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F E D E R A L  J U R I S D I C T I O N

• Three main things: 

• “federal questions”: violation of federal statutes 

• citizens of different states sue each other 

• appealing decisions of State Supreme Courts because of rights 
violations (e.g. Miranda v. Arizona 1966)

F E D E R A L  C O U R T  D E C I S I O N  P R O C E S S

• District Courts 

• Trial jury, judge presides  

• Circuit Court of Appeals 

• 3 judge panel  

• Supreme Court 

• 9 judge panel



I N  T H E  M O D E R N  E R A ,  N O M I N AT I O N S  
A R E  H I G H LY  C O N T E S T E D  

A N D  T H E  S E N AT E  I S  L E S S  W I L L I N G  T O  
C O N F I R M …



A P P E A L S ?

• 358,563 new federal cases (in 2018) 

• 50,980 make it to circuit court (in 2018) 

• 7000-ish filed in Supreme Court (in 2018) 

• Supreme Court decides fewer than 100 (in 2018) 

• Appeals don’t have to be heard: “cert”, or a petition for writ of certiorari 
requires 4 of 9 justices on the Supreme Court (the rule of four) 

• So, most circuit court decisions stand (so they’re very important)



H O W  D O  J U D G E S  D E C I D E ?

• Facts of the case 

• Remember: nearly all start with a jury trial in a district court 

• Existing doctrine: 

• precedent (existing case law) informs decision 

• Stare decisis: “let the decision stand” 

• Judicial philosophies, e.g. 

• Textualism: what do the words mean in plain text? (Hugo Black) 

• Originalism: what did the framers mean/intend? (Clarence Thomas) 

• Purposivism: what’s the point of this section/clause? (Stephen Breyer)

Y O U  G E T  M O R E  T H A N  J U S T  A  D E C I S I O N :  
J U D I C I A L  O P I N I O N S

– T H E N  N O M I N E E ,  J O H N  R O B E R T S ,  B E F O R E  T H E  S E N AT E

“I have no agenda, but I do have a commitment. If I am confirmed, I 
will confront every case with an open mind. I will fully and fairly 

analyze the legal arguments that are presented. I will be open to the 
considered views of my colleagues on the bench. And I will decide 

every case based on the record, according to the rule of law, without 
fear or favor, to the best of my ability. And I will remember that it's my 

job to call balls and strikes and not to pitch or bat.” 




