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UH Law Center Professor Renee Knake Jefferson says Biden’s commitment to put women in 

positions of power is unprecedented 

HOUSTON – July 15, 2020 - University of Houston Law Center Professor Renee Knake Jefferson 

said that Democratic presidential nominee Joe Biden’s pledges to nominate a woman vice 

president and if elected, an African-American woman to the U.S. Supreme Court is a first-of-its-

kind pledge made in the history of American politics. 

"Although women have been considered in the past for high office, the reality is that few have 

ever been selected," Knake Jefferson said.  “This same dynamic plays out in positions of 

leadership and power beyond political office too. Women are equally qualified, and have been 

for decades, but are unequally represented.” 

In her book “SHORTLISTED: Women in the Shadows of the Supreme Court” (New York 
University Press, May 2020), Knake Jefferson and co-author Hannah Brenner Johnson examine 
the personal and professional lives of nine women who were considered, and ultimately passed 
over, for seats on the Supreme Court before Sandra Day O’Connor became the first.   

Few realize that women were considered for the nation’s highest court dating back to the 
1930’s.  O’Connor’s historic appointment was in 1981. The book has been called “fascinating” 
by Linda Greenhouse, New York Times Supreme Court columnist, and “an important addition to 
the literature about the Supreme Court, the process of nominating justices, and the role of 
gender,” by Erwin Chemerinsky, dean of the University of California, Berkeley School of Law. 

“Women, and especially minority women, are significantly underrepresented in positions of 
power and leadership across all sectors even though they have the same qualifications as men 
in these roles,” Knake Jefferson said. “One way to address this is for women to hold prominent, 
national positions like the vice presidency or the presidency itself. Visibility matters.” 
 
Knake Jefferson holds the Joanne and Larry Doherty Chair in Legal Ethics and is director of Law 
Center Outcomes and Assessments. She earned her Juris Doctor degree at the University of 
Chicago Law School, and teaches constitutional law, professional responsibility, and a seminar 
on gender, power, law & leadership at the Law Center. She was awarded the Fulbright 
Distinguished Chair in Entrepreneurship and Innovation at Royal Melbourne Institute of 
Technology University from January-July 2019. She is an elected member of the American Law 
Institute, and chair of the American Association of Law Schools Section on Professional 
Responsibility. 

In December 2019, Knake Jefferson was appointed to the Michigan State Board of Trustees, as 
the university recovers from a sex abuse scandal involving a gymnastics team doctor that 
resulted in criminal charges, top level resignations, a federal fine of $4.5 million for failing to 
report and address the abuse claims, and a $500 million civil settlement with abused young 
women.  

https://www.law.uh.edu/news/spring2020/0417Knake.asp


Media contacts: Carrie Anna Criado, UH Law Center Assistant Dean of Communications and 
Marketing, 713-743-2184, cacriado@central.uh.edu; Elena Hawthorne, Assistant Director of 
Communications and Marketing, 713-743-1125, ehawthor@central.uh.edu; John T. Kling, 
Communications Manager, 713-743-8298, jtkling@central.uh.edu; and John Brannen, Media 
Relations Rep, 713-743-3055, jtbranne@central.uh.edu. 

About the University of Houston 

The University of Houston is a Carnegie-designated Tier One public research university 
recognized with a Phi Beta Kappa chapter for excellence in undergraduate education. UH serves 
the globally competitive Houston and Gulf Coast Region by providing world-class faculty, 
experiential learning and strategic industry partnerships. Located in the nation's fourth-largest 
city and one of the most ethnically and culturally diverse regions in the country, UH is a 
federally designated Hispanic- and Asian-American-Serving institution with enrollment of more 
than 46,000 students. 

About the University of Houston Law Center 

The University of Houston Law Center (UHLC) is a dynamic, top tier law school located in the nation’s 

4th largest city. UHLC’s Health Law, Intellectual Property Law, and Part-time programs rank in the U.S. 

News Top 10. It awards Doctor of Jurisprudence (J.D.) and Master of Laws (LL.M.) degrees, through its 

academic branch, the College of Law. The Law Center is more than just a law school. It is a powerful hub 

of intellectual activity with more than 11 centers and institutes which fuel its educational mission and 

national reputation. UHLC is fully accredited by the American Bar Association and is a member of the 

Association of American Law Schools. 
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