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Syracuse University Commencenent Address
M5. RENO. Thank you very nuch,
Dean. It is a great privilege, an honor to be here

today. It was 35 years ago that | stood in your
shoes. | didn't know what to expect. The future
seened uncertain. | certainly never expected to

be Attorney CGeneral or have ny wattles focused on on

the Ally McBeal show, but it's been a wonderful

experi ence.

And | can tell you particularly after

these last five years of watching |awers in action

across this country, |awers hel pi ng peopl e,
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13 devel opi ng new systens, volunteering, trying to nmake
14 t hi ngs better for Anerica, that | amvery proud to be
15 a lawer in the United States. | love the law. |
16 | ove good | awyers, and |I've net sone good | awers

17 here today in this graduating class. You wll take
18 so nmuch fromthis |law school that will be with you
19 all of your professional career.

20 You'll find yourself telling stories about

21 faculty nenbers just as | did this past weekend;

22 faculty nenbers that have influenced your |Iife and
23 will forever. You'll take concepts of the law wth
24 you that will hold you in good stead no matter what
25 you do. Use the wonderful tools you obtain here.
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1 Syracuse University Conmencenent Address

2 Use them | urge you, in public service at sone

3 poi nt .

4 The chancel | or has spoken of ny feelings
5 about public service, and sonetines it does get a

6 little bit rough, but | haven't figured out anything
7 |'"d rather do than to try to use the law to help

8 people. | caution you as you consider public service
9 that sonetines it's frustrating. You don't think
10 you're getting anything done or it seens to go SO
11 slow In 1968 | represented a lady in a child
12 support matter. She cane asking nme to collect child
13 support. | quoted her a fee, and she said, "how can
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you expect ne to pay you? | can't even pay the
rent. | haven't gotten child support in nine
nonths." And | felt so bad about asking her that |
| mredi ately said, "forget it." But it nade ne

realize that as a | awyer we had to work harder to

devel op a systemfor a collection of child support

that woul dn't put that wonman or others simlarly

situated in the sane position. And so when | becane

the state attorney, we devel oped, along with others,

a child support enforcenent systemthat provided a

public way to collect child support.

Now, if you think public service is really

http://www.usdoj.gov/archive/ag/speeches/1998/0517_agsyr.htm (6 of 28) [5/28/2009 3:37:49 PM]



05-17-87: SYRACUSE UNIVERSITY COMMENCEMENT ADDRESS, U.S. ATTORNEY GENERAL JANET RENO

1 Syracuse University Comencenent Address

2 i nteresting and really rewardi ng, you mght get a
3 call at 7 o' clock on a Sunday night. | always le
4 ny home tel ephone nunber listed. "You haven't go
5 nmy child support yet and |'mgoing to get evicted
6 and it's all your fault," bang -- fromnothers te
7 how their children were doing wthout because |

8 hadn't collected child support. And yet, about t
9 years ago | drove down an old dirt road in South
10 Carolina with the President of the United States,
11 past the spot where a church had been burdened.
12 drove to dedicate the new church. The president
13 spoke, we cane down off the platformand a | ady
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14 suddenly burst through the rope line. "Janet, you
15 got nme child support in Mam." And she then said,
16 "and these are the two young nen you got child
17 support for." And | ooking at those young nen beam ng
18 down at ne, seeing how they had grown, it's one of
19 t he ways that you help people, and it's one of the
20 nonments that you al ways renenber.
21 Public service is hard, as John Kennedy
22 said, but it's worth it all. But even if you decide
23 not to go into public service, whether you're a real
24 estate |awer, a trial |lawer, or have a small famly
25 practice, you mght do other things with the | aw.

5

http://www.usdoj.gov/archive/ag/speeches/1998/0517_agsyr.htm (8 of 28) [5/28/2009 3:37:49 PM]



05-17-87: SYRACUSE UNIVERSITY COMMENCEMENT ADDRESS, U.S. ATTORNEY GENERAL JANET RENO

1 Syracuse University Commencenent Address

2 You m ght [eave the law, but | believe a good

3 educati on does nore than produce just good | awers.

4 It also builds good citizens, nen and wonen who can

5 wor k harder, think nore clearly, communicate nore

6 effectively, analyze better, negotiate nore

7 productively, and spot and solve problens better than
8 nost any other discipline.

9 | did an inventory of what |awers m ght
10 do. They help | ead Fortune 500 corporations.
11 They're entrepreneurs |ike the founders of Sout hwest
12 Airlines and David' s Cookies. They teach English and
13 ki ndergarten. They founded Direct Advocacy
14 Associ ations, Humane Societies, charities and
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| nvest nent banks. They wite novels and

screenpl ays. They are dancers and di sk | ockeys,

scul ptors, restaurateurs, mnisters and parents, and

they even raise Ilanmas. And if you are not satisfied

with any of those things, renenber that Tony Laruso

managed the OGakland A's to a Wrld Series

Chanpi onship in 1989, and he is a |l awer. But

wher ever you go, whatever you do in the law, use it

to help others. | see the |law having three

functions; one is as the sword and the shield, the

advocate and the protector; the second is as the
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probl em sol ver, a function too often negl ected by

| awyers; the third is a peacenaker. A |awer can be

a extraordinarily effective peacenaker.

In these roles as you approach

what ever you're going to do wth the |Iaw or out of

the | aw, consider two issues that | think are vital

for lawers to address. First, the issue of access

to justice: How do we nake the law real for all

Anericans? |f 80 percent of the poor and worKking

poor have no access to |lawers, to the Courts or to

justice, what does the |aw nean to then? For too

many, it nmeans nothing nore than the paper it's

witten on.
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Now, sonme of you may say, |'mgoing up to

Wall Street and I'mgoing to be a big corporate

| awer and that's not ny problem You may raise

|l amas and say it's not your problem | suggest to

you that if you do that you wll underm ne the |aw,

under m ne your community and contribute to a problem

that | think we nust address. |If people do not feel

that they have a voice in the law, if they feel they

have no renedies, if they feel alienated, then the

denocracy of which they are a part of is weakened.

It is inpaired, and it is not a representative of all

Syracuse University Conmencenent Address
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the people. W are all in this together, and we as

| awyers, no matter what course we take in the future,

have a duty to nmake sure that Anmerica has access to

justice.

| would begin in one of the nost inportant

areas of all, indigent defense. |In too nmany states

in this country, defendants who have no noney to pay

a |lawer, are receiving little, if any, defense. Too

many people face serious penalties, including the

death penalty, w thout adequate defense. Sone people

say, "but that used to happen, we don't see innocent

peopl e charged.” The Justice Departnent did a study

of over 16 cases in which in recent years a defendant

was sentenced, convicted and sentenced for a crine
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that DNA testing denonstrated they did not commt.

We have seen other instances in cases in which the

death penalty was requested when the person didn't

commit the crinme. One innocent person convicted is

one too many. And if we are to make this system of

justice we hold dear real, we've got to nmake sure

that at | east we do not deprive people of |iberty

wi t hout adequat e defense.

| f you becone the investnent banker and

are indeed on Wall Street, or if you're the | awer

Syracuse University Conmencenent Address
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2 wth the famly practice here in Syracuse, all of us
3 have a responsibility to speak out for |egal service
4 prograns across this country, for they are the heart
5 of making sure that America has access. But each of
6 us in our own ways perform pro bono service, and |

7 suggest to you that we can be nore effective and

8 cover a lot nore ground if we consider how we perform
9 pro bono service. W can go in |ike the advocate,

10 take the one case and think we can really solve the
11 problem or we can really solve the problem Let ne
12 gi ve you an exanple. Suppose a | awer undertakes pro
13 bono representation of a tenant who wants the
14 | andlord to fix the unit that the tenant lives in,
15 but the | andlord says, "the crack deal ers down the
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16 street have driven all ny tenants away. | don't have
17 any noney. I'mlosing rent. | don't have noney to
18 fix it. | feel bad about it, I'msorry." Wy not
19 take the whol e apartnent building? Wy not take the
20 whol e nei ghborhood and go to the local authorities to
21 see what community redevel opnent noni es nay be
22 avai |l able. Contact the senior partner who is the
23 Chai rman of the United Way Canpai gn and say, "hey,
24 | ook, this whol e neighborhood is in need of
25 rehabilitation.” Contact the |ocal Habitat for

9
1 Syracuse University Comencenent Address
2 Humani ty, and instead of working on one house, work
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on one house as part of a whol e nei ghborhood so that

you create a dom no effect and sol ve problens with

respect to a nei ghborhood as opposed to one unit of

an apartnment. Trouble with the crack deal ers down

the street? Go to the police chief and tal k about

what community policing could do in that

nei ghbor hood, to involve the citizens and bring

order, and to bring a force that can address quality

of life issues. Go to the |ocal nedical conmunity

and find out how we can join together in a

partnership that wll ensure nedical care for

famlies that cannot afford preventative nedical care

for their children, but use the ability of |awers as

probl em sol vers to nake a difference.
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And then that |eads to the second point;

| awyers have a responsibility to build a community.

It's fine to go in and represent one child, 14 years

old, charged with a delinquent act and get them off.

But how did that child get there? | used to | ook at

presentence investigations of arned robberies. |

could see four points along the way where we coul d

have intervened in that child' s |life to have nmade a

di fference, but there was no advocate. There was no

10

Syracuse University Conmencenent Address

| awyer there | ooking at the whole picture. W were
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only | ooking at individual cases.

And then the crack epidemc hit Mam, and

| went to the doctors at our public hospital to try

to figure out what to do about crack-involved infants

and their nothers. And they taught nme that 50

percent of all |earned human response is |learned in

the first year of life. The concept of reward and

puni shnent in the consciousness is developed in the

first three years of life. And | said to nyself,

what good are all the prisons and detention

facilities going to be 15 and 18 years from now i f

that child doesn't know what puni shnent neans? What

good are all the education opportunities going to be

I f that child does not have the foundation upon which

http://www.usdoj.gov/archive/ag/speeches/1998/0517_agsyr.htm (19 of 28) [5/28/2009 3:37:49 PM]



05-17-87: SYRACUSE UNIVERSITY COMMENCEMENT ADDRESS, U.S. ATTORNEY GENERAL JANET RENO

17 to learn? W have got to nake an investnent in our
18 children in terns of tinme and noney and structures,
19 and | awyers can |lead the way in | ooking at the whol e
20 pi cture as opposed to an individual picture to help
21 sol ve problens. Lawers as advocates can nmake sure
22 t hat we have a systemfor delivering nedical care to
23 every child; for ensuring that we can sol ve
24 parenting through child support nechani sns; through
25 efforts ained as donestic violence; through parenting
11

1 Syracuse University Commencenent Address

2 skills courses; and through conflict resolution

3 prograns that help bring peace within a famly. Let
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4 us make sure that every child in America has

5 appropriate educare in those first three years so

6 that we build on a strong foundation for K

7 t hrough 12.

8 Now, when | canme to Washi ngton for ny

9 confirmation hearing and started talking |ike this,
10 sonebody said, "you sound |like a social worker." |
11 don't care what we are. W should be probl em sol vers
12 for the people we serve and for the communities in

13 which we live. W should argue that teachers should
14 start being paid salaries that represent the strength
15 of their profession and the inportance of their

16 pr of essi on.

17 As probl em sol vers, yes, we should worry
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3

about representing that 14 and 17 year old defendant,

but we should let the world understand that if we're

really going to solve the problem we should have had

sonmething in the afternoons and eveni ngs and

summertinmes for that 17 year old to have done when he

was ei ght and started getting in trouble when

children are nore unsupervised than at any tine in

history. And we need to devel op job-to-work prograns

12

Syracuse University Conmencenent Address
t hat prepare our young people so that it will enable
themto obtain a skill to earn a living wage. W' ve
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4 got to give our young people, all of our young peopl e,
5 the opportunity to serve. This class has

6 di stinguished itself inits public service and in its
7 public interest work, but there are so nmany young

8 peopl e that want to be sonebody, that want to nmake a
9 di fference and don't know how because they have no

10 strong role nodel, no nentor. Each of us can nmake a
11 difference by being a nentor to a young person who

12 does not have soneone to | ead them

13 But where it all begins is in the famly.
14 | remenber ny Aunt Louise after school and in the

15 eveni ng and ny nother who worked at hone. M nother taught
16 us to play baseball and to bake a cake and to

17 appreci ate Beethoven's synphonies. She |loved us with
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all her heart, and she punished us. She taught us to

play fair. No child care in the world will ever beat

the substitute for what that |ady was in our life.

Sonehow or anot her -- sonehow or anot her we ought to

be able to pursue our career aspirations, be the

| awyer we want to be, practice law in a sensible way,

not get caught up with billable hours, and have

quality time with children. Wth nodern conputers,

13

Syracuse University Commencenent Address

wth tel ecommuting, with the way things are done now

we ought to use the technol ogy of today to give us

time to be with chil dren.
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5 Rai sing children is the single nost

6 difficult thing | knowto do. It takes hard work,

7 | ove, intelligence and an awful |ot of luck, but it

8 Is the nost rewarding, as | |earned when | inherited
9 15 year old twi ns when both their parents died and
10 | becane their legal guardian. The girl was in | ove.
11 |'"ve | earned an awful 1ot about raising children in
12 the last 12 years, but it is one of the nost rewarding
13 t hi ngs. When you go | ooking for jobs in the future,
14 ask: "what is your attitude about famly | eave tine,
15 about quality tine with famlies?" Make sure you put
16 that in the equation of success.

17 One final challenge: | think | awers

18 are going to be in a better position to hel p achi eve
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t han any other discipline that | know -- teaching

Anerica to resolve conflicts, not just with trials

but with negotiations and neans of dispute

resolution. Not with guns and fists and argunents

and knives, but talking it out in the elenentary

school. Not with bully sticks and harsh words, but

with a police officer who knows by the tone of voice

14

Syracuse University Comrencenent Address

and manner and an ability to communicate and to

| isten, howto talk wth young peopl e and nake a

di ff erence. Law firns, bar associ ati ons across the
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country are beginning to reach out and teach confli ct

resolution. |If we work hard at this, when you stand

up here 35 years from now you can say that you hel ped

| ead the way to bringing Arerica to a nore peacef ul

culture, a culture of respect, a culture where people

| isten, a culture where people talk and | ook and

understand i nstead of |ooking past and through in

argunment and in division.

It 1s such an extraordinary tine in

history, a tinme of challenge, a tinme where technol ogy

threatens to nmaster us unless we naster it, but

having tal ked to a nunber of your coll eagues just

before the commencenent, | have every, every faith

that you're going to do it. And when | hear 35 years
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19 from now what you' ve done, |'Il be as proud then as |

20 am now of all that you have done.

21 (Proceedi ngs concl uded)

22

23

24
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