of hearing dialogue (p. 146), and
nominees engage in precedent more than senators. It also
identifies Roe, Brown, Griswold, andMiranda as the top four
discussed precedents (Table 5.1, p. 148).

Chapter 6 examines the “confirmation conditions”
surrounding specific cases to see how Supreme Court
decisions evolve from contested constitutional decisions to
cases that nominees are expected to accept or reject as
a condition of their confirmation. The chapter focuses on
several areas, such as Brown, gender discrimination,
Lochner and economic rights, and the right to bear arms.
The central argument of this chapter is that some cases
evolve very slowly from contested to accepted cases
(e.g., Brown), while others move along this path very
quickly (e.g., D.C. v. Heller).

The “104th Justice” is the focus of Chapter 7.
It contrasts the hearings of Robert Bork and his replace-
ment, Anthony Kennedy. The authors argue that Bork’s
nomination did not fail because he was too forthcoming;
rather, it failed because he gave the wrong answers regarding
contested and accepted cases. In contrast, Kennedy gave the
correct answers. Chapter 8 “explores the discussion of
currently contested cases and issues, like Roe, at the hearings
by illuminating what topics senators and nominees treat as
open versus settled constitutional questions” (p. 234). It also
examines the extent to which nominees claim privilege to
not answer questions—the authors do not find an increase
over time. Chapter 9 summarizes the main arguments and
returns us to the celebrated view of the hearings by
reminding us that “we must never forget that it is our
Constitution they are expounding” (p. 277).

This book makes a strong contribution to our
understanding of confirmation hearings. Previous research
on the hearings largely focused on anecdotes or just a few
nominees. Collins and Ringhand use systematic data to
paint a thorough picture and provide a strong reminder of
why confirmation hearings are vital for our democratic
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government. Importantly, they show that the hearings
focus on substantively important issues. The book is well
written and footnoted with great detail, and their large data
collection is impressive.

I generally agree with the book’s argument and find-
ings, though I offer a few comments in moving forward.
This book assumes that Senators are delegates, rather than
trustees. Furthermore, it might be difficult to disentangle a
Senator’s motivation that is based on short-term reelection
considerations compared to one that is concerned with
ratifying the constitutional consensus. It is possible that
the two may conflict. Another question emerges when
Collins and Ringhand argue that public opinion is trans-
mitted to the justices and the Court. In reality, it likely gets
transmitted to the one nominee. Effective transmission of
public opinion could only reach a substantial portion of
the justices when there is a series of quick, successive
replacements. The 2005–2010 years would have reached
only 4 new justices—not even a majority. What happens
to this transmission with long gaps between hearings?
Finally, the book should pay more attention to television’s
important role in transforming the hearings, specifically in
shaping Senators’ behavior. One example, the issue of
abortion differed for John Paul Stevens and Sandra Day
O’Connor, who had the first televised hearings. When
Stevens was confirmed, Roe had been law for almost
3 years, yet Stevens faced no questions involving
abortion. However, O’Connor, in 1981, received the
largest percentage of abortion related questions to date,
and every nominee since has faced questions on it (see
Figure 4.6, p. 122).

In summary, this is a great book and a must read for
anybody who feels the confirmation hearings lack mean-
ing in our constitutional system of government.

The Puzzle of Unanimity: Consensus on the United
States SupremeCourt. By Pamela C. Corley, Amy Steigerwalt, and
Artemus Ward. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2013. 216p. $45.00.
doi:10.1017/S1537592715000705

— Eric T. Kasper, University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire

Media reports and scholarly works on the Supreme Court
often emphasize cases where the justices are divided,
especially 5–4 decisions. The Puzzle of Unanimity reminds
us that unanimous decisions are significant too and that
studying them teaches us something important about
Court decision-making. Pamela Corley, Amy Steigerwalt,
and Artemus Ward combine three tasks into one volume,
explaining the rise of concurrences and dissents, why the
justices still agree at high levels today, and why they accept
cases where their opinions are unanimous. The authors
ultimately demonstrate that the justices do not base their
decisions solely on attitudes or strategic considerations or
the law: Instead, they base them on all of these factors, as
well as case-specific ones.

Since 1953, a majority of the Court’s decisions have
had no more than one dissenter, and approximately one-
third have been unanimous. Still, there are more divided
decisions now than was once the case. In Chapter one, the
authors’ first task is to explain how the old Court norm of
consensus (where dissents and concurrences were rare) was
replaced by one of “dissensus” during the Roosevelt Court,
due to external and internal factors. Externally, Congress
had recently expanded the Court’s discretionary jurisdic-
tion, the legal realism movement encouraged using the law
as a vehicle for social change, and President Franklin
Roosevelt appointed nine new justices; internally, expanded
conference discussions, delays in opinion circulation, more
rearguments of cases, and the academic style of Chief Justice
Harlan Fiske Stone permitted justices to increasingly express
individual beliefs (p. 47). Although this territory has been
covered before (dating back to C. Herman Pritchett’s
seminal book, The Roosevelt Court, 1948), and it is probably
not necessary to set up the impressive work that follows, the
authors take this step to demonstrate that there is less Court
consensus now than in the past.
Nevertheless, in many cases today the justices do agree.

What explains this? In Chapter two, the authors move
onto their primary task, outlining a comprehensive model
of consensus. Although some adherents of Court
decision-making models, especially the attitudinal model,
might argue that they have found the key explanatory
factor, the authors here argue for a more nuanced
approach, in which relative explanatory power of factors
varies. They analogize ideology in Court decision-making
to an object moving through a vice, with the vice repre-
senting the law: The tighter the jaws (legal considerations)
are, the more they shape the object (decision), but the looser
the jaws are, the more likely that object will be shaped
instead by ideology. In other words, the clearer the law is,
the more likely that ideologically divergent justices will
agree. The authors operationalize legal clarity in five ways:
case complexity, amicus participation, lack of lower court
conflicts, lack of legal dissensus in the court below, and if the
case involves statutory versus constitutional interpretation
(p. 70–76).
One could quibble with their operationalization of

law. For instance, another recent study looked at “legal
importance” as a measure for legal considerations,
operationalizing it with intermediate appellate court
opinion publication, decision coverage in U.S. Law
Week, and amicus activity (Ryan C. Black and Ryan J.
Owens, “Agenda Setting on the Supreme Court,” Journal
of Politics 2009). However, as the authors state,
“[a]lthough our index is admittedly an imperfect proxy
for the law’s influence, it is important for scholars to
attempt to measure concepts such as legal certainty in
order to advance our understanding of the influence of
law on the Court” (p. 129). They are correct. Their effort
to quantitatively and comprehensively measure how law

532 Perspectives on Politics

Book Reviews | American Politics


