
The Supreme Court Legacy of William
Rehnquist, A Conservative Icon

William Hubbs Rehnquist, the 16th Chief Justice of the United States,
served on the Supreme Court for 33 years, shaping its jurisprudence with
his staunch conservatism and unwavering commitment to originalism.
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Rehnquist's tenure was marked by his influential leadership, intellectual
rigor, and transformative impact on American law.
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Early Life and Career

William Rehnquist was born on October 1, 1924, in Milwaukee, Wisconsin.
From a young age, he exhibited a keen interest in law and politics. After
graduating from Stanford University, where he was editor of the student
newspaper, Rehnquist earned his law degree from Stanford Law School.

Following a clerkship with Supreme Court Justice Robert H. Jackson,
Rehnquist entered private practice in Phoenix, Arizona. His legal career
took a significant turn when President Richard Nixon appointed him as an
Associate Justice of the Supreme Court in 1971.

Judicial Philosophy

Rehnquist's judicial philosophy was anchored in originalism, the belief that
the Constitution should be interpreted based on its original meaning at the
time of its adoption. He was skeptical of judicial activism and favored a
restrained approach to constitutional interpretation.
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Rehnquist's commitment to originalism was evident in his opinions on a
wide range of issues, including the separation of church and state, freedom
of speech, and federalism. He believed that the Constitution established a
limited government with specific enumerated powers, and that the courts
should defer to the judgment of the legislative and executive branches in
areas not explicitly reserved to the judiciary.

Leadership of the Supreme Court

In 1986, President Ronald Reagan elevated Rehnquist to the position of
Chief Justice. As Chief, Rehnquist played a pivotal role in shaping the
Court's direction, consolidating a conservative majority that would dominate
its jurisprudence for decades to come.

Rehnquist's leadership was marked by his strong administrative skills, his
ability to build consensus on controversial issues, and his unwavering
commitment to the independence of the judiciary. He was a respected
figure both within the Court and among the legal community at large.

Key Opinions and Decisions

During his tenure on the Court, Rehnquist authored some of its most
important opinions, including:

* United States v. Nixon (1974): Rehnquist played a key role in the
unanimous decision that forced President Nixon to release the Watergate
tapes, leading to his resignation. * City of Richmond v. J.A. Croson Co.
(1989): In this landmark case, Rehnquist struck down a minority set-aside
program, arguing that it violated the Equal Protection Clause of the
Constitution. * Thornburgh v. American College of Obstetricians and
Gynecologists (1986): Rehnquist upheld the constitutionality of a



Pennsylvania law that required spousal notification for minors seeking
abortions. * Bush v. Gore (2000): Rehnquist voted to stop the recount of
votes in Florida, effectively handing the presidency to George W. Bush.

Legacy and Impact

William Rehnquist's influence on American law is profound. His originalist
approach to constitutional interpretation has become the dominant
philosophy of the Supreme Court, shaping the way cases are decided and
the course of American jurisprudence.

Rehnquist's legacy also extends to his leadership of the Court. He was a
skilled administrator and consensus-builder who helped to maintain the
independence of the judiciary and foster respect for the rule of law.

Personal Life and Later Years

Rehnquist was married to Natalie Cornell from 1953 until his death. They
had three children. Rehnquist was an avid tennis player and enjoyed
fishing, golfing, and birdwatching.

After retiring from the Court in 2005, Rehnquist remained active in the legal
community, teaching and writing until his death from thyroid cancer on
September 3, 2005.

William Rehnquist was a towering figure in American law and politics. His
intellectual brilliance, unwavering conservatism, and influential leadership
shaped the Supreme Court for decades and left a lasting legacy on
American jurisprudence. As the Chief Justice who oversaw the rise of
originalism and consolidated a conservative majority on the Court,



Rehnquist's impact on the nation will continue to be debated and studied
for years to come.
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