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Monday, September 16, 2019

Justice Kagan Delivers 2019 Anderson Lecture

In a wide-ranging conversation, U.S. Supreme Court Justice Elena Kagan spoke to a packed auditorium at Yale Law School on

September 11, 2019, during the 2019-2020 Robert P. Anderson Memorial Fellowship Lecture.

The lecture featured a conversation between Yale Law School Dean Heather Gerken and Justice Kagan about her career path,

what it’s like sitting on the High Court in such polarized times, and the strategy that goes into writing her powerful dissenting

opinions.

WATCH THE CONVERSATION (/yls-today/yale-law-school-videos/justice-elena-kagan-2019-2020-anderson-lecture)

Gerken, who was a junior professor at Harvard Law School when Kagan was Dean there, introduced the Justice as a “creature of

her own invention” and “straight shooter” who commands the admiration and respect of everyone around her. 

At the start of the conversation, Justice Kagan re�ected on her time as a new law student at Harvard, telling the audience that she

truly did not know what she wanted to do after graduating. What she did know was that she loved the “intellectual puzzle” of the

law and that it was a craft that had a real-world impact.

https://law.yale.edu/yls-today/yale-law-school-videos/justice-elena-kagan-2019-2020-anderson-lecture
https://law.yale.edu/
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“You could tell right o� the bat that this was something that mattered in the world, that you could make a di�erence using your

lawyerly skills,” said Kagan. 

Justice Kagan received an A.B. from Princeton in 1981,

an M. Phil. from Oxford in 1983, and a J.D. from Harvard

Law School in 1986. She clerked for Judge Abner

Mikva of the U.S. Court of Appeals for the D.C. Circuit

from 1986-1987 and for Justice Thurgood Marshall of

the U.S. Supreme Court during the 1987 Term. After

brie�y practicing law at a Washington, D.C. law �rm,

she became a law professor, �rst at the University of

Chicago Law School and later at Harvard Law School.

She also served for four years in the Clinton

Administration, as Associate Counsel to the President

and then as Deputy Assistant to the President for Domestic Policy. Between 2003 and 2009, she served as the Dean of Harvard

Law School. In 2009, President Obama nominated her as the Solicitor General of the United States. A year later, the President

nominated her as an Associate Justice of the Supreme Court on May 10, 2010. She took her seat on August 7, 2010.

Speaking about the varied career path that led to the country’s top court, Justice Kagan told the audience that nearly every job

she landed was unexpected. She urged students in the audience to �nd a balance between having a plan, but not being so

wedded to it that they miss out on exciting or challenging opportunities.

“A lot is just serendipity and luck,” said Kagan. “You should be open to the possibility of the complete disruption of your plans, and

you should look out for good opportunities and take more risks than you think you should.”

Asked by Gerken — who is the �rst female Dean of Yale Law School — how Justice Kagan viewed the fact that she was the �rst

woman to serve both as Dean of Harvard Law School and as Solicitor General of the United States, Kagan said it was not

something that was of much signi�cance to her personally, but that she came to realize how much it mattered to others.

“What I learned pretty quickly I think was that it mattered a lot to the people who were a part of these [institutions],” said Kagan,

“The symbolism of these roles makes a di�erence to people, and so I learned not to be dismissive of that.”

Gerken also asked Justice Kagan about what it is like to be on the court — which is meant to be a neutral arbitrator — in a time

when no one believes in neutrality. “I wonder how you think about the court’s role as it negotiates this really turbulent period in our

politics?” Gerken asked.

Justice Kagan said it was important to remember that there is more consensus on the Supreme Court than the media might

portray, and while divided opinions are inevitable, there are many unpredictable cases where the court can either agree or takes

sides that are not along ideological lines. 

“I love the cases where we can put our heads together and kind of come up with something that is acceptable to a broad sweep

of us or where things are just scrambled and everybody is doing things that are unpredictable,” said Kagan. “A court is a court, it is

not another partisan institution.”

Discussing her dissenting opinions, Justice Kagan said it is always her goal to be analytical, clear, and persuasive that the majority

of the court got it wrong.

“I like to think that my dissents are very analytical,” said Kagan. “I don’t really write them to express a lot of emotion. I write them so

that people will think if you took the law seriously, this is the result that you would reach.”
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Related News

During the talk, Justice Kagan also spoke fondly of her friendships on the court, including her hunting trips with the late Justice

Antonin Scalia, and what a signi�cant change it was for the court when Justice John Paul Stevens retired after 35 years. Kagan was

appointed to �ll Justice Stevens’ vacancy.

The Robert P. Anderson Memorial Fellowship was established by former law clerks and friends in memory of Robert P. Anderson,

B.A. 1927, LL.B. 1929, Senior Judge of the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit.  The Fellowship has been in existence for

many years, but has been rede�ned with a new objective; "to bring distinguished appellate judges to the Yale Law School to speak

on matters of general importance to law and society."
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Tuesday, September 17, 2019

Landmark Conference on the A�ordable Care Act Happening Sept. 26-27 (/yls-today/news/landmark-
conference-a�ordable-care-act-happening-sept-26-27)

https://law.yale.edu/yls-today/news/landmark-conference-affordable-care-act-happening-sept-26-27
https://law.yale.edu/yls-today/news/landmark-conference-affordable-care-act-happening-sept-26-27


21/09/2019 Justice Kagan Delivers 2019 Anderson Lecture - Yale Law School

https://law.yale.edu/yls-today/news/justice-kagan-delivers-2019-anderson-lecture 4/5

CONTACT (HTTPS://LAW.YALE.EDU/ABOUT-YALE-LAW-SCHOOL/OFFICES-SERVICES)

ABOUT US (HTTPS://LAW.YALE.EDU/ABOUT-YALE-LAW-SCHOOL)

ALUMNI (HTTPS://LAW.YALE.EDU/ALUMNI)

GIVE NOW (HTTPS://LAW.YALE.EDU/INFO/ALUMNI/GIVING-YLS)

127 Wall Street

New Haven, CT 06511

203.432.4992

News (https://law.yale.edu/yls-today/news)

Events (https://law.yale.edu/yls-today/yale-law-school-events)

Media Contacts (https://law.yale.edu/yls-today/media-inquiries/o�ce-public-a�airs)

O�ces & Services (https://law.yale.edu/about-yale-law-school/o�ces-services)

Law Library (http://library.law.yale.edu/)

ABA Required Disclosures (https://law.yale.edu/about-yale-law-school/glance/fast-facts/aba-
required-disclosures)

Yale Directory (http://directory.yale.edu)

Yale University Homepage (http://www.yale.edu/)

https://law.yale.edu/about-yale-law-school/offices-services
https://law.yale.edu/about-yale-law-school
https://law.yale.edu/alumni
https://law.yale.edu/info/alumni/giving-yls
https://law.yale.edu/yls-today/news
https://law.yale.edu/yls-today/yale-law-school-events
https://law.yale.edu/yls-today/media-inquiries/office-public-affairs
https://law.yale.edu/about-yale-law-school/offices-services
http://library.law.yale.edu/
https://law.yale.edu/about-yale-law-school/glance/fast-facts/aba-required-disclosures
http://directory.yale.edu/
http://www.yale.edu/


21/09/2019 Justice Kagan Delivers 2019 Anderson Lecture - Yale Law School

https://law.yale.edu/yls-today/news/justice-kagan-delivers-2019-anderson-lecture 5/5

 (https://vimeo.com/yalelaw)  

 (https://www.linkedin.com/edu/school?id=18042)  

 (https://www.facebook.com/YaleLawSchool)  

 (https://twitter.com/YaleLawSch)  

 (https://instagram.com/yalelawschool/)  

 (https://www.youtube.com/user/YaleLawSchool)

© Yale Law School

Contact Webmaster (mailto:webfeedback.law@yale.edu?
subject=Message%20from%20the%20YLS%20Website&body=***please%20begin%20your%20message%20after%20this%20line***%20)

Web Accessibility (/about-yale-law-school/o�ces-services/information-technology-services-its-yale-law-school/web-accessibility)

Privacy Policy (/about-yale-law-school/o�ces-services/information-technology-services-its-yale-law-school/yale-law-school-website-privacy-
policy)

Emergency Info (/student-life/transportation-security)

This website is supported by the Oscar M. Ruebhausen Fund (/centers-workshops/oscar-m-ruebhausen-fund) at Yale Law School

https://vimeo.com/yalelaw
https://www.linkedin.com/edu/school?id=18042
https://www.facebook.com/YaleLawSchool
https://twitter.com/YaleLawSch
https://instagram.com/yalelawschool/
https://www.youtube.com/user/YaleLawSchool
mailto:webfeedback.law@yale.edu?subject=Message%20from%20the%20YLS%20Website&body=***please%20begin%20your%20message%20after%20this%20line***%20
https://law.yale.edu/about-yale-law-school/offices-services/information-technology-services-its-yale-law-school/web-accessibility
https://law.yale.edu/about-yale-law-school/offices-services/information-technology-services-its-yale-law-school/yale-law-school-website-privacy-policy
https://law.yale.edu/student-life/transportation-security
https://law.yale.edu/centers-workshops/oscar-m-ruebhausen-fund

