
Stories of Supreme Court Law Clerks and
Their Justices: Constitutionalism and Beyond
The Supreme Court of the United States stands as the apex of the
American judicial system, its decisions shaping the nation's laws and
influencing society in countless ways. While the Justices are the public face
of the Court, they rely heavily on their law clerks, young legal minds who
provide invaluable assistance in the complex process of deciding cases.
The relationships between Justices and their clerks are often close and
mutually beneficial, and they can have a profound impact on not only the
Court's work but also on the personal and professional lives of all involved.
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This article delves into the rich history and fascinating stories of Supreme
Court law clerks and their Justices, exploring the ways in which their
interactions have shaped American constitutionalism and the broader legal
landscape. Drawing on firsthand accounts, historical documents, and
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expert insights, we will examine the role of law clerks in the decision-
making process, their influence on legal scholarship, and the lasting
personal bonds that often develop between these two groups of legal
professionals.

The Role of Law Clerks in the Decision-Making Process

Law clerks play a vital role in the day-to-day operations of the Supreme
Court. They conduct legal research, draft opinions, and assist the Justices
in understanding complex legal issues. While they do not have a vote in the
Court's decisions, their work can significantly influence the outcome of
cases.

One of the most important functions of law clerks is to provide the Justices
with a fresh perspective on the cases they are considering. Clerks come
from diverse backgrounds and legal experiences, and they bring a range of
viewpoints to the decision-making process. This diversity helps to ensure
that the Court's decisions are well-informed and reflective of the different
perspectives that exist within American society.

In addition to their research and writing responsibilities, law clerks also
provide feedback on the Justices' draft opinions. They offer constructive
criticism, point out potential legal errors, and suggest alternative
approaches to legal reasoning. This feedback can help the Justices to
refine their arguments and strengthen their opinions before they are
released to the public.

The role of law clerks in the decision-making process has evolved over
time. In the early days of the Court, law clerks were primarily responsible
for performing administrative tasks. However, as the Court's workload



increased and the complexity of the cases it considered grew, the role of
law clerks became increasingly important. Today, law clerks are essential
members of the Supreme Court team, and they play a vital role in shaping
the Court's decisions.

The Influence of Law Clerks on Legal Scholarship

In addition to their work on the Court, law clerks often go on to have
successful careers in academia, government, and private practice. Many
former law clerks have become leading legal scholars, and their work has
had a significant impact on the development of American law.

One of the ways that law clerks influence legal scholarship is through their
academic writing. Many former law clerks publish articles in law reviews
and other scholarly journals, sharing their insights on the Supreme Court's
decisions and offering their own perspectives on legal issues. This
scholarship helps to shape the way that legal academics and practitioners
think about the law, and it can also influence the Court's own thinking in
future cases.

Another way that law clerks influence legal scholarship is through their
teaching. Many former law clerks go on to teach at law schools, where they
share their knowledge of the Supreme Court with a new generation of law
students. This teaching can help to ensure that the Court's decisions are
accurately understood and that future lawyers are well-prepared to handle
the complex legal issues that they will face in their careers.

The Personal Bonds Between Justices and Law Clerks

While the relationship between Justices and their law clerks is primarily
professional, it often develops into a deep personal bond. Justices rely on



their law clerks for support and guidance, and law clerks value the
mentorship and wisdom of their Justices.

One of the most famous examples of the close relationship between
Justices and their law clerks is the relationship between Justice Felix
Frankfurter and his law clerk, Alan Dershowitz. Dershowitz clerked for
Frankfurter during the 1964-1965 term, and the two men remained close
friends until Frankfurter's death in 1965. Dershowitz has written extensively
about his experience clerking for Frankfurter, and his writing provides a
fascinating glimpse into the personal and intellectual bond that developed
between the two men.

Another example of the close relationship between Justices and their law
clerks is the relationship between Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg and her law
clerk, Paul Clement. Clement clerked for Ginsburg during the 1996-1997
term, and the two women remained close friends until Ginsburg's death in
2020. Clement has spoken about his admiration for Ginsburg's intellect and
her commitment to justice, and he has said that she was one of the most
influential people in his life.

The personal bonds between Justices and their law clerks can have a
lasting impact on both the Justices and the clerks. For the Justices, these
relationships can provide them with companionship, support, and
intellectual stimulation. For the clerks, these relationships can provide them
with mentorship, guidance, and a deep understanding of the law.
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