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Abstract 

In modern liberal democracies, which legitimacy is largely based on legal-rational 

authority, constitutional courts are meant to represent the embodiment of neutrality and 

independence. They have increasingly become important institutional actors, as their 

role is to adjudicate on issues of high political relevance. As a reaction to this growing 

trend of judicialization of politics, politicians can be tempted to exert pressure in order 

to protect their interests. In this context, the research question which the dissertation 

aims to answer is whether influence exerted by politicians on public opinion 

significantly weights on decisions taken by constitutional courts. The question is 

addressed within the theoretical framework of an institutional externalist approach to 

judicial behavior which posits that courts behave as strategic actors. It is hypothesized 

that judges confronted with a public opinion averse to their preferred outcome would 

modify their behavior to protect institutional legitimacy. Three salient cases adjudicated 

by the Spanish constitutional court are studied. The epistemological and methodological 

foundations of the dissertation are also outlined in this introductory chapter. The 

dissertation follows Bent Flyvbjerg’s “phronetic” approach to social research, which 

concentrates on power relations and on asking who benefits from them. In the context of 

this approach, the epistemological position taken here can be described as “realist” in 

the sense that it is acknowledged that empirical questions in the social sciences cannot 

be completely separated from normative questions and that context and reflexivity 

impose severe epistemic limitations on the possibility of a highly predictive science of 

politics. While studies on courts’ strategic behavior often exclusively rely on formal 

modeling, a process tracing methodology is chosen here in order to best address the 

research question. This since the use of detailed narratives in case studies is able to test 

theories but also particularly able to identify inductively complex interaction effects.   
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