
The Power Struggle Inside The Rehnquist
Court: Unveiling the Dynamics of Supreme
Court Decision-Making

The Rehnquist Court, named after its Chief Justice William Rehnquist, dominated
the United States Supreme Court from 1986 to 2005. During those nearly two
decades, power dynamics within the court played a pivotal role in shaping the
American legal landscape.

The Rise of William Rehnquist

Before delving into the power struggle, it is crucial to understand the background
of Chief Justice William Rehnquist. Appointed to the Supreme Court in 1972 by
President Richard Nixon, Rehnquist quickly established himself as a conservative
force within the Court. His strict approach to interpreting the Constitution aligned
with the emerging conservative movement during the 1980s.
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Conservative vs. Liberal Divide

The Rehnquist Court witnessed a clear ideological divide, with conservative
justices generally adhering to an originalist interpretation of the Constitution, while
liberal justices embraced a living Constitution framework. This ideological
difference set the stage for the power struggle within the Court, as both factions
sought to secure their desired outcomes.

The Swing Votes

Among the nine justices of the Rehnquist Court, a few swung between the
conservative and liberal wings, exerting significant influence over the Court's
decisions. Justices Sandra Day O'Connor and Anthony Kennedy, in particular,
were often assigned the role of swing votes due to their centrist ideologies.
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By capturing the swing votes, each faction hoped to tip the scales in their favor.
This led to intense lobbying and convincing strategies within the Court, as both
conservatives and liberals courted O'Connor and Kennedy to align their votes
with their respective positions.

The Role of Chief Justice Rehnquist

Chief Justice William Rehnquist held a unique position in the power struggle. As
the leader of the Court, he not only voted on cases but also assigned justices to
write majority opinions. This power gave him the ability to shape the Court's
decisions and control the narrative surrounding them.
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Rehnquist strategically assigned opinions to cultivate support for his conservative
agenda. By carefully selecting which justice would write the majority opinion, he
could influence its content and ensure it aligned with his own principles.

Clashes and Collaborations

The power struggle within the Rehnquist Court resulted in fierce clashes and
unexpected collaborations. Justices often engaged in heated debates, defending
their ideologies and attempting to sway their colleagues.

However, amidst the clashes, there were also instances of surprising
collaborations. Justices from different wings occasionally found common ground,
either due to unique case circumstances or personal relationships. These
collaborations served to complicate the power dynamics, as alliances were
formed across ideological lines.

The Legacy of the Rehnquist Court

The Rehnquist Court's power struggle shaped key decisions on critical issues
such as affirmative action, abortion rights, and separation of church and state.
These decisions had profound implications for American society and continue to
reverberate today.

While the Court's ideological divisions often influenced outcomes, unexpected
alliances and strategic maneuvering also played a pivotal role. The power
struggle inside the Rehnquist Court showcased the complex interplay of personal
beliefs, legal interpretation, and institutional dynamics at the highest level of the
American judicial system.

The Rehnquist Court was marked by a power struggle between conservative and
liberal justices, fueled by ideological divisions and a quest for desired outcomes.



The swing votes held immense power, as both factions sought to influence their
decisions. Chief Justice Rehnquist's role in assigning opinions further cemented
his influence over the Court's decisions.

Clashes and collaborations between justices complicated the power dynamics,
highlighting the intricate nature of Supreme Court decision-making. The legacy of
the Rehnquist Court will forever be remembered as a chapter in American judicial
history that shaped the nation's legal landscape.
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The Center Holds provides an intimate look at who the Supreme Court justices
are, how they have made critical decisions, and why, ultimately, the Rehnquist
Revolution failed.

Focusing on four key areas of civil rights and liberties—racial discrimination,
abortion, criminal law, and First Amendment freedoms—The Center Holds
provides an in-depth look at the Supreme Court documents that illustrate the
battle between the old liberal order and emerging conservative majority,
beginning in the early 1980s. James F. Simon, a former Time correspondent and
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contributing editor, ex-dean of New York Law School, and nationally recognized
scholar of constitutional law, examines key decisions on civil rights and civil
liberties in a readable, intimate look at some key Supreme Court Cases and
includes absorbing descriptions of confidential memos and drafts gleaned from
sources from within the court.
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