John Paul Stevens


Philip Kurland was an authority on constitutional law at the University of Chicago.  When asked about John P. Stevens, he said, “He’s a first-rate lawyer, a first-rate judge and a first-rate person.  More than that you can’t ask for.”  Another University of Chicago professor, Kenneth Dam, is a specialist in anti-trust law.  He said that Judge Stevens was “considered one of the strongest judges on the federal bench.  He will easily be able to hold his own on the court.”  Stevens quickly established a respectable reputation as a talented anti-trust lawyer.  He was concerned about people’s rights and giving them beneficial information.  Although Stevens was not well known, he fought for the average person’s rights.  He rose to high court in the spotlight and on the bench.


Stevens considered becoming a teacher before joining the WWII effort.  In 1942, Stevens was part of a code-cracking team with the U.S. Navy until 1945, and he earned a Bronze Star.  He began his education by attending Northwestern University for law school and graduating “magna cum laude,” the first in his class in 1947.  He was a lecturer on anti-trust law at Northwestern University School of Law from 1950 to 1954.  In 1955, he was a professor at the University of Chicago Law School until 1958.  He served as Chairman of the Anti-trust Law Committee, on the Committee of Judicial Candidates, and the Committee on the Judiciary.  Stevens served as a member of the Federal Bar Association:  American Law Institute.  He also served as the Associate Counsel of the Subcommittee on The Study of Monopoly Power.  Stevens was also on the Committee on the Judiciary with U.S. House of Representatives from 1951 to 1952.  In 1953, Stevens was a member of the Attorney General’s National Committee to study Anti-trust Laws until 1955.  He was then Chief Counsel to the Special Commission appointed by the Illinois Supreme Court to investigate integrity of the judgment of People v. Isaacs in 1969.  In July 1979, he served at the Appellate Judges Seminar at the New York University School of Law.  In 1953, Stevens wrote a Summer Institute on Federal Anti-trust Laws.  Stevens formed his own law firm in 1951.  Since he had competence and integrity, he was named general counsel to an Illinois commission investigating the conduct of state supreme court justices in 1969.  

Sen. Charles Percy said that Stevens was a “lawyer’s lawyer” and was now a “judge’s judge.”  Stevens’ constitutional theory is about deciding individual cases well, one at a time.  He hungers for facts about the behavior of the people in each case and about others in society with similar problems who would be affected by the Court’s decision.  As Stevens explores details of a case, the challenge is to balance and weigh the disputing values that come to mind.  He argues that one who is close to facts is in the best place to make smart choices.  If better judgments can be made by specialists, such as administrators, parents, or trial judges, Stevens is inclined to let their decisions stay.  He studies the language and legislative history of a statute before the Court, so he can discover the lawmaker’s will.  However, if an honest search shows no coherent legislative purpose, or in the absence of a serious conversation, he is much less deferential.  In other words, if there is no debate, no thoughts discussed, or no history discussed, Stevens would know the decision was not thoughtfully made.  For example, Stevens found fault with the Court’s complex, in his view hopelessly confusing, definitions of obscenity and establishment of religion.  Summary judgments are cases given a decision without verbal dispute, and the justices are content with the initial written arguments. Stevens criticized summary judgments, for the decisions were based on incomplete information.  I think we all need to follow his example and think thoroughly before making any decisions.  


There was a so-called scandal in 1969.  It marked the end of an Illinois Supreme Court Justice’s aspirations to the U.S. Supreme Court.  The scandal also marked the start of a lawyer’s, John P. Stevens,’ rise to the high court.  The work Stevens did on that investigation would launch him into public spotlight and the bench.  It seems to me that Stevens does more work than he has to.  I think he does excellent work.  An author, Manaster, showed Stevens’ expert strategies in the courtroom in his book.  Manaster also shows the high-profile personalities involved, “almost every member of the Illinois Supreme Court took the stand,” and he shows the subtleties of judicial corruption.  Stevens was loyal to the law and acted on what was good and right.  It is toward Congress he is most respectful because of its exceptional political insight, access to information, and constitutional authority.  He invites respectful behavior and maturity.  It seems to me that Stevens was dedicated to serving and contributing to the people and the Court.  


He was the only one I know of who wrote about Court procedures for everyone, regular citizens, to read and learn about.  Stevens has also made some legal writings.  He wrote “Mr. Justice Rutledge,” which was a reply to Professor Rostow.  It was by Edward R. Johnson and Stevens, Defense of Meeting the Lower Price of a Competitor.  After graduation from NWU, he served one term as law clerk to the Honorable Wiley Rutlege of U.S. Supreme Court from 1947-1948.  Another writing was “Tying Arrangements:  The Regulation of Railroads Effect on Competition Under the Robinson Patman act.”  In 1977, he wrote “Some thoughts and Reflections on the Litigation Explosion and How it Has Affected the Court’s Ability to Cope with the Problem.”  Some Thoughts on Judicial Restraint” was written in 1982.  The James Madison 1982 Lecture, “The Life Span of a Judge-Made Rule,” was written in 1983.  During the winter of 1984, Stevens wrote “Reflections on the Removal of Sitting Judges.”  Can you imagine sharing with everyone what you thought about something so difficult as firing a judge?  Stevens wrote “Judicial Restraint.”  Legal Questions in Perspective” was written in the spring of 1985.  In October 1985, he wrote “Remarks on the U.S. Supreme Court-Its Work, Its Workload, and the Appropriate Scope of Its Work.”  Stevens was concerned about explaining and elaborating answers to questions people had about significant issues and the Court.  He encourages people to be active citizens.  I think it’s important.  Because he values everyone’s opinions, he thinks they have a right to know, and their opinions may be valuable.  They may join the court as a lawyer, judge, or part of the jury.  Stevens felt responsible not only to the legal community, but also to all of us. 

On the Supreme Court, Stevens “confounded prognosticators who thought they knew him as well as those who did not.”  Justices are usually doctrinaire, by only telling theories and not listening to other’s opinions.  However, Stevens listened and valued everyone’s opinions.  He thought about other views, especially in civil rights and liberties.  His record in the areas of voting rights, free speech, free exercise of religion, separation of church and state, civil rights for African-Americans, children, and prisoners, and not excluding the criminal justice sector “drew praise from liberal constituencies.”  Stevens was always prepared, soft-spoken, and “he probed like a veritable explorer and was replete with novel legal theories.”  He wrote the opinion for Cipollone v. Liggett Group, Inc. 1992.  By a 7-2 vote, the Court ruled that “cigarette manufacturers could be sued under state products liability laws, particularly those grounded in charges of fraud or misrepresentation about the dangers of cigarette smoking.”  By March of 1997, the Liggett Group had made settlements in twenty-two states, which were suing the tobacco industry in order to recover Medicaid costs.  Stevens was determined to keep people safe and protect their rights.  He is a role model.

John Paul Stevens is a very friendly and just man.  He is an excellent lawyer, explained answers to questions, fought for people’s rights, and he informed people about dangerous objects, in order to keep them healthy and safe.  Stevens was ‘a gadfly to the brethren,’ a personal loner, a legal maverick, and he consistently challenged his colleagues.” A man so just, wise, caring, and helpful should be honored by having a high school bear his name.  It would be a great pleasure to attend a high school with the name of a man who fought for people’s rights, cared for their safety, and took appropriate action.  John Paul Stevens is a perfect candidate for the name of the new high school.
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