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Student Club to Supreme Court: The Federalist Society's Origins on Law School Campuses
Following the election of President George W. Bush in January 2000, a 35-year-old Brett
M. Kavanaugh joined the new White House legal team, taking a position as an associate counsel
to the president.1 A couple of months into the job, Kavanaugh came across a news article about
his past that frustrated him. The article described him as still being an active member of the
Federalist Society for Law and Public Policy Studies, a national organization of lawyers, judges,
law school students, and professors who advocate for conservative legal doctrine and originalist
interpretations of the United States Constitution. Worrying over this misreported detail,
Kavanaugh wrote an email to his White House colleagues in which he assured them of the
article's inaccuracy: "this may seem technical, but most of us resigned from the Federalist
Society before starting work here and are not now members of the Federalist Society."
Kavanaugh continued, "the reason I (and others) resigned from Fed society was precisely
because I did not want anyone to be able to say that I had an ongoing relationship with any group
that has a strong interest in the work of this office."2
Nineteen years later, in November 2019, the Federalist Society hosted its sold-out annual
National Lawyers Convention at the Mayflower Hotel in Washington, D.C. Kavanaugh, no
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longer an associate counsel but now an associate justice on the Supreme Court, was their keynote
speaker.3 He was nominated to the bench by President Donald Trump on July 9, 2019.4
Kavanaugh's name was provided to Trump as part of a list of potential Supreme Court nominees
compiled by Leonard Leo, the executive vice president of the Federalist Society.5 Of the nine
justices currently serving on the Supreme Court, Kavanaugh brings the number of justices
affiliated with the Federalist Society up to five. Kavanaugh's scheduled appearance at the 2019
Federalist Society event was his second highly-public speaking engagement with the
organization following his appointment to the Supreme Court. At the 2018 convention, a month
following his successful appointment vote, Kavanaugh entered the dinner to a minute-long
standing ovation.6
Kavanaugh's changing attitude toward the perception of his relationship with the
Federalist Society—first a worried shun, then a public embrace—exemplifies the precarious and
occasionally conflicted balancing act of the Federalist Society's presence in American politics.
Depending on whom is asked, the Federalist Society is often distilled into one of two
descriptions. To some, it is a community of professional lawyers, law students, and professors
whose membership stems from their desire for lively intellectual debate. In this description,
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Federalist Society members are not overtly concerned with partisan party politics or influencing
government policy so much as they are with fostering open debates where two sides of a legal
issue, conservative and liberal, are presented for equal consideration and scrutinized for their
merit.7 Yet, to others, the Federalist Society occupies a different role in American politics. In this
second description, the Federalist Society is a complex, ever-growing network of backdoor
judicial dealings with a highly partisan goal: to fill open positions in the judiciary with as many
conservative Federalist Society members as possible.
Originally founded in 1981 as a campus student club at Yale Law School and the
University of Chicago Law School before expanding to allow for professional lawyer
membership in 1986, the timeline of the Federalist Society's genesis coincided with the rapid
emergence of a new national political movement: the New Christian Right. A broad and
occasionally divided conservative coalition grounded in the evangelical Protestant tradition,
supporters of the New Christian Right were united by a social and political agenda of integrating
religious values into the American government.8 Having just celebrated an unprecedented victory
in the electoral political arena with the 1980 nomination of President Ronald Reagan, New
Christian Right organizers now turned their attention to the judiciary. 9 The courts, especially the
Supreme Court, were a longtime liberal stronghold and a constant source of political frustration
for conservative Christians. Throughout the twentieth century, evangelical activists repeatedly
mobilized to protest progressive Supreme Court rulings that benefited their liberal opponents
7
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and, in their mind, restricted the presence of God in the public sphere. Cases such as Abington
School District v. Schempp, Engel v. Vitale, and Roe v. Wade served as historical reminders that
American politics was growing increasingly secular, and Christian conservative activism had yet
to infuse the courts in the same way it had the electorate. 10 With a new wave of American
conservatism strengthening in the late 1970s and early 1980s, an opportunity arose for New
Christian Right groups to transfer their newfound political security in the electorate to the legal
landscape.
It is within this broader political mission that the story of the Federalist Society's rapid
growth comes to light. While many fixate on the Federalist Society's present-day impact, the
forces driving its success can be traced to its founding years, 1981–1986, and the resources and
legitimacy granted to it by the New Christian Right movement. The Federalist Society has
always operated as a secular organization; while many of its programming topics overlap with
the political interests of the conservative Christian community, the Federalist Society is not an
overtly Christian legal advocacy organization akin to the likes of the American Center for Law &
Justice or Liberty Counsel. Nevertheless, inspecting the Federalist Society's founding reveals that
its rapid growth from a small campus debate club to a nationwide professional conservative legal
network was not an organic, insular coincidence. Rather, the Federalist Society's success was by
design. The unusual volume of support provided to the student-run Federalist Society by
members of the conservative establishment during the club's early years was intentional,
essential to the club's growth, and in service of a larger national goal: to build long-term capacity
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for a sustainable conservative legal presence and, subsequently, strengthen the New Christian
Right's potential for legal advocacy in the decades to come.
To answer the question of how a student club was able to professionalize so rapidly, this
thesis offers a history of the first five years of the Federalist Society. It focuses on the two
founding clubs created on the Yale and University of Chicago law school campuses and
examines the various conservative sponsors of the Federalist Society during this timeframe, such
as prominent political and legal professionals, Reagan administration employees, and assorted
donors, and traces the connection between these backers and the New Christian Right movement.
In doing so, this thesis seeks to contextualize the role of the Federalist Society as an on-theground manifestation of the New Christian Right's long-term legal strategy of investing in the
next generation of conservative judicial actors.
Across the fields of political science, communications, and legal studies, fascination with
the professional branches of the Federalist Society runs rampant. However, historians have yet to
take a close look at the Federalist Society's earliest days of development. In their research,
scholars often fixate on the pervasiveness of the Federalist Society: though the organization's
founding in 1981 was fairly recent, its impact on legal scholarship, professional lawyering, and
the U.S. government has been expansive. Today, the Federalist Society's Lawyers Division
currently claims over 65,000 members, and its Student Division is composed of 10,000 law
students enrolled across all 204 accredited law schools in the United States. 11 Political scientists
are especially intrigued by the Federalist Society's representation in the upper echelons of the
American judiciary. For example, Supreme Court Justices Antonin Scalia, Clarence Thomas,
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Samuel Alito, John Roberts, Neil Gorsuch, and Brett Kavanaugh are all affiliated with the
Federalist Society. Enough Federalist Society members occupy U.S. Court of Appeals benches
that political scientists have been able to study the variations in voting behavior between
Federalist Society members and non-members. 12 Thanks to the breadth of materials the
Federalist Society publishes on a regular basis via conferences and law reviews, scholars of
communications studies have been able to examine the rhetorical strategies employed by the
Federalist Society in their interactions with conservative and liberal factions. 13 And within the
field of legal studies, scholars have traced the intersection of Society members' lobbying and
major Supreme Court cases throughout the last 37 years. 14
Given the impact of the Federalist Society on the professional legal landscape, it is no
surprise that research on the Federalist Society, across multiple disciplines, centers primarily on
its Lawyers Division. In contrast, in-depth histories that explore the Federalist Society's origins
as a student-run club on the Yale and University of Chicago law school campuses are sparse. The
most detailed history to date of the Federalist Society's founding is a Harvard Journal of Law &
Public Policy article authored by law clerk George W. Hicks, Jr., which examines the club's
influence on the Harvard Law School campus climate from the early 1980s onward. This article
stands alone as the most detailed history of the Federalist Society's student origins.15 In the three
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full-length books that have analyzed the Federalist Society—one written by political scientist
Amanda Hollis-Brusky, another by political scientist Steven M. Teles, and the third by law
school professor Michael Avery and lawyer Danielle McLaughlin—its campus club days receive
only passing attention in introductory chapters.16 All three books dedicate most of their chapters
to examinations of the Federalist Society's professional branches post-1986.
In regard to the second body of literature that this thesis engages—the New Christian
Right—there is widespread academic interest in the movement's rise within electoral politics and
a smaller, newly-emerging body of research that specifically focuses on the movement's judicial
strategizing. Books such as political scientist Steven P. Brown's Trumping Religion: The New
Christian Right, the Free Speech Clause, and the Courts and law professor Ann Southworth's
Lawyers of the Right: Professionalizing the Conservative Coalition offer the most
comprehensive, examinations of this recent movement, and a number of other scholars have
conducted their own smaller-scale analyses in the form of journal articles. 17 Broadly, all agree
that the New Christian Right's interest in influencing the judiciary is a political tactic that has
only recently been identified as a formidable movement. This is likely due, in part, to the less
public nature of judicial advocacy. Unlike elections, most judicial appointments and rulings
receive significantly less publicity, and the more technical processes of the judiciary necessitate
longer periods of time before political payoff becomes apparent.
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Much of the primary source material from the Federalist Society's first five years of
student programming—chapter pamphlets, event brochures, speech transcriptions—exists only in
a private archive maintained by the Federalist Society itself. Because the organization has had a
highly visible public presence since the mid-1980s, its staff has been selective in granting access
to these materials, with Hicks being the only scholar to have cited excerpts from documents in
this archive and one of two academic authors who have interviewed the founding members.
While access to the full content of these particular materials would have offered insight into the
specific legal arguments presented at Federalist Society events, such information is not
necessarily essential to this thesis' focus. Instead, materials such as newspaper articles, memos
drafted by third parties, and campus event advertisements are more valuable for their
documentation of the names of high-profile lecturers and cosponsoring organizations involved in
the Federalist Society's founding. For the purposes of tracing the conservative networks that
bolstered the Federalist Society's success, the nuances of the legal debates at the club's early
events are less pertinent than the identities of those who ensured that the debates took place.
Additionally, although only small excerpts of first-person narratives shared by the
Federalist Society founders from 1981–1986 are publicly available, the material is still worth
close examination. Any amount of content authored by its first members are essential to
understanding the organization's big-picture ideological arguments, strategic on-the-ground
organizing, and the plans for its expansion. Because the Federalist Society's most active
members were law school students who had yet to enter the professional world, there is an
element of ambitiousness and honesty within these excerpts that later materials lack, as student
members were not yet embroiled in the partisan scrutiny that national-level conservative legal

9
professionals faced. Though nonpartisan or liberal perspectives on the Federalist Society are
more difficult to acquire, the aforementioned conservative network of students and lawyers that
Federalist Society materials were produced and consumed within are far more important to
unpacking one of the larger questions of this thesis—namely, the manner and motivation by
which networks of legal professionals interacted with the Federalist Society's student members.
Lastly, by distinguishing student-authored materials from those authored by professional
affiliates who were already active members of the conservative lawyering community, one can
identify divergences and intersections between the intentions behind the student club founding
and the larger goals idealized by conservative political players; this distinction lends insight into
turning-point moments in which the Federalist Society's mission was reinterpreted, altered, or
adapted by legal professionals to fit a broader national political mission.
"To have some good debates": The Founders' Intent
Compared to the expansive network it currently boasts, the Federalist Society's origins
are modest. Its three student founders neither envisioned nor planned for an organization of
today's scale. Steven Calabresi, Lee Liberman, and David McIntosh were three friends who met
one another during their undergraduate years attending Yale University, and all were active in
debate extracurriculars. 18 Both Calabresi and McIntosh had been president of the Yale Political
Union, a debate organization that hosted student competitions as well as guest speakers.19
Liberman also held a leadership position in the Political Union as its speaker.20 In addition to
18
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their shared interest in debate, the three students was outspoken in their political conservatism.21
Prior to starting their first semesters of law school, both Calabresi and Liberman volunteered for
the Reagan presidential campaign.22 Liberman was a member of the campus Party of the Right
club, an organization with an eccentric reputation where students socialized, staged public
protests on behalf of conservative causes, and debated one another. In a Yale Daily News profile
of the club, then-junior Liberman acknowledged the Party of the Right's reputation in the eyes of
the left-leaning Yale University student body. "There aren't very many people here who will
admit to being conservative," she said. "Part of being a minority is being a gadfly, being
provocative." 23 During his Yale Political Union presidency, Calabresi was similarly a
conservative outlier among the undergraduate student body, having faced criticism from
classmates due to the speaking invitations he extended to controversial conservative political
figures, such as an unpopular South African ambassador.24
Upon graduating from Yale University and enrolling at their respective law schools—
Calabresi at Yale Law School, Liberman and McIntosh at the University of Chicago Law School
—the three discovered that their law school campuses were even more liberal than their
undergraduate classrooms. While attending their separate institutions, the three friends stayed in
touch, confiding in one another about their feelings of frustration and limitation with their
predominately liberal institutions.25 They saw the atmospheres as being cultivated and largely
21
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unchallenged by left-leaning peers and "much more liberal" faculty members than the ones they
interacted with as Yale undergraduates.
True to their undergraduate experience leading debates at the Yale Political Union,
Calabresi, Liberman, and McIntosh decided to act on their feelings of marginalization by
creating a campus debate club at their respective law schools.26 Calabresi's Yale chapter was the
first to officially form in the fall of 1981, co-founded with two other conservative Yale Law
School students, Gary Lawson and Tom Bell. They chose the name "The Federalist Society" for
its evocation of the United States founders' Federalist Papers, the pro-Constitution Federalist
faction of 1787, and federalism, a system in which state power holds firm against federal
control.27 Calabresi described the original aim of the Federalist Society as not being the creation
of a conservative legal network or a multi-chaptered organization, but the creation of a club that
would focus on intellectual sparring through classroom debates between Yale professors and
visiting speakers. "My original objective . . . was to have some good debates, to bring some
conservative speakers to Yale, where I don’t think any conservative voices were being heard,
[and] force faculty members there to confront the ideas by debating who we were bringing in,"
Calabresi explained.28 At the University of Chicago campus, Liberman and McIntosh followed
suit and created their own Federalist Society chapter. The two felt similarly to Calabresi,
recalling in interviews that the Federalist Society's primary purpose was originally grounded in
intellectual activities such as campus events and publications. Liberman describes her and her
co-founders as having no ambitions of establishing a national-level organization, and within
26

Teles, The Rise of the Conservative Legal Movement, 138.

27

Hicks, "The Conservative Influence," 648.

28

Teles, 139.

12
documents regarding these earliest Federalist Society days, such as club advertisements, there are
no allusions to the creation any form of legal network—one of the key characteristics of the
Federalist Society that defines it today. 29 For their faculty advisor, Liberman and McIntosh
requested the help of Antonin Scalia, then a University of Chicago professor who was away
visiting Stanford but still offering guidance to the students remotely. 30
The Federalist Society's founders soon discovered that despite their Yale University
experience, the process of hosting successful debate events at their law schools would prove
difficult. According to a phone interview with Calabresi conducted over 20 years after the club's
founding, he recollects the students' first faculty advisor at Yale, soon-to-be Second Circuit judge
Ralph Winter, initially calling their endeavor "hopeless." Not only that, but Calabresi remembers
the students' first event, a Roe v. Wade debate between a University of Texas law professor and a
Yale faculty member, as being a "complete flop," resulting in Winter criticizing the students with
tears in his eyes and the assertion that their efforts would go nowhere.31 In the same interview,
Calabresi recalls a second debate, this one centered on the Lochner v. New York case, that proved
to be slightly more successful, with engaged students and Yale faculty members in attendance
and asking questions.32
On March 29, 1982, the Yale Federalist Society hosted Lev Navrozov, a controversial
Russian dissident and author for right-wing American publications such as Commentary and
National Review, for a lecture titled "What The New York Times Knows About the World." In his

29

Hicks, "The Conservative Influence," 651; Teles, The Rise of the Conservative Legal Movement, 138.

30

Hicks, 649.

31

Hicks, 649; Riehl, "The Federalist Society," 70.

32

Hicks, 649.

13
talk, he critiqued the newspaper as being a "stumbling block to the survival of Western
democracies."33 The event was well-attended and highly publicized by its student organizers,
who ran multiple advertisements for Navrozov's lecture in the Yale Daily News. 34 One of those
advertisements reveals that the lecture was cosponsored by the Intercollegiate Studies Institute
(ISI). The ISI, a nonprofit organization that still operates today, is well-known for its mission of
funding conservative collegiate programming and right-wing campus newspapers. 35 This appears
to be the first instance in which the ISI lent support to the Federalist Society, but at later events,
the ISI's name would emerge again as a repeatedly invaluable sponsor of the club's programming
over multiple years. The ISI's early involvement in the Federalist Society, in what may have been
the Federalist Society's third-ever event, is one example of a national conservative sponsor that
was quickly alerted to the Federalist Society's fledgeling existence. By acquiring funding from
the ISI, the club's student leaders soon discovered that although their cause of bringing
conservative debates to law schools was an endeavor physically limited to campus environments,
well-established conservative support systems existed outside the Yale and University of Chicago
walls and were readily available to finance their activities.
Besides these three events, it is unclear how many other Federalist Society events were
hosted by the Yale and University of Chicago chapters in the clubs' first semester of existence. In
interviews, Calabresi only recalls the Roe v. Wade and Lochner v. New York debates while
33
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Liberman and McIntosh reference no other events. Besides the Navrozov lecture, no
advertisements for Federalist Society events ran in either campus newspaper for the club's first
semester.36 These initial three events reinforce two key insights into the Federalist Society's
founding. Based on this early programming, it appears as though the Federalist Society was
genuinely intended to be an intellectual forum focused on debates and lecturers, as its founders
described. Events were marketed with no reference to conservative legal advocacy causes or
networking, and with the example of the Navrozov event, appeared wide-ranging in the topics its
founders were willing to engage. With this knowledge, it becomes easier to contextualize just
how drastic the club's development within the next five years would prove to be.
A Broader Priority at Play: The New Christian Right's Shift to the Judiciary
As Calabresi, Liberman, and McIntosh were just beginning to facilitate inaugural events
for the first two Federalist Society clubs, an already-established national political movement was
taking stock of its recent success and turning its attention toward additional opportunities for
growth. Throughout the late 1970s and early 1980s, the New Christian Right movement had
rapidly ascended to become a powerful voting bloc in the electoral political arena. The New
Christian Right, broadly defined, was a "vast mosaic of interests dominated by a handful of
influential leaders and a growing number of special interest organizations," all of whom shared
core values derived from the evangelical Protestant tradition. They desired to translate their
socially conservative, Christian views into political activism. 37 Televangelists such as Jerry
Falwell and Pat Robertson were some of the most prominent leaders of the New Christian Right,
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and wealthy organizations such as the Moral Majority, Christian Voice, Religious Roundtable,
and National Christian Action Coalition led on-the-ground political mobilization efforts, funded
media campaigns, and ultimately registered 2.5 million voters.38 For supporters caught up in the
movement's early momentum, the successful election of Ronald Reagan to the presidency
marked a milestone in the status of their political power. Prior to Reagan's election, the New
Christian Right had not yet affiliated itself with any of the major American political parties, and
evangelicals did not wield a strong political influence.39 But in the 1980 election, the New
Christian Right's influence soared, with many crediting the coalition for Republican success in
local congressional races as well as the national presidential race.40 In turn, Republican leaders
began to integrate evangelical New Christian Right causes into the mainline conservative party
platform of the 1980s, adopting the language used by evangelicals and framing policy issues
within the Christian value framework.41 Whether or not the Reagan presidency meaningfully
expended political effort to fulfill promises made to the New Christian Right coalition during its
campaign is debatable, but what mattered most at the time was the victorious public profile the
coalition crafted, the strengthening of its political clout, and later, the Reagan administration's
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efforts to preserve its image of support for New Christian Right issues in order to maintain voter
loyalty. 42
However, feelings of accomplishment soon faded for New Christian Right members, who
began to lose confidence in the constant cycle of political offices. They sought more permanent
ways to protect the presence of Christian values within American government.43 Many of the
progressive causes that New Christian Right leaders rallied against—especially Roe v. Wade—
were enshrined in jurisprudence and untouchable by elected presidents or congresspeople. The
judiciary, on the other hand, offered a path toward the coalition's desire for a long-standing
presence in American law. Leaders began to identify the courts as the new avenue by which they
could enact sociopolitical change that would outlast partisan tides.44 This shift toward legal
activism would allow for New Christian Right litigators to no longer react on the defensive, as it
historically had been forced to in a legal landscape dominated by liberal strategizing. 45 In order
to shift success away from electoral politics and toward the judiciary, New Christian Right
leadership homed in on the need to begin investing in organizations that fostered the
development of young, conservative, soon-to-be legal professionals. Once they were in the
professional sphere, this generation—confident in their political alignment thanks to campus
programming and networking opportunities—could flip the decades-old liberal lawyering model
of enacting social change through litigation and wield it for socially conservative causes that
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aligned with Christian values.46 To accomplish this, conservative leaders and funders began to
coordinate ways in which they could support the creation of a formidable conservative presence
within the areas of public interest law and law schools.47
The Federalist Society was an ideal mechanism for this cause. Independent of any outside
encouragement from political players, the Federalist Society had already begun to pursue its
mission of fostering campus pockets where conservative legal debate could thrive, and they had
also already begun reaching out to conservative funders such as the IES. On a small scale, the
Federalist Society was embarking on the first step of the mobilization effort that conservative
New Christian Right leaders were still visualizing. The New Christian Right's goal aligned with
that of the Federalist Society, but with a twist: foster campus pockets of conservative legal
debate, and in doing so, strengthen the likelihood of young law school students' continued
alignment with conservative Christian causes and their pursuit of such litigation when they enter
the professional legal landscape. Doing so would continue the success of Reagan's conservative
wave and create younger legal capacity that would bring forth pro-Christian legal cases and
challenge precedent. This aspiration neither stagnated nor remained concealed from the public
eye—its success came rapidly. By 1986, outsiders were already able to identify conservative
leaders' trajectory toward this vision of shifting the judiciary to the right as they lent their support
to the fledgeling Federalist Society.48 These younger conservatives began to fill positions in the
professional landscape within five years.
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Newfound National Fame: The First Federalist Society Symposium
Returning to the Federalist Society's emergence in 1981, the club's student leaders soon
discovered that their faculty advisors would provide invaluable guidance in determining the
club's next steps. At Yale, Winter encouraged Calabresi and his peers to consider hosting a
conference centered on conservative thought, an idea that Calabresi thought "would be fun."49 At
the University of Chicago, Scalia connected Liberman and McIntosh to two additional
conservative law school groups who could cosponsor the national event: the Stanford Foundation
for Law and Economic Policy and the Harvard Journal of Law and Public Policy.50 Despite the
Federalist Society being hardly a semester old, with possibly only three events completed,
student leaders at both chapters decided to develop a joint conference that would feature
professional legal speakers and solicit attendance from law students enrolled at other institutions
across the country. Unbeknownst to the students, this event would propel the Federalist Society
into the national eye.
Perhaps more importantly than his recommendation of two other student-run
cosponsoring organizations, Scalia also connected Liberman and McIntosh to a funding
opportunity through the Institute for Educational Affairs, an organization that provided grant
money accumulated by its parent funder, the John M. Olin Foundation.51 This foundation,
founded in 1953 and now closed, was a prolific philanthropic body that distributed grants to a
multitude of right-leaning initiatives on higher education campuses. Their aim was to increase
the conservative presence at colleges and universities, a goal accomplished by funding
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conferences, lectures, campus newspapers, and fellowships for conservative faculty.52 The Olin
Foundation granted $20,000–$25,000 to the Federalist Society, a sum that allowed the student
coordinators to afford its high-profile speakers and provide travel stipends to students visiting
from other institutions.53
The conference, titled "A Symposium on Federalism: Legal and Political Ramifications,"
was scheduled for April 23–25, 1982. A brief Yale Daily News announcement described the event
as one that would include "speeches, debates, and discussions" and "provide students and the
speakers with a forum for discussing the proper balance of power among the federal, state and
local governments."54 Still true to Calabresi, Liberman, and McIntosh's intent, the symposium's
marketing framed the event not as a networking opportunity, but as an intellectual forum. These
professionals included Judge Robert Bork, an anticipated Supreme Court nominee; Morton
Blackwell, a special assistant to Reagan; Ted Olson, an assistant attorney general in Reagan's
Office of Legal Counsel; Richard Posner, a Seventh Circuit judge; and advisors Winter and
Scalia, among others.55 To advertise the symposium, Calabresi, Liberman, and McIntosh
submitted a short announcement that was published in the April 2, 1982 issue of the National
Review, a conservative political magazine.
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The Federalist Society, a group of conservatively inclined law students, with
chapters at Yale, Columbia, and Chicago, will be sponsoring a symposium on
"The New Federalism: Legal and Political Ramifications." (No, Dan, it's not that
your show doesn't do the job; it's just that we already know what you think.)
Time: April 23-25. Place: Yale Law School. Speaking: Judge Robert Bork, D.C.
Circuit; Judge Richard Posner, 7th Circuit; Judge Ralph Winter, 2nd Circuit;
Walter Berns; Antonin Scalia, editor of Regulation magazine; and many more.
Anyone interested (most especially including law students) should write The
Federalist Society, 401A Yale Station, New Haven, Connecticut 06520. 56
Despite its otherwise matter-of-fact tone, the blurb ran in the National Review's "The Week"
section alongside an eclectic mix of national and international news updates, mini-editorials, and
satirical poems, most of which featured heavy-handed commentary from National Review
editors. The identity of "Dan" is unknown, but may be a reference to Dan Rather, the television
news anchor who had succeeded Walter Cronkite on "The CBS Evening News" one month prior
and was often criticized by conservatives as having a liberal bias; judging from the similar
writing style of the surrounding satirical blurbs, it appears as though the reference was inserted
not by Federalist Society students, but by National Review editors in an effort to match the ad's
tone to its neighboring blurbs.57 It is worth noting that the announcement did not run in the
National Review's classified ads section despite following such a format. Because most of the
excerpts that ran in "The Week" alongside the announcement engaged hot-button topics at the
national and international level—conflict in El Salvador, presidential speech soundbites,
critiques of recent Congressional votes—an advertisement for an inaugural law school
conference planned by first-year students appears out of place. Calabresi may have been able to
“The Federalist Society Symposium Advertisement,” National Review, April 2, 1982, sec. The Week. According
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56

Tony Schwartz, “Amid the Fuss, Cronkite Says a Quiet ‘Good Night,’” The New York Times, March 7, 1981, The
New York Times Print Archive, https://www.nytimes.com/1981/03/07/arts/amid-the-fuss-cronkite-says-a-quietgood-night.html; “Dropping the Anchorman,” The Economist, November 25, 2004, https://www.economist.com/
united-states/2004/11/25/dropping-the-anchorman.
57

21
secure the ad's placement in a more widely-read section due to his friends being staff members at
the National Review or because of the well-known conservative speakers featured. 58 As a result
of the publicity garnered by the ad, there was an outpouring of students from other law schools
who contacted Calabresi, Liberman, and McIntosh expressing interest in starting Federalist
Society chapters on their own campuses. To meet demand, the student organizers dedicated hours
in the nights leading up to the symposium to compiling how-to booklets for distribution among
these future club founders, whom they would meet at the symposium. 59 Titled "How To Form a
Conservative Law Student Group," the handbook offered instructions on how to market a new
Federalist Society club. It advised against using the adjective "conservative" in any club
descriptions, listing a number of reasons: to avoid factionalism within the group, draw in
students who did not identify as conservative, and because the club would “have greater
credibility if the name does not make the group appear too unobjective."60 These detailed
handbooks would serve as guides for law school students for years to come, as new Federalist
Society chapters emerged at law schools across the country. It is here where we see the Federalist
Society's networking capabilities emerge for the first time.
The symposium was a huge success, drawing around 200 law school students as
attendees and a total of 15 high-profile legal professionals as speakers.61 Despite the seemingly
dry, unfocused topics of the symposium's panel names—“Federalism from the Standpoint of the
Department of Justice,” “Some Thoughts on Applied Federalism,” “Federalism—Why Should
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We Care?”—attendees and speakers alike recollect a youthful, bustling energy hyper-focused on
the potential for a conservative legal wave that could challenge the liberal norm in a meaningful
way.62 Visiting students with sleeping bags borrowed floorspace in the rooms of co-attendees,
and the presence of potential Supreme Court nominee Bork attracted media coverage from The
New York Times.63 Even then, media outlets noticed the powerful conservative networks at play
supporting the Federalist Society's cause. "The Federalists managed to raise $24,000 for travel
and expenses for 60 students and 20 scholars from several groups that are backing student
conservative movements across the country," the New York Times reporter observed, identifying
the John M. Olin Foundation and Institute for Educational Affairs by name.
Outside Yale's campus, the reverberations of the symposium's energy in the political
world were so profound that details of speakers' topics and audience reactions to lectures even
made their way into federal government profiles authored by the president's staffers. In a White
House document compiling profiles of potential Supreme Court nominees for Reagan's
consideration, the profiler provides a summary of the address delivered by Bork at the
symposium, describing the speech's content as "castigating the high court for legislating (and
nationalizing) morality on the basis of certain Justices' 'middle-class values.'" 64 The fact that the
Federalist Society is mentioned, by name, in a White House document so soon after its founding
showcases just how rapidly the Federalist Society acquired legitimacy in the eyes of national
conservative leaders. Additionally, the surrounding commentary in Bork's profile reveals that
62
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Reagan's administration was searching for intentionalist jurists who were vocally critical about
the liberal-leaning Supreme Court and would be willing to bring a more outspoken sense of
conservatism to the bench, speaking to the conservative movement's pressing need for right-wing
judges. Bork's appearance at the Federalist Society symposium indicates his willingness to fulfill
this role. That, in turn, showcases the Federalist Society's emerging role in conservative political
circles: an organization that could convene legal powerhouses who would generate high levels of
excitement around a conservative judicial movement.
In a White House memo detailing talking points for Reagan that would enable him to
defend his choice of Bork as a nominee, the Federalist Society is again mentioned by name, this
time taking on a more politicized meaning. The author notes that in a portion of another speech
delivered by Bork at a Federalist Society event, the judge described his own personal aversion to
overturning liberal precedent and risking a disruption of the stability offered by Supreme Court
jurisprudence. Given the time frame, Bork's comment was most likely a direct reference to the
recent 1973 Roe decision, a highly unpopular ruling among conservatives and the New Christian
Right. The White House author writes, "He was hissed at a meeting of the conservative
Federalist Society recently for making this point."65 By contrasting Bork to the hisses of
Federalist Society students, Reagan leadership legitimizes the student organization as a
representative stronghold of conservative legal ideals. A few years into its existence and still only
student-led, the Federalist Society had evolved to become a means of measuring the spectrum of
legal conservatism.
“Duberstein, Kenneth M. Files, Chief Justice Candidate Profiles. White House Staffing Memorandum, Talking
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Unchecked Momentum: The Federalist Society Post-Symposium
The April 1982 symposium marked the explosion of the Federalist Society's outwardfacing image and its reputation as a go-to as a network for young conservative lawyers. Less than
one year after the gathering, the Federalist Society had expanded to 17 chapters, and its original
three student founders decided to open a headquarters in Washington, D.C. to help facilitate
emerging chapters.66 While the speakers and sponsors involved in the first symposium are
notable for their prestigious positions in the national conservative movement and the Federalist
Society was already a beneficiary of conservative funders, one can also identify the presence of
the New Christian Right within the programming topics, guest speakers, and financial sponsors
that collaborated with the Federalist Society's events in the immediate years following the
organization's national debut. Whether it was powerful political individuals affiliated with the
New Christian Right's causes who lent their time to Federalist Society events, or established
conservative organizations whose endorsements of the club offered institutional validity, the
Federalist Society's momentum continued as it received support from those whose political
priorities aligned with New Christian Right causes.
Almost immediately after the April 23–25 symposium, the Yale Federalist Society hosted
a lecture by George Gilder on May 7, 1982.67 Gilder, a self-proclaimed evangelical economist
who worked as a speechwriter for prominent Republican politicians such as Richard Nixon,
Nelson Rockefeller, and George Romney, had just published his international best-seller, Wealth
and Poverty, the year prior. Gilder's book had been met with abundant praise, especially from
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conservative evangelicals, members of the White House administration, and the president
himself, for its argument that capitalism's virtues are fundamentally grounded in Christian
values.68 The popularity of Gilder's book and its defense of Christianity's essential role within
American institutions speaks to the level of influence the New Christian Right exerted within
conservative American politics during the early 1980s. Additionally, it shows the mainstream
conservative movement's eagerness to embrace the integration of Christianity and government;
White House staffers informally referred to Wealth and Poverty as a "bible" for the Reagan
administration.69
Although it is unknown whether Gilder reached out to the Federalist Society or if the
Federalist Society reached out to the Gilder, his collaboration with the student club so soon after
its first symposium indicates that the Federalist Society's networking with well-known figures of
the New Christian Right movement was underway. Similar to one of the Federalist Society's first
events with Lev Navrozov, Gilder's lecture was also cosponsored by the Intercollegiate Studies
Institute; one of the Institute's six core conservative beliefs that guides its funding decisions is
the promotion of "traditional Judeo-Christian values."70 The Institute's founder, conservative
powerhouse William F. Buckley, was also the founder of the National Review, the magazine that
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had run the Federalist Society's symposium advertisement.71 Funding for the Gilder event is just
one example of the importance of foundation funding in the Federalist Society's long-term
growth; the Federalist Society would eventually receive a total of $98,000 from six conservative
foundations during its first year of operation. 72 By 1986, the Federalist Society's total budget
across all campuses exceeded $1 million.
Meanwhile, the University of Chicago Federalist Society chapter continued to host
events. On February 11, 1983, students hosted Republican Congressman Henry Hyde. An
advertisement in The Chicago Maroon student newspaper publicized Hyde with his recent fame
as a co-sponsor of the "Human Life Bill," a Senate proposal that sought to overturn Roe.73 Hyde's
conviction in the pro-life movement, a central issue of the New Christian Right, was grounded in
devout Christian justification and admired by New Christian Right leaders such as Christian
Coalition director Ralph Reed.74 "We are, as our coinage and our Pledge of Allegiance asserts, a
Nation 'under God,'" Hyde was quoted as saying. "Throughout our history, religious values have
always been a part of the public policy debate. Religious values, particularly the Judeo-Christian
tradition's insistence on the inherent dignity and inviolable worth of each individual human
life."75 Furthermore, the appearances of Gilder and Hyde show a shift in Federalist Society
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programming topics toward explicitly religious political issues, as opposed to the more secular
issues the club had been engaging with initially.
A couple of months later, from April 8–10, the Chicago Federalist Society chapter hosted
the organization's second annual symposium, this one themed around judicial activism. An
advertisement in The Chicago Maroon boasted Federalist Society representation at over 65 law
schools adjacent to its list of high-profile guests. 76 Symposium speakers included returners Bork
and Scalia, as well as new faces: Rex Lee, then Reagan's Solicitor General; Dallin Oaks, a Utah
Supreme Court judge who Reagan had considered for the federal Supreme Court nomination;
Paul Bator, Deputy Solicitor General; Frank Easterbrook, a Chicago law professor Reagan would
nominate to the Seventh Circuit the following year; Charles Rice, a Notre Dame professor and
member of the Department of Education's Education Appeal Board; and William "Bill" Kristol, a
University of Pennsylvania and Harvard professor who would be selected as the chief of staff to
Reagan's then-secretary of education the following year, among others. Not only were most of
these speakers all prominent legal professionals at the national level, but some were overtly
affiliated with conservative Christian causes. Prior to his appointment, Lee publicly opposed
initiatives such as school busing, abortion, and affirmative action and supported school prayer,
and as the Solicitor General, Lee argued on behalf of the Reagan administration that to exclude
Christianity from public life would be un-American. 77 Rice, who founded the New York State
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Conservative Party, authored an extensive number of works advocating for conservative legal
stances on the issues of school prayer and abortion.78 Oaks, alongside his judicial career, was an
active leader of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints and publicly asserted that moral
absolutes derived from religion should guide public policy and law.79 In another newspaper piece
previewing the second symposium, the event's topics are described as including "the withdrawal
of court jurisdiction as proposed in right-to-life and busing bills" and "the Supreme Court's
rewriting of the Constitution under the guide of interpretation," with speakers examining "growth
in the scope and degree of judicial power initiated by the Warren Court and exemplified by
recent decisions such as Roe vs. Wade."80 The symposium's advertising was clear: the Federalist
Society's programming overlapped with the legal priorities of the New Christian Right, which
emphasized the importance of pushing back on liberal legal victories such as Roe and school
busing.
1986 Onward: The Federalist Society's Professional Expansion
On July 23, 1986, The New York Times ran an article profiling the Federalist Society in
the aftermath of Antonin Scalia's nomination to the Supreme Court. It was five years after the
1981 founding, and the organization had just debuted its Lawyers Division that year. Besides
these new professional chapters in three major U.S. cities, the bulk of the Federalist Society's
work was still taking place on law school campuses. However, 1986 marked the end of the
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Federalist Society's time existing solely as a student club and the beginning of its official
expansion into the professional legal world. Calabresi, who had graduated from Yale Law School
and taken a position as a special assistant to Reagan's attorney general, Edwin Meese III,
candidly and enthusiastically described the status of the Federalist Society's presence on the legal
landscape to the New York Times profiler.
Mr. Calabresi says more than half the 153 Reagan-appointed Justice Department
employees and all 12 assistant attorneys general are members or have spoken at
Federalist Society events.
"Obviously, we do not run the Justice Department," Mr. Calabresi said. "But we
definitely have had an influence in terms of bringing in conservatives who otherwise
would not go into Government."81
All of these appointments emerged not from a movement initiated by veteran players of the
conservative establishment, nor from an old-guard professional network of longtime practicing
lawyers. They were set into motion by a student club started five years prior. But, it was the
assistance of those veteran conservatives and longtime lawyers that ensured the Federalist
Society's success. More importantly, the defining factors in elevating the club to a nationallyinfluential organization—one that could go so far as to place multiple members on the Supreme
Court—were the club's fit into a broader political aspiration and the willingness of conservative
leaders to fund and support its realization.
The Federalist Society's success is just one example of the rewards that long-term
political investments can sow. Within the last year, political scientists have only just begun to
trace the steps that have led to the New Christian Right's powerful presence in the judiciary and
identify the roles that secular organizations, such as the Federalist Society, played in securing
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that leverage. These authors have found that the process of engaging in secular litigation is a
method of network-building that has proven critical to the New Christian Right's expansion in
the area of public interest law.82 In its current form, as a fully-realized network of both students
and professionals, the Federalist Society serves as an institutional and political link between the
mainline conservative legal community and Christian conservative legal actors. 83 That is not to
say that the Federalist Society was, at its core, an arm of the New Christian Right and nothing
else. In its early years of event programming, the Federalist Society did host speakers and
engaged topics that were entirely secular, with no religious affiliation whatsoever, and in the
years since then, its programming has not shifted toward any sort of overtly religious focus.84
Rather, it was the mutually-beneficial relationship between a group of young conservative
students and a national political coalition that ensured the Federalist Society's ability to create a
powerful network of conservative actors capable of occupying positions all across the American
judiciary. While the spread of Federalist Society members is evident, many of them are still
relatively young and remain active advocates within the legal profession. The tangible impact
that Federalist Society members have enacted, or will enact, on legal precedence has yet to be
examined in detail. But, there is little doubt that these changes to judicial doctrine—like the
presence of Federalist Society members across American government—will be expansive.
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