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Many of the name tags at the Federalist Society Convention bear identity ribbons:
Speaker, Leadership, Madison Club, Madison Club +, Board of Visitors, Board of
Directors. Gene Meyer’s ribbon reads: Staff. A very busy staffer, Gene circulates among
judges, legislators, and AGs; practitioners, scholars, and students; donors, activists,
and social-media influencers. He is making introductions, listening to advice and
complaints, solving problems, and quietly taking the measure of eminent jurists and
aspiring 2Ls. And keeping everyone on-mission, the FedSoc mission—earnestly
conversing, arguing, and learning from one another about politics, philosophy, and the
doctrinal intricacies of last week’s court decisions and those of a century ago, all for the
purpose, and by our own example, of protecting and promoting the rule of law and our
constitutional institutions, with a bit of personal career-building on the side.

That in a nutshell is how the Federalist Society has grown from a handful of
intellectually discontented law students into an enormous coast-to-coast network of
thinkers and doers—the immensely successful conservative institution that every other
policy institute across the political spectrum would like to be. Its president and CEO is a
gentle man of personal modesty and selflessness, and of careful, nuanced thought and
expression. These are not traits usually associated with the leader of a revolutionary
movement that has won fame and influence in the face of concerted opposition and
powerful entrenched interests. But now that Gene is relinquishing the corner office, it
can be told that those traits have actually been the secret of our success.

The first responsibility of the leader of an institution is to articulate its purposes and
embody its ethos. Gene has done this brilliantly. His personal character has been
perfect for demonstrating the importance of reasoned argument and competition of
ideas in dismantling jurisprudential monopolies. The Federalist Society placed all of its
chips on the proposition that open, structured debate would lead ineluctably to revived
appreciation of Madisonian precepts and judicial fidelity to the written Constitution.
That we have succeeded in this manner has baffled many enemies and is the harbinger
of our continued influence against new threats to inquiry and debate.

But intellectual leadership isn’t enough. In 1946, Robert Maynard Hutchins, having
been dean of the Yale Law School in his twenties and president of the University of
Chicago in his thirties, wrote an essay with the exciting title, “The Administrator.” The
task of the administrator, he wrote, is not only to elucidate the institution’s purposes,
but to couple those purposes to an endless stream of thankless decisions large and
small, many of them unpleasant.



Hutchins explains: “The minimum qualifications of the administrator are courage,
fortitude, justice, and prudence or practical wisdom.” Prudence is “the habit of
selecting the right means to the end.” Its exercise requires “courage, which is the habit
of taking responsibility; fortitude, which is the habit of bearing the consequences; and
justice, which is the habit of giving equal treatment to equals.”

In Hutchins’s experience, leaders of academic institutions almost never exercised
those virtues. It was so much more pleasant to be a mere officeholder, avoiding hard
decisions, burying oneself in routine, coveting popularity and prestige. But leaving the
course of an institution to the enthusiasms of professors and students, or to the
momentum of a large endowment and bureaucracy, was a sure prescription for
mediocracy.

Gene Meyer has never once shirked these duties in his 40 years at the FedSoc helm.
He has understood that building and sustaining an institution is very hard and very risky.
One cannot simply triangulate the forces in play around a decision. You have to say no
to friends and colleagues every day of the week—and, more importantly, you have to
know when to say yes. Gene is not an autocrat. He has worked in intimate collaboration
and easy solidarity with the Society’s founders, directors, and executives—of whom |
will mention just two, the equally courageous and self-effacing Lee Lieberman Otis and
Dean Reuter. But the issues that get to the top tend to be difficult ones, clouded in
uncertainty, with strong arguments to be made on all sides. You need to decide,
sometimes under pressure, and many decisions will have sincere opponents whose

cooperation you need for other things.

Speaking for the members of the Board of Visitors, | can say that, first and foremost,
Gene always puts the interests of the institution first. | can also say that his officemates
know him to be a man of exceptional generosity who routinely puts their interests ahead
of his own.

Visitors to the University of Cambridge are often astonished at the magnificence of
the college lawns. The groundskeeper of one of the oldest colleges once explained how
this was done. On Monday you mow, trim, and weed; Tuesday you roll the ground;
Wednesday you seed; Thursday you fertilize; and Friday you water—then you do the
same thing the next week, and the next, for 1,000 years, and you end up with . . . this!

So with the Federalist Society. You seed, fertilize, and prune; hire and fire; explain,
encourage, and defend; expand this program and phase down that one; counsel with
donors and professors, judges and students; argue great issues and write workaday
letters; tweak the website; pay the bills—and you do that day after day, week after week,
for 40 years, and you end up with . . . this!

— Christopher DeMuth, co-chairman, Federalist Society Board of Visitors



