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About this Book

O
n October 15–16, 2021, family, friends, and colleagues of 

Deborah Rhode gathered at Stanford Law School and in 

Memorial Church to celebrate her life and legacy. h is volume 

tries to convey a sense of that gathering through photos and excerpts of 

speakers’ remarks. h e volume also contains excerpts from a Stanford 

Law Review online symposium in her honor.

h ough the gathering included panels devoted to Deborah’s 

scholarship, this was not an academic conference. h e idea was for 

people to share their thoughts and memories of Deborah as a colleague, 

mentor, and friend, as well as discuss her scholarly impact and legacy. 

Many thanks (as Deborah would say) to all who attended and 

contributed, and to those who organized the conference, particularly 

Monique Chao Norquist and Jodie Carian, as well as to Patricia 

Campbell for designing this lovely volume. h anks also to Carol B. 

Wilson, Special Collections Librarian at Robert Crown Law Library, for 

her invaluable photo research, and to Meg Harrington and the Stanford 

Law Review for permission to reprint the Rhode Symposium articles.

Photo taken at Walden Pond by Deborah Rhode
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Deborah L. Rhode
January 29, 1952–January 8, 2021
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Philip Bobbitt

I met the dazzling Deborah Rhode when we were law students together. What 
emerged, however, was far more precious to me than a memorable dinner 
companion; it soon became an abiding, ever-caring closeness, for among Deborah’s 
many gifts was a capacity for dauntless friendship. She was someone you’d share a 
foxhole with, as the GIs used to say, someone you’d i nd on your side even when the 
“sides” were geometrically drawn in opposition. 

Like many persons of genius, Deborah had a stormy soul. She concealed this with 
an ironic toss of her head and that ameliorating half-smile and a hopeful shrug with 
her hands upturned as if to say, “people can be exasperating and bloody-minded but 
in the end, it will all be i ne.” 

She was, like all great reformers, capable of indignation and righteous anger but 
Deborah was also quite incapable of holding a grudge.…

Each of us who have come here to pay a last tribute of af ection and say a 
wrenching farewell to Deborah Rhode is drawn by a gravitational yet personal pull; 
still, I know there are perceptions of our friend that we share. I would venture that 
not one of her friends has not witnessed her vitality and courage—qualities that 
make for warriors who i ght for great causes and to right wrongs.

Scott Cummings

What I keep coming back to is her voice, one that plays on repeat in my head. It is 
raspy, delivering words in rapid-i re, always sharp—sometimes to the bone—but 
most often shooting rays of warmth.…

Deborah’s voice was always irrepressible. When Deborah wanted to say something, 
she said it. She picked up the phone to call you—apparently never getting the Gen Z 
memo, often invoked by my kids, that no one ever calls on the phone anymore. But 
Deborah did. Because she cared about closeness (she also apparently never learned 
to text).…

I think what I will miss most of all about Deborah’s voice was its raw honesty. 
She was disarmingly unguarded. She shared with you her experience of feelings 
universal to us all. h e i rst time Deborah visited my family over the holidays a 
decade ago, she brought her camera, of course, and tried to cajole my squirming 
daughters to pose before her exacting lens. A couple of weeks later there was 
a small package in my mailbox. h ere were the photos, yes, but also the card, 
unexpected and revelatory, etched in her sprawling cursive, telling me how 
meaningful it was to her—to her, Deborah Rhode—that, at that stage of her life, 
we had found each other in friendship. h at was the thing about Deborah. Despite 
the heights she had reached ( i guratively speaking at least) she didn’t keep you at 
arm’s length, and that made her at once as incredibly human as she was seemingly 
superhuman. 

Memorial Service Remembrances
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John Etchemendy

Deborah was the consummate university citizen, and some of the reasons are 
easy to see: her formidable intellect, her incredible breadth, and her pellucid, 
persuasive writing style. But most important was her judgment, her sense of what is 
reasonable and what is not, of what is possible now and what must wait. h is made 
her a tremendously ef ective force for change.… 

Over the years, Deborah became one of my trusted advisors, a person I could count 
on to tell me when I was making a mistake, always gentle, never judgmental. h ose 
of you who have found yourselves in positions of authority know how rare and 
valuable an honest, forthright sounding board can be. Deborah often gave not just 
her considered opinion, but a telling anecdote drawn from her massive book on 
leadership. Sometimes, she would follow up with a wry New Yorker cartoon, putting 
a diffi  cult situation in its proper perspective. 

Toward the end of my time as provost, my wife Nancy and I needed to buy a house, 
since we were moving out of the offi  cial provost’s residence. As it happens, the 
house next to Deborah’s was for sale and we bought it. With that, our relationship 
moved to yet another stage: that of neighbor and family friend. I know that many of 
you had the chance to accompany Deborah on her long walks with Stanton. It was 
never clear who was leading whom, but the net result was something like a forced 
march, punctuated by abrupt stops at a curious smell or an enticing bush.… We 
have all lost a very special friend. 

David Luban

h ere was really nobody like Deborah. h e legal and academic world knows her as a 
brilliant scholar and a champion of justice. I know her as that—but even more as a 
loving friend, a generous heart, and a beautiful soul.

It was huge fun to work with Deborah. We’d pull up chairs around her table or 
walk the Dish. We talked everything through, and sometimes we’d haggle happily 
over a single sentence. She took out all my lame jokes; I toned down her rhetoric 
when her moral indignation was glowing a little too brightly for a casebook. We had 
philosophical arguments about the objectivity of morals, and one of the great things 
about Deborah is that she had a nerd side that loved that kind of thing. At the time 
she thought she was a post-modernist—and that was a little startling, because 
Deborah’s moral compass was not post-modern at all. She had an almost Victorian 
sense of right and wrong. Her writing could be deliciously ironic when she wanted it 
to be, but her soul wasn’t ironic. It was the soul of an idealist.

I loved her quirks (and there were a lot)—the goofy hat she wore when we went 
walking, the ice cubes in the beer, the side orders of ketchup at fancy restaurants. 
But really—I just loved Deborah, and as the months have gone by, I only miss her 
that much more.
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Jenny Martinez

Deborah Rhode was a member of the Stanford Law School faculty for more than 
forty years. She was an incredibly important part of our community, and she was 
also a friend and mentor to so many people, including me.

Her mentorship of women extended to her students as well. h anks to Deborah’s 
leader ship, the student organization Women of Stanford Law has grown to be a vibrant 
part of the community, an important resource for young women entering a traditionally 
male-dominated profession. Like so much of what she did, it was her calling.

Deborah was a tremendous supporter of public interest law at Stanford. When 
Deborah started here, there was little to no organized support for students who 
wanted to pursue public interest careers and government. Deborah helped identify 
this gap, and advocated tirelessly for i lling it. Today, we have an excellent program 
for students interested in pursuing a career of public service and, each year, we 
honor a graduating student with the Deborah L. Rhode Public Interest Award.

I will always remember: the legendary and prolii c scholar who invariably had time 
to go on a walk, and pass along her hard-won wisdom; the i ghter against injustice 
who was drafting a book on dogs at the time of her death and used as a jumping-
of  point her relationship with her beloved Stanton , who, despite his reputation 
for eating socks and going wild on the leash, was and is a good dog; the friend and 
colleague who asked me for knock-knock jokes when she needed a lift or a laugh.

May she continue to be an inspiration to us all.



10

Lucy Ricca

I became a feminist my i rst year at Dartmouth College during a course on 20th 
Century American History. For the i rst time, I had a context and a name for what I 
had always experienced and understood intangibly: the experience of being a woman 
in the world. In my second year at Dartmouth, I was assigned the book Justice and 

Gender in my Women and Government class and realized that the frameworks of 
law and policy were to be my vehicle for engaging and acting on my feminist and 
other political and personal identities. h e book showed so clearly how law and legal 
constructs of gender engage with and shape, and are shaped by, social, cultural, and 
political forces—the incredible possibility of using law to advance feminist objectives 
and the ways that law can just as easily be used to subvert those goals.

I carried that book with me for years, through my i rst Big Law employment, and 
then, eventually, into the offi  ce of the woman who had written the book, Deborah 
Rhode, when I interviewed for a job in 2013. Deborah became my boss, my mentor, 
and my friend. h roughout my life, i rst through her book and then through our 
relationship, Deborah pulled and pushed me into new ways of thinking about the 
world and my place in it. And although I was so very lucky to have her as my boss, 
she and her work had that impact on many. 

Deborah Rhode and the 

Past and the Future of Feminism

Cecilia Ridgeway, Renee Knake Jef erson, Benedetta Faedi Duramy, and Lucy Buford Ricca
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Cecilia Ridgeway

Deborah and I soon discovered that we each had been profoundly inl uenced in our 
college days by Simone de Beauvoir’s h e Second Sex.… One can see the inl uence 
or, better, the kindred spirit in Deborah’s own distinctive scholarly and feminist 
voice, a voice that has been at the center of her inl uence on scholarship and on 
all of us. It is that voice I want to talk about. In all her writings, Deborah’s voice is 
striking for its rigorous analytic insight and brilliant clarity of reasoning. As part 
of its transparent clarity, it is always in command of the relevant evidence and 
never l inches from inconvenient i ndings, but uses them to of er a broader, more 
persuasive analysis. 

Like de Beauvoir, Deborah wields her brilliantly clear analytic voice to lift the veil 
from taken for granted aspects of society. Her analyses reveal the deep assumptions 
about the inequality of men and women upon which these taken for granted social 
practices are premised. But Deborah does de Beauvoir one better as she does this. 
Deborah’s voice, as it delivers its razor-sharp analysis, always adds a quiet touch 
of irony and humor as well. h is tone disarms her audience and cuts through 
their implicit resistance to the uncomfortable truths she points out. Come on, it 
says, you have to admit with me that it is true. And they do come to admit it. She 
convinces and persuades. 

Using this brilliantly clear, rigorously insightful voice with its hidden weapon 
of irony, Deborah’s writings have pulled back the veil from one aspect of gender 
inequality after another.… Reading Deborah’s words, her sharp insights and clearly 
reasoned voice, students see how a little progress has blinded us to the deep 
structures of inequality that remain.

Benedetta Faedi Duramy

I met Deborah over i fteen years ago while I was a graduate student at Stanford Law 
School. She was the primary advisor of my dissertation. h e i rst time we met it was 
in her offi  ce (not in her pool or hiking the dish as it became our habit afterwards). 
She had read my research proposal on sexual violence against girls and told me 
bluntly: “I have good news and bad news for you. h e good news is that this is a 
great project and I will be working with you on it. h e bad news is that we need to 
start all over again.”

What she meant, I realized later, was that my project was very theoretical and 
instead what she wanted me to do, which is one of the most important things I have 
learned from her, was to unveil the gap between the laws on paper and what was 
happening on the ground. In other words, she wanted me to look for the practical 
application and signii cance of those feminist theories to envision strategies for 
change, proposals for action and reform. As she told me many times afterwards, 
rather than discussing theories, our primary responsibility is to inl uence even the 
smallest change towards advancing women’s rights, protection and agency.

At the end of our meetings, she used to tell me, raising her i st in the air: Keep it up! 
So, I am trying to keep it up and I hope you all are doing the same, for Deborah and 
for everyone else. 
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Renee Knake Jef erson

It is impossible to appropriately capture the loss of Deborah Rhode, an icon of legal 
ethics who, over the years and especially in that last year, became one of my closest 
friends. Deborah was known for the concept of ethics by the pervasive method, but 
her unique contribution was in feminism by the pervasive method. She, like me, was 
a reluctant feminist—neither of us thought being women in law was particularly 
novel or in need of activism. And yet feminism drives everything from her overt work 
like gender and justice to less obvious spaces, like character and ambition.

Rhode feminism is blunt. She calls the shots, but often with humor and wit, to ease 
the awakening for those who have been harmed and for those who perpetuate it. 
She gave feminists the language they needed to advance their work, literally making 
theory accessible through her calls to action and inspiring others to do the same. 
Not only does she have a Wikipedia page as the world’s most-cited legal ethicist, but 
the feminist phrase she coined, “the no-problem problem,” has its own page too.

Even now, it feels like she should be whispering in my ear about shopping or 
a museum exhibit or a walk or a beer on ice or a Broadway show or a meal at 
a favorite Italian restaurant. h e future of feminism, without her in our world, 
depends upon all of us deliberately cultivating networks of mentors to carry on her 
legacy and, eventually, our own.
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Benjamin Barton

I miss Deborah Rhode dearly in all regards, but especially for her bravery. Examples 
of her bravery abound, but here I’ll mention four. In 1976, while a law student at 
Yale, Deborah conducted and published a groundbreaking empirical study of the 
unauthorized practice of law. h e study established that these laws assisted lawyers 
more than the public. h e study is an apt encapsulation of all of Deborah’s work: 
formally innovative, careful and fair, and also unquestionably correct.

In 1979 Deborah joined Stanford and was told by the then Dean to “avoid teaching 
legal ethics” because “it’s a backwater.” Imagine if Deborah had taken this advice! 
Instead, she essentially founded the serious study and teaching of legal ethics.

In 1997 Deborah served as the AALS President and made pro bono her signature 
project. She helped found the pro bono section and encouraged law schools to 
quantify their pro bono ef orts. She did the same for law i rms and made pro bono 
another area of careful empirical and philosophical study. Deborah’s work resulted 
in tens of thousands of free hours of legal work for America’s neediest.

Lastly, despite personally struggling with technology (her strange Word formatting 
was legendary), in the 2000s she became a foremost advocate for using technology 
to help solve America’s access to justice crisis, despite stif  opposition from the bar. 
I hope Deborah’s bravery can continue to inspire us. I miss her every day. 

Robert Gordon

Deborah’s central view on legal ethics is that lawyers are i duciaries for clients. But 
they are also offi  cers of the court and i duciaries for the legal system.… Lawyers rely 
on a role-morality that is assumed to promote justice in most cases. But does it? 
One premise is that the adversarial clash between opposing advocates is ef ective at 
truthful resolution of disputes.… 

But as Deborah pointed out, the problem with the clash-of-advocates premise is 
that most people can’t af ord lawyers. h e problem with the adversary-process- 
produces-truth premise is that even at best it only works if advocates have equal 
resources, and mostly they don’t.

Instead of the uncritical zealous advocate, Deborah was the rel ective advocate, 
concerned about minimizing potential harms her advocacy might cause.…

Like her own ideal advocate, Deborah raises all the toughest arguments against her 
position and meets them straight on. Her analysis is never an exercise in pure moral 
reasoning, but based on wide and deep knowledge of moral theory and the sociology 
of practice settings. And she certainly never shirked the challenge of putting her ideas 
into practical action. Few legal academics, if any, have ever put in more time and more 
ef ort, in bar associations and law reform organizations and on her own home ground 
of the legal academy, to promote responsible counseling and access to justice. 

Deborah Rhode’s Legal Ethics 

as Moral and Political Obligation
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Paul Brest

I’m going to l ip the assignment for our panel from “what I learned from Deborah” 
to talk about how Deborah went about learning—her self-education about issues of 
character … through her writings that pertain to her personal experience and her 
professional life as a scholar and teacher.

Deborah believed that countering gender stereotypes, which she encountered much 
of her professional life, required leadership and decision making skills. In Lawyers 

as Leaders (2013), she wrote that leadership requires “vision, ethics, technical 
competence, interpersonal skills, and personal skills such as self-awareness and self-
control,” and that “one of the key skills that leaders need to learn is decision making … 
habits of conscious deliberation.” To this end, Deborah taught herself about decision 
making by writing about it in the co-authored Leadership for Lawyers (2018).

Character: What it Means and Why it Matters (2019) is dedicated to Justice h urgood 
Marshall, for whom Deborah clerked, and from who she learned about character as 
much as about the law.… She quotes David Brooks’ distinction between resume and 
eulogy virtues: “Resume virtues are the skills that contribute to external success; 
the eulogy virtues are the ones that exist at the core of your being.” Deborah was 
constantly working on her own eulogy virtues, which she separated into “moral 
character, which includes qualities such as honesty, integrity, and empathy—[and] 
performance character, which includes qualities such as perseverance and self-
control.”

We celebrate both her resume and eulogy virtues and her kindness and generosity 
to friends and colleagues.

What I Learned from Deborah Rhode

Paul Brest, Gillian Lester, David Sanford (and daughter), Larry Kramer, Hank Greely, Mark Chandler, and Shirin Sinnar
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Mark Chandler

I break what I learned from Professor Rhode into three buckets. h e i rst was during 
my experience as a student of hers in the winter of 1979–1980, taking legal ethics 
and being exposed to extraordinary intellectual rigor. She of ered a structured 
view of the profession that has stayed with me ever since in terms of an analysis 
of what drives the profession forward, what the gaps are in legal services, and 
what the opportunities are for improvement. And that structural rigor provided 
the framework that has shaped my thinking ever since.… h e second bucket is a 
stylistic question. In the write-up for this program today it described her as being 
“unl inching.” Well, that didn’t mean that Deborah was beyond making others 
l inch, including myself from time to time over the years. And that style was 
rel ected in a real directness that was something I also took on board, that when 
you’re trying to make a point, you need to make it. 

h at brings me to the third bucket. Yes, unl inching. But in all our interactions there 
was always a caring, and an interest and a calmness that was quite remarkable. 
All of us have seen her loyalty, her caring, her dedication to friends, and her 
commitment to other people. h at’s something, as I consider the third bucket, that I 
know I, and I’m sure all of us, strive for. 

Hank Greely

A little more than a year ago, Deborah, unexpectedly, gave me this tennis ball, 
autographed by tennis great Billie Jean King and given by King to Deborah at an 
event Deborah organized. She thought I’d like it; she was right. But I saw the ball as 
yellow and she insisted it was green. 

I i rst met Deborah in June 1969, over 52 years ago, unless it was September 1974. 
She remembered that we had debated against each other our junior year in high 
school; and although I believed her, I was never quite sure. In any event, I am sure 
we got to know each other in our i rst week as 1Ls at Yale. We were cordial in the 
next three years, but we weren’t close. 

I joined Stanford’s faculty in 1985. We started again, as cordial but not close. h at 
changed, oddly enough, through sports. We began, sometime in the late 80’s, to play 
racquetball. We played every week (almost). Even if I didn’t really want to play some 
week, Deborah had a way of guilting me into it—for more than 30 years. 

She almost never beat me at racquetball but she said she didn’t care, and I believed 
her.… Between games we talked, about health issues, her sister and nephews, and, 
on occasion, the law school. We were there, on three dif erent sets of racquetball 
courts, three games to a match, one match a week, for over 30 years. 

And so, what did Deborah give me?

§ Over 47 years of memories, almost all good, and more than 30 of friendship

§ A continuing hole in my life, a routine shattered—I still sometimes start when I 
see, in the distance, a small woman on a bike—and

§ A tennis ball, autographed by Billie Jean King, that is yellow. Or green.
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Larry Kramer

h ese are some words I associate with Deborah when I think of her: brilliant, i erce, 
contradictory, and generous. 

I’ll start with brilliant, which is about her work and mostly means repeating things 
others said in earlier sessions. All I’ll add is how truly remarkable Deborah was in 
the sheer number of issues and problems she dei ned and identii ed and forced us 
to reimagine over the course of her career. It’s astonishing. 

Fierce is a slightly dif erent matter. But Deborah was i erce in argument. When she 
was writing h e Beauty Bias, I made the mistake of telling her I thought she had 
overstated the argument. She proceeded for the next 20 minutes to lay out one fact 
after another, completely demolishing the position I thought I was taking. And yet 
she did it in such a way that I actually never felt the need to get defensive. h at was 
a common experience. So she was i erce but also really easy and good to talk to.…

And then contradictory. What I mean by that is yes, she was a i erce scholar, but 
she was at the same time intensely vulnerable. She was incredibly independent but 
also needy—needy in a way that made you want to help her.

And i nally, Deborah was kind and always generous. Unfailingly so. Which is why, 
like everyone else here today, I will miss her enormously.

Gillian Lester

I want to share some enduring gifts of general wisdom imparted by Deborah: three 
simple maxims that have stayed with me through the years. 

h e i rst: Everything’s better with cardio. It’s no secret that Deborah loved to walk. 
And she loved to do so with friends and collaborators, even conducting academic 
business—mentoring, discussing papers—over walks. 

I actually didn’t go on many walks with Deborah. But that is not to say that we 
didn’t conduct plenty of business “over cardio.”… All manner of business— 
outlines, thesis proposals, comments of drafts, would take place…in water. Doing 
the breaststroke. Lap after lap.

h e second maxim is what I think of as Deborah’s version of Mary Poppins’ spoonful 
of sugar: just a little bit of humor helps the message go down.

Deborah understood, like few others, the art of the quip. It is part of what helped 
to make her writings so accessible.… It draws the audience in and, while doing so, 
helps to make a point—sometimes an uncomfortable point that asks us to look in 
the mirror, or guard against complacency.

And, i nally, the third maxim: Don’t pull up the ladder.

I simply can’t stress this enough. h e idea of women extending a hand to other 
women is a theme that runs throughout Deborah’s work. But she also walked the 
walk of that credo. (Or maybe I should say, “swam the swim.”)... She continues to be 
there, through her work, and through our memories, of ering an outstretched hand 
to women everywhere, inspiring them to believe in themselves, to persevere, and—
above all—to raise a little hell. 
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David Sanford

Deborah Rhode was a great friend, and a devoted supporter of our civil rights law 
i rm, our i rm’s mission, and our i rm’s clients. 

I i rst became aware of Professor Rhode in 1990, when I read her book, Justice and 

Gender. I subsequently taught that work in my Williams College philosophy of law 
class. Shortly afterward, I attended SLS and spoke with Professor Rhode about her 
work and the inl uence it had on me and my students.

Years later, Professor Rhode served as an expert in our gender discrimination class 
action against Novartis and in our gender discrimination case against Columbia 
University. I had the honor of preparing her for her depositions and defending each 
one. Rhode grasped every nuance, and testii ed truthfully and masterfully in each. 

[Both judges in our Novartis and Columbia cases] granted defendant’s motion 
to exclude Rhode from testifying at trial, holding that, essentially, she was too 
powerful, too good, and too smart and therefore likely to sway a jury to our side. 
We won both trials without Professor Rhode’s testimony and we learned a lot about 
how best to present our case as a result of her input and guidance.  

Whenever I had an ethical dilemma, I sought her counsel, which she always gave 
with serious attention and trenchant thought. And she was unfailingly thoughtful 
on a personal level, most recently sending my 7-year-old daughter a book on 
courageous and talented women.

If only we could have one more day, semester, year, or lifetime with Deborah Rhode, 
we would all be further enriched, further enlivened, further enhanced in our 
collective quest for wisdom and goodness and charity and compassion.

Shirin Sinnar

I learned from Deborah that leadership consists of hundreds of small acts of 
kindness and support for the people around you. It’s not only about the books you 
write or the organizations you lead or the accomplishments that appear in your bio. 
Leadership is about lifting up those around you, so they can be the best versions of 
themselves. Deborah did that for me, taking me under her wing right from the time 
I arrived as a l edgling professor. She made it a practice of checking in on me, as she 
did for countless junior faculty.

Her mentorship—and our friendship—developed largely through walking around 
dried-up Lake Lagunita or the campus quad. Deborah was a true believer in the 
power of walking with others. She would always say, walking gives you three things 
all at once: fresh air, exercise, and time with a friend.

More than once, I forgot to bring walking shoes to campus, so she always reminded 
me to bring my shoes. I can still hear her gravelly voice coming from her offi  ce as I 
walked down the hall: “don’t forget your shoes.”... 

h e i nal chapter of Deborah’s book, Lawyers as Leaders, is one legacy. She 
concluded:  “Leaders have many ways to leave a legacy. For most, it is less through 
grand triumphs than through smaller cumulative acts that improve the lives around 
them.” Deborah had her share of grand triumphs. But for so many of us who knew 
her, it’s those countless smaller, cumulative acts that truly mark her legacy.
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One of Deborah’s passions 

was photography, and she 

loved to take photos of her 

friends and their children, 

as well as scenes from her 

travels. Some of her most 

treasured photos (shown on 

the following pages) were of 

U.S. Supreme Court Justice 

Thurgood Marshall, for whom 

she clerked in 1978–79.

Morocco

Athens, Greece

Friends

Edinburgh

Ventura, California

Walden Pond Stanton
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“I also got [U.S. Supreme Court 

Justice Thurgood Marshall] to 

pose for a few pictures that 

are now in the Supreme Court 

Historical Society. I was an 

amateur photographer at the 

time, and his oicial picture was 

so not wonderul. He used to call 

it his ‘hanging judge’ picture. He’s 

sort of scowling into the camera.”

“I just snapped some pictures of 

him during our meetings around 

cases. He’d tolerate it for ive 

or ten minutes. His wife sort of 

encouraged him to let me do this, 

because she didn’t like his oicial 

pictures, either. And then he’d 

say, ‘Put [the camera] away. Put it 

away,’ which I did.”
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“I caught one [photo]

of him walking 

down the Supreme 

Court hall from the 

back with a big bear 

hug around Justice 

Brennan. And this tall 

African American man 

and this small little 

white man from the 

back in the Supreme 

Court corridor is I 

think the best photo 

I’ve ever taken. I knew 

I was in the presence 

of history.…”
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T
he 1978–1979 Term was a busy one at the Supreme Court. h at’s the Term, 

civil procedure buf s might recall, where, in Parklane Hosiery Co. v. Shore, the 

Court introduced of ensive non-mutual collateral estoppel—an inelegantly 

named device that has eased the burden of many a plaintif . It yielded Dunaway v. 

New York, which helped to clarify what constitutes a “seizure” for purposes of the 

Fourth Amendment. And, it brought us Orr v. Orr, a decision that struck down an 

Alabama law that required only husbands to pay alimony because, said the Court: 

“No longer is the female destined solely for the home and the rearing of the family, 

and only the male for the marketplace and the world of ideas.”

Something else stands out about the 1978–1979 Supreme Court Term: the annual 

clerk photo. A tradition for Supreme Court law clerks, that portrait displays an 

impressive number of esteemed individuals. Luminaries include USC’s Susan 

Estrich, the i rst female President of the Harvard Law Review and the i rst female 

manager of a major presidential campaign (the ill-fated Dukakis-Bentsen run of 

1988); Robert Post, the 16th Dean of Yale Law School; Stanford’s own Hank Greely, 

1 Estrich
2 Garland
3 Greely
4 Post
5 Rhode

42  
5

1
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She Stood Up
h e Life and Legacy of Deborah L. Rhode

by Nora Freeman Engstrom

Nora Freeman Engstrom, Essay, She Stood Up:  h e Life and Legacy of Deborah L. Rhode, 74 
Stan. L. Rev. Online 1 (2021)
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a proliic and pioneering scholar of bioethics; and Merrick Garland, longtime D.C. 

Circuit judge, onetime Supreme Court nominee, and now United States Attorney 

General. Assembling so much budding talent in one frame is, itself, quite a feat. 

But, that’s just the half of it. Because if you look closely, you will see an anomaly. 

here are twenty-seven men and ive women pictured. Of the latter, four are in 

dresses and sitting. One, however, is in pants. And she is standing up.

hat woman is Deborah L. Rhode. She’s standing because, when she was instructed 

to sit, she politely but irmly refused. And that, my friends, is the point.

On this earth from January 29, 1952 to January 8, 2021, Rhode lived a remarkable 

life in the law. Her accomplishments, even by the numbers, are staggering: thirty 

books written, more than 200 articles published, thousands of students enriched 

by her teaching and mentorship, and nearly 6,000 citations to her far-ranging 

scholarship. Her “irsts” are similarly legion. Rhode was the irst woman elected 

president of the Yale Debate Association and the irst female graduate of Yale 

College to be elected an alumni fellow of the Yale Corporation. She was the 

founder and irst President of Stanford’s Center on Ethics, the founder and irst 

Director of Stanford Law School’s Center on the Legal Profession, the founder and 

irst Director of the Stanford Program on Social Entrepreneurship, the founder and 

irst President of the International Association of Legal Ethics. And of course, she 

was just the second woman granted tenure at Stanford Law School, her scholarly 

home for forty-one years. 

In all of this—and in the face of formidable obstacles and frequent underestimation—

just as in that clerk class photo, Deborah L. Rhode deiantly, steadfastly, and 

resolutely stood up.… 

Gender Equity 

After reading Simone de Beauvoir’s he Second Sex in 1970, Rhode became a 

staunch and unapologetic feminist, and, in the ensuing years, she became a 

leading—if not the leading—feminist legal scholar. In this work, she repeatedly 

grappled with the valuation and devaluation of diference and analyzed how to 

use the levers of law to catalyze change. Along the way, she interrogated a wide 

array of topics, such as sexual harassment, pay equity, sexual assault, pregnancy 

discrimination, reproductive freedom, and appearance discrimination (which she 

dubbed “the beauty bias” in a popular book). 

A through-line of this vein of her scholarship was to ask why it is that women, who have 

accounted for approximately half of all law school graduates for more than two decades, 

continue to lag so far behind their male counterparts when it comes to attaining real 

positions of inluence. (Still today, only 19% of equity law irm partners, 26% of Fortune 

500 General Counsel, 27% of judges, and 32% of law school deans are female.) 

She attributed the movement’s stalled success to various things, including 

rigid gender stereotypes, such that women are underestimated when they act 

“It is a shameul 

irony,” she frequently 

noted, “that the 

nation with the 

highest concentration 

of lawyers fails so 

miserably at making 

their services 

available to those 

who need them 

most.”
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in a traditionally “feminine” manner and skewered when they 

veer toward the “masculine”; a dearth of mentors and informal 

support networks; and rigid workplace structures that do not 

bend to accommodate familial commitments, which women 

disproportionately bear. In the course of diagnosing the problem, 

Rhode even ironically blamed the gains that the movement had 

already achieved. As she put it: “Our partial progress has itself 

become an obstacle to further change.” Here, Rhode recognized the 

conventional view that women have come so far so fast, it is just a 

matter of time before they reach true parity. Yet, Rhode’s scholarship, 

at its core, put the lie to that notion. Her work documented the 

structural barriers and cultural biases that continue to thwart 

women’s advancement, and it showed that these barriers and biases 

are sticky and stubborn. h ey will not magically disappear but will 

continue to divert women from reaching the highest echelons of 

the profession, unless we work, actively and deliberately, to remove 

them.

In the day to day, Rhode took that insight to heart—and she did 

everything humanly possible to pave the way for women’s promotion 

and success. She advocated for gender equity publicly, by, among 

other things, chairing the ABA Commission on Women in the 

Profession and testifying as an expert witness on behalf of women 

seeking to enforce their rights under Title VII. And, closer to home, 

she directed Stanford’s Institute for Research on Women and Gender 

and also prodded the University to publish salary information 

broken down by gender and to create a parental leave policy, back 

when such a policy didn’t exist.

Rhode was similarly indefatigable—and ef ective—behind closed 

doors. Out of the limelight, she championed generations of female 

(and also POC and LGBTQ+) lawyers and law students. She worked 

the phones, drafted letters, and sent countless emails to promote 

those from underrepresented groups, whether for promotions, 

prestigious clerkships, or other coveted posts. Her mentorship was 

just as important. She mentored many—from all corners of law and 

academe—and to the dozens of us lucky enough to have been taken 

under her wing, she of ered sage advice, steadfast support, and a 

sense of belonging, inspiration, and possibility. 

Access to Justice 

Just as consequentially, she repeatedly stood up to expand access to 

justice—a preoccupation, kindled at a New Haven Legal Aid Clinic 

nearly half a-century ago, that pervaded Rhode’s life and scholarship. 

With SLS Faculty, 1984
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“It is a shameful irony,” she frequently noted, “that the nation with the highest 

concentration of lawyers fails so miserably at making their services available to 

those who need them most.” 

Time and again, she called out the glaring dei ciencies in our criminal justice 

system, where competent counsel is a right but too rarely a reality, producing a 

world where, she memorably put it, “it is often far better to be rich and guilty than 

poor and innocent.”

Rhode’s assessment of the civil side of the docket was similarly unsparing. For 

civil claims, of course, there is no entitlement to counsel, fueling what many now 

acknowledge is a “pro se crisis,” as the majority of litigants—even when facing 

serious deprivations—are consigned to navigate the system alone. But the pro se 

litigants we see in court are merely the tip of the iceberg, for below the pro se crisis 

(which is visible), lies a larger but hidden crisis. h at consists of the tens of millions 

of Americans who are currently confronting a legal problem (such as an ex-spouse 

who is falling behind on child support, an employer who refuses to pay overtime, 

or an insurer who has denied a legitimate claim), but who are “lumping it,” i.e., 

taking no steps to protect their interests. 

Looking for culprits to explain this layer cake of a calamity, Rhode frequently 

returned to the UPL restrictions that had piqued her interest years before. h ese 

restrictions, she observed, foreclose the option of licensed lay practitioners—and, 

with that middle option of  the table, the restrictions ef ectively force litigants 

through one of two doors: either hire Cadillac counsel (door number 1) or forego 

representation (and often, action) altogether (door number 2). Given that many 

simply cannot af ord door number 1—they don’t have thousands of dollars to 

retain a licensed attorney—UPL restrictions, then, ef ectively consign millions 

of individuals to pro se status (or worse). On top of that, Rule 5.4’s fee-sharing 

prohibition plus UPL restrictions require law to be practiced in lawyer-owned 

and -operated i rms, which inhibits i rm growth and deprives i rms of effi  ciencies 

that would presumably come from greater specialization and l exibility, further 

increasing the cost of J.D.-provided legal services. h is, in turn, narrows door 

number 1, channeling ever more individuals to door number 2. Finally, individuals 

who do go it alone (the door number 2 folks) do so without much help, as 

electronic assistance to guide pro se litigants (essentially, the modern version of 

the DIY divorce kits of yore), continues to be stunted by the bar’s protectionist 

activity. 

It’s a complex picture—which Rhode painstakingly rei ned through decades of 

analysis. But once she’d done so, she was not content to merely talk, lecture, or 

write about it. Instead, once she really understood the root of the problem, she 

gave it the Rhode Treatment. She set about, in other words, to make things right. 

h rough the Center on the Legal Profession, which Rhode founded in 2008, she 

launched an aggressive, multi-faceted campaign to convince policymakers to 

At work, 2015
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embrace evidence- and risk-based regulation, which necessarily entails amending 

Rule 5.4 and relaxing UPL restrictions to permit the innovative delivery of legal 

services. h ese ef orts, as I write, are rapidly bearing fruit. For instance, Rhode 

long championed the training and licensure of paraprofessionals (think, nurse 

practitioners for law), as a middle ground between full J.D.’s and pure self-help. 

After twelve years of study, Washington adopted such a model ( for limited license 

legal technicians) in 2015, and, very recently, Arizona and Utah have followed suit. 

Permitting nonlawyer ownership was another of Rhode’s key prescriptions. In 

August 2020, the Arizona Supreme Court voted unanimously to eliminate its ethics 

rule that had long barred nonlawyers from having an economic interest in law i rms; 

Utah is in the midst of a pilot to permit nonlawyer ownership; and, in California 

and Florida, the idea is under scrutiny. Rhode long advocated more technological 

innovation to assist pro se litigants. h ese days, from Hello Divorce, to Rocket 

Lawyer, to LegalZoom, these tools are proliferating. And, in 2020, even the ABA got 

in the act—adopting Resolution 115, a resolution that “encourages U.S. jurisdictions 

to consider innovative approaches to the access to justice crisis in order to help 

the more than 80% of people below the poverty line and the many middle-income 

Americans who lack meaningful access to ef ective civil legal services.” 

In sum, for the i rst time in decades, when it comes to promoting access to legal 

services, there is a palpable sense that we are on the cusp of durable change. 

And Rhode’s i ngerprints are all over it. In a 2021 panel surveying this landscape, 

Professor Gillian Hadi eld perhaps said it best: “I really do think [this movement] 

will change the face of law, … and I think we owe that to Deborah.” 

* * *

In a 2016 interview, Rhode was asked how she wanted to be remembered. With a 

catch in her throat, she conjured her old mentor, for whom she was clerking at the 

time of that Supreme Court photo, and replied:

h urgood Marshall said he wanted the epitaph on his tombstone to 

read: “He did what he could with what he had.” And I think changing 

the pronouns would work for me.… You can’t control your legacy. 

Pigeons will roost on your grave.… All you can do, really, is do the 

best with what you have. I’ve got to think that’s good enough.

With conviction and courage, for sixty-eight years, Rhode stood up. She diagnosed 

problems and, in the face of obstacles and opposition, she set about to i x them. 

Ultimately, through her ef orts, she made the legal profession incrementally more 

diverse, law a little fairer, and civil justice more widely available.

She did what she could with what she had. It just so happened that Deborah L. 

Rhode was endowed with enormous energy, a blazing intellect, deep compassion, 

and a spine of steel—and it is those gifts she put to extraordinary use. Deborah, my 

dear friend, it was more than enough.
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Hard Questions 

About “Sot  Skills”
A Celebration of Deborah Rhode’s Scholarship

by Irene Oritseweyinmi Joe

I
n the fall of 2016, I started teaching my i rst Professional Responsibility class 

as a junior tenure-track professor at the University of California, Davis School 

of Law. In many ways, I had been primed for mentorship by Professor Deborah 

Rhode. I had completed a three-year teaching fellowship at the University of 

California, Los Angeles School of Law where I explored more about legal ethics and 

the legal profession with another titan of legal ethics, Professor Scott Cummings. 

Deborah and Scott worked closely on a number of projects including a Legal Ethics 

casebook that I used to teach that very i rst class. But my reliance on Deborah’s 

work actually began many years before that, to a degree beyond my realization. 

Over a decade earlier, I began my education as a i rst-year law student at Stanford 

Law School. Although, as a Stanford Law student, I was to learn about the law 

under the guidance of many esteemed professors, including Deborah, I had 

enrolled rather cautiously. h ere were many things I expected to learn as part of 

the Stanford community, but I was uncertain about how my enrollment would 

help me develop the skills I felt were necessary to adequately represent the 

marginalized populations that most concerned me. Fortunately, the Stanford 

intellectual community was up to the task of teaching about the law in a way 

that respected its existence as both ever-present and meaningful yet rel ective 

of systemic bias and capable of being abused and disregarded. One thing the 

community could not prepare me for, however, was the frustration that often arose 

as I practiced as a public defender in New Orleans. 

Frustration as a public defender is a frequent story, but much of my 

experience with that sentiment related to institutional decisions about 

how best to provide services for indigent defendants. When I later 

became an academic, hoping to explore these frustrations further 

and examine whether there were legal rules that could prevent such 

frustrations for future practitioners, Deborah quickly became a mentor. 

Her mentorship included written scholarly feedback and numerous 

conversations—at various conferences where scholars gathered to 

workshop ideas—as I tried to puzzle through a certain research 

Irene Oritseweyinmi Joe, Essay, Hard Questions About “Soft Skills”: A 
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claim. It continued over meals at various Palo Alto restaurants and in her home 

in Stanford, California. Our conversations covered a wide range of subjects, from 

what it meant to be a young Black female academic trying to learn and present 

ideas about how to improve the criminal process, to whether the system was 

really built to advance the type of justice we both hoped to see. Deborah’s remarks 

always centered on how we might think about legal ethics and the role these 

rules should play in supporting, or cementing, the important work public interest 

attorneys attempt to achieve. 

A central theme of … this essay is that Deborah’s work, indeed her entire 

motivating philosophy, arose from a space of deep concern for the experiences 

of the marginalized in our national institutions for justice. Her own experience 

navigating legal institutions as a female was only buttressed by her education as a 

law clerk to Supreme Court Justice h urgood Marshall and her commitment to the 

advancement of minority interests. Her work rel ected fresh ideas and a dedication 

to advancing the needs of those most victimized by our institutions. Her impact 

cannot be replicated but requires a constant attempt on our part to do so. 

On Character in the Criminal Process 

In her work, Deborah amplii ed issues of character and how the integrity of the 

criminal process could be undermined by the character of 

its institutional actors. Decisions about what character traits 

are ideal in any human population can be complicated, but 

Deborah sought to identify how character traits that minimized 

the value of other human beings would be most damaging 

in the criminal process. She described how our concept of 

character has reinforced mass incarceration and racial injustice 

in the criminal process as it “misinform[s] our judgments about 

criminal responsibility.” According to her, this failure on our 

part requires the legal profession to pursue paths of reform. 

I recall discussing with Deborah some of the interactions I 

had with prosecutors and judges during my time as a public 

defender. One story in particular struck her as indicative 

of the lack of clarity around the moral character necessary 

for lawyers in the criminal process. I represented “Timothy” 

on an enhanced felony that carried a sentence of life 

imprisonment without parole. Timothy had been convicted 

of committing similar crimes in the past and, at the time of 

the instant arrest, had been released on parole. As the arrest 

implicated a violation of his parole agreement, Timothy 

remained incarcerated throughout my representation of him. 

Early in our interactions, Timothy insisted to me that he did 

not commit the crime, emphasizing he had been in the area 

With Justice Thurgood Marshall, 1979
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Her work reflected 

fresh ideas and 

a dedication to 

advancing the 

needs of those 

most victimized 

by our institutions. 

Her impact cannot 

be replicated but 

requires a constant 

attempt on our part 

to do so. 

and provided his contact information to a person he perceived to be the victim so 

he could serve as a witness to the event. Timothy was confused about how he had 

been identiied as the perpetrator by an individual he had never met. he state 

ofered Timothy a plea agreement for a much lower term of years than the life 

sentence he risked by proceeding to trial, but Timothy could not understand how 

any term of imprisonment could result from his attempt to help. 

I described the stress of preparing that case to Deborah, detailing how I was not 

fully sure I believed Timothy myself as the current crime was very similar to the 

past crimes he had pleaded guilty to. I nevertheless committed to Timothy’s case 

and worked as hard as possible to try to uncover proof of his innocence. Despite 

my eforts, the proof never arrived, and I remember feeling relieved every time the 

prosecution asked for a continuance of trial dates. Although Timothy remained 

incarcerated on charges he kept assuring me he was innocent of, the delays of 

the trial always gave me more time to try to ind some evidence I could use to 

successfully counter what I expected to be the state’s case against him. he delay 

also meant more time could pass where Timothy would not be sentenced to life 

in prison as I was still uncertain about how I could win his case. Eventually, we 

reached a point in the case where the court informed us that there would be no 

more continuances. I told Deborah how I spent the night before Timothy’s trial 

in prayer, hoping that somehow a jury would see through what seemed like a 

mountain of evidence and ind Timothy not guilty. 

Imagine my surprise when I received a phone call from the prosecutor the night 

before the trial informing me that they would be dismissing the charges. he 

prosecutor ofered to allow Timothy to plead to a much lower-level ofense that 

carried a maximum sentence of thirty days in prison. As Timothy had already 

been incarcerated for more than a year, he would be released once the guilty 

plea was entered. When I inquired why they were ofering such a change in 

plea, the prosecutor confessed that the alleged victim had admitted they had 

not actually been a victim of the reported crime. he complainant had only 

presented Timothy’s name and information after receiving his information from 

an individual who had actually been present at the scene and accepted Timothy’s 

ofer to help. he prosecutor let me know, however, that she would pursue another 

continuance of the trial if my client did not choose to plead guilty to the lesser 

charge. he prosecutor justiied this move by saying they would need to conduct 

more investigation to see if the alleged victim was being truthful or had been 

subject to some sort of undue inluence to change her story. According to the 

prosecutor, Timothy’s plea to a minor misdemeanor ofense would have little 

consequence for him going forward.

I spoke to Timothy the next day and he was remarkably grateful for the opportunity 

to get out of jail. I felt we should report the prosecutor to the state bar association. 

he prosecutor had been, at best, grossly negligent and, at worst, intentionally 

harmful in not investigating the alleged victim’s story earlier on in the process. 



30

Additionally, given the presence of evidence that the alleged victim had made up 

the entire claim and involved the state in an attempt to unjustly incarcerate a Black 

man, I felt the prosecutor should have felt a duty to correct the injustice. Timothy 

told me that could be a ight for me to have on my own time, but he wanted no part 

of it. He reminded me he would be the one to most sufer by remaining incarcerated 

while the relevant complaints were made and the issues litigated. 

Deborah and I spoke about how the Model Rules of Professional Conduct do not 

provide adequate answers for such circumstances. She noted that in the absence 

of formal rules on the types of character we require of prosecutors, there needed 

to be better accountability measures for identifying and addressing the character 

faults of attorneys with such power. In our conversation on this topic, Deborah and 

I also considered whether the professional rules do an adequate job of addressing 

the warring responsibilities for the defense attorney in similar situations. My duty 

as a member of the legal profession to report another lawyer who I believed had 

performed improperly conlicted with my client’s request that I not continue the 

process. Deborah reminded me of her work establishing that the profession has 

a duty to weed out lawyers such as that prosecutor who appeared to have acted 

improperly in advancing the criminal prosecution of Timothy. She also prodded 

me to think about what the right answer should be for the public defender in that 

situation. For Deborah, the larger question was whether the Model Rules could even 

establish a rule that would capture the justiications one might have in not reporting 

that incident while also ensuring such attorneys were properly disciplined for such 

misbehavior. In other words, whether the decision not to report would actually be 

the type of character we would desire and should support in our defense attorneys. 

Our conversation led to a larger discussion of whether “justice” had occurred 

in that situation. he innocent client had been released from incarceration, but 

he had received another criminal conviction: a misdemeanor carrying its own 

long-term serious consequences—consequences that have received far too little 

attention in criminal justice reform conversations. Deborah noted how stories 

such as these were disappointingly too frequent in the legal academy and were 

one of the reasons she had chosen not to pursue a career in criminal defense. Little 

did she realize, her work advancing ideas about how we might operate in this ield 

was a pivotal way of contributing to the national discourse around criminal justice 

reform—a method that could not be matched by others.… 

In her time, Deborah Rhode encouraged us all to think about justice and the 

intangible traits of leadership and character in promoting and advancing access 

to justice. Her work, although transformative in and of itself, leaves much to be 

considered for the future. My experiences with her are but a small drop in the 

bucket of the efect she had on both practitioners and the scholarly enterprise. 

Both the legal academy and the legal profession will draw heavily on her 

foundation as they grapple with these issues and continue to identify answers and 

solutions to these important questions. 

2019
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2006 

2004 
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Managing Sudden Death, 
Grief and Loss 

in Close Community
Not Your Usual Law Review Essay

by Swethaa S. Ballakrishnen

D
eborah Rhode’s intellectual largesse has been central to chronicles of her 

legacy for good reason. For the innumerable who have encountered her 

illustrious writing and expansive career, her passing has meant the loss of 

a visionary thinker and leader: the end of an era, the loss of a giant who, across 

i elds, did not shy from hard questions or diffi  cult analysis when considering 

ethical ends and law’s true purpose. To junior colleagues, mentees, and students 

over decades and sites, it has meant the loss of a true champion and pathmaker, 

someone whose favorite use of her letterhead was in service of others. To her 

collaborators, it has meant the loss of a generous colleague, someone who did not 

take shortcuts and whose commitments to causes bigger than her were always 

evident as a rel ective and inspiring example. 

Alongside these strains of loss, this more personal archive performs an 

intentionally dif erent kind of recall. Although interpersonal narrative has 

positional limitations, recurring observances and spaces also allow for new kinds 

of meaning making and the capacities for imagined communities. To those for 

whom Rhode’s company af orded such space, alongside the loss of an intellectual 

visionary, there has additionally been a loss of a dependable walking/swimming/

tennis/ice-cubes-in-beverage-drinking/comedy-segment-watching partner. For 

many of her chosen kin, there has been a loss of someone who knew how best to 

show up for the intimacies she curated and created with care: a deep listener, a 

thoughtful interlocutor, an irreplaceably kind friend. 

Across these relationships with comrades, causes, and communities, Rhode’s 

impact has been mighty, and her sudden departure has left a vacancy to reckon 

with: seemingly, to many of us, without solution. Without seeking to solve for 

this loss, and embedded in praxis I inherited and honed in relationship with 

her—feminist method—I use this Essay as a starting point to traverse this 

impossible terrain of grief. I do this in two parts: i rst, by using the trajectory 

Swethaa S. Ballakrishnen, Essay, Managing Sudden Death, Grief, and Loss in Close 
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of our relationship to trace lessons inherited from witnessing and losing a life in 

close community, and then, to use this relexivity more critically, as she would have 

nudged, in service of building beyond this moment of loss towards the futures we 

deserve. 

Professor Rhode to Deborah:  

Making Space for New Versions of Self in Community 

For more than two decades, Professor Rhode’s work as a pioneer in the ields 

of gender, law, leadership, and legal ethics has been central to my research and 

scholarly inquiries as a feminist lawyer and aspiring legal academic. Still, although 

there is no dearth of ways in which Rhode deined and advanced scholarship 

within these ields that I ind my primary homes within, it is from observing her 

methods of engagement within them that I have learnt most deeply. It was not 

just that she was a renowned scholar with command over the several ields that 

claimed her as their own; it was that she claimed membership within each of these 

spaces in her own unique way. Pertinently, her ability to draw attention to minority 

experience within feminist legal scholarship led the ield by powerful example: 

She understood better than (and before) most that clean categories did not always 

serve variations in experience and that true equality required attention to the 

“diferences that diference made.” 

In the last decade, when this knowledge of her work and career moved from 

aspirational points on paper to a real, lived, interpersonal relationship, I had the 

chance to deepen this admiration of her: irst as my senior colleague and mentor, 

and, over time, as my dear friend. 

he transitions in our relationship over these years and her capacity to navigate 

and nurture its coordinates remain Deborah’s most signiicant lessons in my life. It 

was not just that she made time for me, it was the texture of that time she carved 

out and the model of mentorship it ofered me by example. Although she could 

have easily defaulted to modes of hierarchy, she always engaged with my ideas on 

their own terms. he conidence that these exchanges instilled, especially for a 

junior person of color who consistently felt disenfranchised within the academy, 

was tremendous, and it remains crucial to my entry, navigation, and success in 

this ield. 

Lessons in Kin Making:  

Who and How to Make Communities with Grace 

hese are short snippets of the many ways in which Deborah Rhode shaped my life 

and career, but their collective import is the same: By just committing to showing 

up over and over again, in a range of ways, she helped unlock doors that were 

certainly not going to easily open for someone like me. Further still, in not making 

the unlocking about her, she made me feel like I deserved to walk through these 

many doors, thereby changing the nature of the navigation.… 
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Just as she read on the author’s terms, she showed up in her relationships on 

terms that were valuable to the other. When I started to desire a more public 

acknowledgement of my nonbinary identity, Deborah was one of the few 

people who did not ask for an explanation or express discomfort with using my 

preferred pronouns. he way in which she was matter of fact about it allowed 

me to not just share more of my journey with her, but also to feel more conident 

about being more assertive about my pronoun usage. But just as she recognized 

the pointlessness of subscribed binaries, she also was quick to craft their 

strategic deployment in service of the people she was committed to protecting. 

I still recall her calling to tell me she was going to use she/her pronouns in her 

letter to the USCIS for my green card application, because she did not want a 

possible miscommunication to come in the way of my immigration status. Her 

innate capacity to know how to show up relected a thoughtfulness beyond 

generosity; it showcased sight. 

Deborah also knew when the personal was political and when one had to insert 

oneself into the narrative to do good theory. In one of the last drafts that we 

exchanged and deliberated on, she reminded me that it was “too hypocritical to 

continue the typical abstract academic analysis and pretend that the struggles 

are someone else’s problems.” his reminder that not inserting oneself into the 

analysis was a kind of violence because “it is what perpetuates stigma” gave me 

the power to send of an exceptionally personal preface to my book to press with 

less hesitation. And it continues to be a parting lesson I live with. It certainly 

is what gives me permission to write about her legacy centering grief, loss, and 

vulnerability in this way. 

Still, I was just one small part of her cosmos, and relecting on the ways 

in which she made community—agnostic of status, age, rank—has been 

another constant source of learning by example over the years. Particularly, 

in the weeks and months since her death, I have been buoyed by her 

invisible presence through conversations with others across stages whom 

she impacted in similar ways, the ways in which she used vulnerability and 

honesty to build kin, and the kind of trust that these exchanges of sharing 

ofered so many who were close to her. Although I did not know many of these 

people except through her stories, I have found myself struck by the tools 

she left her friends to ind each other and build in her (physical) absence, the 

ways in which she held us all accountable on our own terms and as a group. 

She wanted to be remembered by her relationships, by the ways in which she 

showed up for them, even when—especially when—it was hard. She knew, 

even when there was reason to forget, that connection and community was at 

the center of all that mattered. And by making time for it, by handling these 

spaces with care, she forced us all to be better. hese lessons, especially as we 

struggle with an overworked and mental-health ridden epidemic as lawyers, 

are worth heeding.
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“While a principle of our judicial system is that everyone deserves a defense, the ethical 

question you must all ask yourselves is whether this person deserves a defense from me.”

Professor Rhode gave me the conidence and belief that I could eventually ind my footing 

in a profession with few people who look like me. his was and still remains profound for 

me.

Tennis gives and takes. Success pressure her demon.  

Exercise and JOY.

“I truly think that I would have not become who I am  

without Deborah in my life. I am sure that’s true for many more.”

“She has been that silent mentor in the corner of my brain for nearly 

40 years now, urging me to do good, not just do well.”

“We were fortunate to know her, to argue with her, to learn from and 

be mentored by her. Her powerful legacy will last for a very long time.”

“Deborah, you left the world too soon. But you leave behind an 

amazing legacy—in the groundbreaking scholarship you’ve published, 

in the trailblazing work you’ve done as a leader in the profession, and 

in the thousands of students and lawyers you’ve taught and inspired.”

—Remembrances of Deborah Rhode, Robert Crown Law Library
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