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The State of the Union address is one of the most significant annual events in American politics,
serving as a platform for the President to communicate directly with Congress, the American people,
and sometimes, the world. While it typically features a broad display of bipartisan unity and national
focus, not all government officials attend this high-profile event. Among them, Supreme Court
Justices have historically shown varied levels of participation. Understanding which justices did not
attend the State of the Union, and the reasons behind their absences, offers insight into the
traditions, politics, and protocols surrounding this constitutional address. This article explores the
history of Supreme Court Justices' attendance at the State of the Union, identifies the justices who
have skipped the event, and examines the significance of their decisions.

---

Historical Overview of Supreme Court Justices at the
State of the Union

The tradition of Supreme Court Justices attending the State of the Union address dates back many
decades, but it has not been an unwavering practice. The purpose of their attendance often reflects
the political climate, the relationship between the judiciary and the executive branch, and the
personal beliefs of the justices themselves.

Tradition and Protocol

Historically, Supreme Court Justices have sometimes been invited to attend the State of the Union as
a sign of respect for the separate branches of government. Their presence can symbolize the
judiciary’s recognition of the President's role, and sometimes, it is a matter of protocol. However,
the Supreme Court is not constitutionally required to be present at the address, and attendance has
largely been voluntary.

Notable Exceptions

There have been notable instances where Justices chose not to attend or were absent, often for
political, personal, or procedural reasons. These exceptions have sometimes sparked debate about
the appropriate role and decorum of the judiciary in political events.

---



Which Supreme Court Justices Did Not Attend the State
of the Union?

While most Supreme Court Justices have attended the State of the Union address at some point,
there are several who have notably skipped the event. Below is a detailed list of such justices, along
with the context of their absences.

Justices Who Have Historically Skipped the Address

1. Justice Antonin Scalia (1936–2016)
- Reason for Absence: Justice Scalia generally did not attend the State of the Union addresses, citing
a preference for judicial independence and a desire to avoid political displays. His absence was
consistent throughout his tenure, emphasizing his view that the judiciary should remain separate
from political events.

2. Justice Clarence Thomas (b. 1948)
- Reason for Absence: Justice Thomas has rarely attended the State of the Union, often citing a
desire to avoid politicized events or personal preference for focusing on judicial duties.

3. Justice Samuel Alito (b. 1950)
- Reason for Absence: Similar to Thomas, Justice Alito has been known to skip the event,
emphasizing the importance of judicial independence and maintaining a distance from political
spectacles.

4. Justice Neil Gorsuch (b. 1967)
- Reason for Absence: While Gorsuch has attended some State of the Union addresses, there are
instances where he chose to abstain, often citing personal reasons or respecting tradition.

Recent Notable Absences

- Justice Brett Kavanaugh (b. 1965)
- Kavanaugh has attended some addresses but has also abstained during certain years, reflecting
personal discretion or political considerations.

- Justice Amy Coney Barrett (b. 1972)
- Barrett has been known to skip the address on occasion, aligning with her approach to judicial
independence.

Reasons Why Some Justices Do Not Attend

The decision for a Supreme Court Justice to attend or skip the State of the Union address is
influenced by a variety of factors:



Political Neutrality and Judicial Independence

Many justices believe that attending a political event like the State of the Union might compromise
their perceived neutrality. They prefer to avoid being seen as endorsing or aligning with political
figures or agendas.

Tradition and Personal Preference

Some justices follow personal or traditional reasons for skipping the event, viewing judicial
independence as paramount and avoiding participation in political spectacles.

Respect for the Separation of Powers

Some Justices see their role as separate from the legislative and executive branches, and thus
choose not to partake in events that are primarily political in nature.

Health or Personal Reasons

Occasionally, health concerns or personal commitments also influence a Justice’s decision to attend
or skip the address.

Controversies and Discussions Surrounding Justices’
Attendance

The attendance or absence of Supreme Court Justices at the State of the Union has sometimes
sparked debate, especially when their choices align with political controversies.

Political Implications

- When Justices skip the event, critics sometimes interpret it as a silent protest or political
statement.
- Conversely, attendance can be seen as a sign of judicial cooperation or respect for the executive
branch.

Judicial Independence

Many legal scholars argue that Justices should maintain distance from political events to preserve
public confidence in the judiciary's impartiality. Their presence or absence can influence perceptions



of judicial independence.

Conclusion: The Significance of Justice Attendance at
the State of the Union

While there is no constitutional requirement for Supreme Court Justices to attend the State of the
Union, their participation carries symbolic weight. The decision of whether to attend reflects
broader themes of judicial independence, political neutrality, and respect for tradition. The Justices
who have chosen to abstain often do so to uphold these principles, emphasizing the separate and
coequal role of the judiciary in American governance.

Understanding which Justices have skipped the address, and why, provides valuable insight into the
complex relationship between the judiciary and other branches of government. As the political
landscape evolves, so too may the traditions surrounding Supreme Court Justices' participation in
this pivotal event. Ultimately, their attendance or absence remains a reflection of their individual
philosophies, institutional norms, and the broader values of judicial independence and impartiality.

---

Key Points Summary:

- Most Supreme Court Justices have attended the State of the Union at some point.
- Notable absences include Justice Antonin Scalia, Clarence Thomas, Samuel Alito, and others.
- Reasons for skipping include political neutrality, tradition, personal preference, and health.
- The attendance of Justices at the address is often viewed as a symbol of respect for the executive
branch but can also raise questions about judicial independence.
- The tradition continues to evolve, reflecting the ongoing balance between politics and judicial
authority in the U.S.
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Frequently Asked Questions

Which Supreme Court justices have historically declined to
attend the State of the Union address?
Historically, some Supreme Court justices have chosen not to attend the State of the Union for
various reasons, including concerns about impartiality or protocol, but attendance has varied over
time.

Are there any recent Supreme Court justices who chose not to



attend the State of the Union?
Yes, in recent years, certain justices have opted out of attending the State of the Union, often citing
personal reasons or neutrality concerns, though specific names fluctuate with each administration.

What reasons have Supreme Court justices given for not
attending the State of the Union?
Justices often cite reasons such as maintaining judicial independence, avoiding perceived
partisanship, or personal commitments as reasons for not attending the State of the Union.

Has the attendance of Supreme Court Justices at the State of
the Union been a topic of controversy?
Yes, at times, debates have arisen over whether justices should attend to show neutrality or whether
their absence signifies political neutrality or disagreement.

Is it customary for Supreme Court justices to attend the State
of the Union?
While it is common for some justices to attend, it is not mandatory, and their presence varies
depending on individual choice and tradition.

Which Supreme Court justices have notably not attended the
State of the Union in recent history?
Specific recent instances include justices who have chosen to skip the event, such as Justice
Clarence Thomas in certain years, though attendance records can differ.

Does the absence of Supreme Court justices at the State of the
Union impact perceptions of judicial impartiality?
Some argue that their absence can be seen as a stance of neutrality or independence, while others
believe it may raise questions about their engagement with the legislative process.

Additional Resources
Supreme Court Justices and the State of the Union: An In-Depth Examination of Attendance Patterns

The State of the Union (SOTU) address is a hallmark event in American political life, serving as the
President’s annual opportunity to communicate directly with Congress and the American people.
While much attention is given to the content of these speeches—ranging from policy priorities to
national challenges—less discussed is the attendance of Supreme Court Justices at these events.
Their presence (or absence) can reflect judicial decorum, political considerations, or personal
choice.



This analysis explores which Supreme Court Justices have historically chosen not to attend the State
of the Union, delving into the reasons behind their absences, notable patterns, and the implications
of such decisions. By thoroughly examining historical records and contemporary practices, we aim to
provide a comprehensive understanding of judicial participation in this constitutional tradition.

---

Historical Context of Supreme Court Justices and the
State of the Union

The tradition of Supreme Court Justices attending the State of the Union dates back to the early
19th century, but it has not been an unbroken practice. Over the years, Justices have varied in their
attendance based on personal, political, or institutional reasons.

- Early 19th Century: The practice was informal and not consistently observed.
- Mid-20th Century: Increased institutionalization of the event, with Justices more regularly
present.
- Recent Decades: Attendance has become more standardized, but exceptions still occur.

Understanding why some Justices have skipped the event requires examining individual
circumstances and broader institutional norms.

---

Notable Supreme Court Justices Who Did Not Attend
the State of the Union

While most Justices have attended the State of the Union at various points in history, a few notable
instances stand out where Justices opted out or were unable to attend. Their reasons provide insight
into the complex relationship between the judiciary and executive branch events.

1. Justice Hugo Black (1886–1971)

Attendance Pattern and Context

- Justice Black was known for his strong independence and sometimes contentious relationship with
executive authority.
- He generally attended the State of the Union, but there are records indicating he occasionally did
not attend during specific administrations.

Reasons for Absence

- Personal or health issues occasionally prevented attendance.
- Occasionally, Justice Black’s political views or stance on certain policies might have influenced his
decision to abstain, especially during periods of heightened political polarization.



Historical Significance

While Black was not a consistent abstainer, his selective attendance highlights that Justices
sometimes chose to skip the event based on personal or ideological considerations.

---

2. Justice Antonin Scalia (1936–2016)

Attendance Pattern and Context

- Justice Scalia was known for his outspoken conservative views and sharp judicial philosophy.
- He generally attended the State of the Union, but there are documented instances of him not being
present.

Reasons for Absence

- Scalia occasionally opted out due to personal scheduling conflicts or health concerns.
- Notably, in 2013, he did not attend the State of the Union. Reports suggest that he was traveling
abroad during that period, which prevented his attendance.

Implications

Scalia’s occasional absences underscored that even high-profile Justices sometimes prioritize
personal matters or scheduling conflicts over ceremonial participation.

---

3. Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg (1933–2020)

Attendance Pattern and Context

- Justice Ginsburg was a frequent attendee of the State of the Union, often attending with her
colleagues.
- However, she did not attend every address during her tenure.

Reasons for Absence

- Ginsburg occasionally chose not to attend due to health concerns, especially later in her career.
- In some years, she opted out because of conflicts with other commitments or personal health
issues.

Notable Exceptions

- In 2015, Ginsburg did not attend the State of the Union, citing health issues and the need to
recover from surgery.

Significance

Her selective attendance reflected her pragmatic approach to balancing her judicial duties with
personal health and well-being.



---

4. Justice Clarence Thomas (b. 1948)

Attendance Pattern and Context

- Justice Thomas has a complex attendance record. While he has attended many State of the Union
addresses, there have been years when he was absent.

Reasons for Absence

- Thomas has occasionally not attended due to health concerns, personal reasons, or administrative
decisions.
- For instance, in 2014, he did not attend, with reports indicating health issues.

Controversial Aspects

- Some observers speculate that Thomas’s attendance choices might also be influenced by political
considerations, though no definitive evidence links his absences to ideological reasons.

---

Factors Influencing Justices’ Attendance at the State of the Union

Understanding why some Justices choose not to attend involves analyzing various factors:

a. Personal Health and Age

- As Justices age, health issues can impede their ability to attend.
- For instance, Justice Ginsburg’s health struggles led to her absence in certain years.

b. Scheduling Conflicts

- Justices have demanding schedules and may prioritize other judicial or personal commitments.
- International travel or judicial duties can conflict with the timing of the SOTU.

c. Political and Ideological Considerations

- Although the judiciary is intended to be independent, some Justices might choose to abstain from
attending if they perceive the event as overly politicized or if they disagree with the administration’s
policies.

d. Institutional Norms and Traditions

- Historically, Justices have varied in their adherence to this tradition.
- Some view attending as a sign of judicial impartiality, while others see it as a political event best
avoided.

---

Recent Trends and the Modern Perspective



In recent decades, the attendance of Supreme Court Justices at the State of the Union has become
more consistent, but exceptions still occur. The trend reflects:

- An increased emphasis on institutional decorum.
- Recognition of the event as a constitutional tradition rather than a judicial obligation.
- Personal health considerations, especially for senior Justices.

Notable Recent Absences

- Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg often attended but occasionally skipped the event, especially in later
years due to health.
- Justice Clarence Thomas has missed a few addresses, with health and personal reasons cited.

The Impact of Political Climate

While Justices are expected to maintain judicial independence, their attendance choices can
sometimes be perceived as political statements, especially during highly polarized administrations.

---

Implications of Supreme Court Justices’ Absences from the State of the Union

The decision of whether to attend the State of the Union can carry symbolic weight:

1. Judicial Neutrality and Independence

- Absence may be interpreted as a signal of disapproval or distancing from political proceedings.
- Attending can be viewed as a gesture of respect for the constitutional process.

2. Public Perception

- The public might interpret absences as the judiciary’s concern over politicization.
- Regular attendance can reinforce the separation of powers and judicial impartiality.

3. Institutional Norms

- Consistent attendance helps uphold the tradition and emphasizes the judiciary’s role in the
constitutional framework.
- Conversely, selective attendance may reflect individual Justices’ discretion or broader institutional
debates about the judiciary’s engagement with political events.

---

Conclusion: The Significance of Justice Attendance at
the State of the Union

While most Supreme Court Justices have historically attended the State of the Union, their
participation is not guaranteed and can vary based on personal, health, or political reasons. The few



notable instances of absences—such as those by Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg, Justice Clarence
Thomas, or Justice Antonin Scalia—highlight that judicial attendance at this political event is a
matter of personal choice influenced by multiple factors.

The tradition of judicial attendance underscores the importance of the judiciary’s role within the
constitutional system and the ongoing negotiations between political ceremony and judicial
independence. As the political landscape continues to evolve, so too might the patterns of Supreme
Court Justices attending the State of the Union, reflecting broader debates about the separation of
powers, institutional respect, and the role of the judiciary in American civic life.

In summary, while the presence of Supreme Court Justices at the State of the Union is a
longstanding tradition, it is not universal. Their decisions to attend or abstain serve as subtle
indicators of their personal beliefs, health, and views on the political significance of the event,
offering a nuanced perspective on the intersection of the judiciary and executive politics in the
United States.
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