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TRIBUTE TO MARIAN WRIGHT EDELMAN 

KATHRYN MORRIS 
 
What is the worth of a child?  Imagine a world where children are 

not valued, where we do not put their needs and desires before our own. 
Imagine a world where we do not invest in their future, where we do not 
make sacrifices to ensure their health, happiness, and spiritual wellbeing. 

 What is the worth of a child? Not so long ago, the worth of a child 
was measured by the value of her labor.1 On our farms, children were re-
sponsible for household chores, so that men could go and work in the 
fields. Industrialization created a special demand for child labor in our 
factories and our textile mills, because their small hands were perfectly 
equipped to work among the dangerous machinery. For the working-class 
family, a child was a vital source of income. She was the secondary wage 
earner to her father, because her mother’s place was still in the home. 

 The American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals pre-
dated any organization devoted to the protection of children. Early advo-
cates for the rights of children had to confront a society that did not rec-
ognize their worth beyond the value of their labor. 

 In our cities, automobiles and streetcars soon replaced horse-drawn 
carriages. The streets, once the playgrounds of our children, became the 
scene of public tragedy. In the 1920s, sixty percent of all vehicle-related 
deaths were children under the age of nine.2 On May Day in 1926, the 
nation mourned the 7,000 children killed in the previous year alone. 

 What is the worth of a child? In wrongful death suits, our courts 
held that the life of a slain child was valued at the lost labor and wages to 
her parents.3 For children too young to work, there was no compensation 
for their grieving parents because there was no economic value in their 
lives. For the working-class family who relied on the earnings of their 
child, insurance companies offered life policies specifically for children. 
Advocates argued that such policies were the continued exploitation of 
children even in death. They warned that allowing parents to bet on their 

 
1. VIVIANA A. ZELIZER, PRICING THE PRICELESS CHILD 56-72 (1985). 
2. Bill Loomis, 1900-1930: The years of driving dangerously, DETROIT NEWS 

(April 26, 2015, 2:14 p.m.), https://www.detroitnews.com/story/news/local/michigan-
history/2015/04/26/auto-traffic-history-detroit/26312107/ [https://perma.cc/UY7Y-
JH8R]. 

3. ZELIZER, supra note 1, at 138-68. 
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child’s mortality could lead to abuse and neglect. But for some, the eco-
nomic need was real. The payout on a child’s life policy determined 
whether the child would receive a proper Christian burial or a pauper’s 
grave. 

 Early state legislation regulated child labor to provide working chil-
dren a minimum education but did not exclude them from the labor mar-
ket. It was not until 1938, with the Fair Labor Standards Act, that child 
advocates bounded over the first hurdle towards children’s rights.4 

 But, with this new federal law, we had to redefine the worth of a 
child. It was no longer the value of her labor. The worth of a child was 
now the sentimental value to her family. In wrongful death suits, juries 
began to award significant damages. This was in part to acknowledge that 
no amount can ever really make parents whole again after the loss of their 
child. 

 But should the worth of a child be her sentimental value? Should 
she be a symbol of youth and innocence to society? An object of parental 
affection, to be coddled and adored? What becomes of the value of a child 
who is forgotten, neglected, or seemingly unloved? 

 Marian Wright Edelman is one of the child rights advocates of our 
time. The worth of a child does not come from the value of her labor, nor 
from the love and affection of her family. Her worth comes from within—
it is her dignity, her spirit, that gives her value. 

 Mrs. Edelman, you have always seen the worth of every child. You 
have fought for their rights.5 Because of you, there are children who are 
free from hunger and homelessness. Because of you, there are children 
who have access to healthcare. Who have a foundation to be successful in 
the classroom. And who feel safe, supported, and loved in their homes and 
communities.  

 Mrs. Edelman, through the Children’s Defense Fund, you have pro-
vided us with a model of excellence.6 Through your organization’s poli-
cies and lobbying, you have created a path for us to follow and to continue 
the advocacy for children’s rights. We cannot imagine a world where chil-
dren are not valued. We cannot imagine a world where we do not invest 

 
4. 29 U.S.C. § 203 (1938) 
5. CHILDREN’S DEFENSE FUND POLICIES AND PRIORITIES, https://www.childrensde-

fense.org/policy/policy-priorities/ [https://perma.cc/DC5H-BJ82] (last visited April 10, 
2019). 

6. CHILDREN’S DEFENSE FUND 40+ YEARS OF VIGILANCE (2018), https://www.chil-
drensdefense.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/40-years-of-vigilance.pdf 
[https://perma.cc/Z8K5-QCCR]. 



\\jciprod01\productn\n\nys\76-1\FRONT761.txt unknown Seq: 6 24-MAR-21 15:26 

xiv NYU ANNUAL SURVEY OF AMERICAN LAW [Vol. 76:xii 

 

in their future. Thank you for helping us see their dignity, their spirit, their 
worth. 
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TRIBUTE TO MARIAN WRIGHT EDELMAN 

ROBERT G. SCHWARTZ 
 
It is an honor for me to join today’s tribute. Marian has taught and 

inspired me, and countless colleagues, many of whom have passed 
through NYU’s doors. It is fitting, indeed, that we celebrate Marian at this 
law school, with its unparalleled history of advocating for the rights and 
well-being of children and families. 

 When I was young, before so many of us turned gray, I was part of 
a team that founded the Juvenile Law Center. That was 1975. We were 
influenced by a one-year-old, bright yellow paperback edition of the Har-
vard Educational Review. That volume, on the rights of children, was 
breathtaking. There were articles by Walter Mondale, Hillary Rodham, 
Peter Edelman, Mary Jo Bane and a dozen other luminaries.  

 The article that bewitched me most, as I took my first toddling steps 
as a lawyer, was an interview with Marian. The opening question to her 
was, “You recently announced the formation of a new organization, the 
Children’s Defense Fund. Can you tell us what it is and why it was cre-
ated?”1 

 “CDF,” Marian said, “is an attempt to create a viable, long-range 
institution to bring about reforms for children. If they are to receive fair 
treatment and recognition in this country, children require the same kind 
of planned, systematic, and sustained advocacy, legal and otherwise, that 
the NAACP Legal Defense and Education Fund . . . instigated for blacks 
three decades or more ago.”2 That resonated in the early days of the Juve-
nile Law Center, where we saw ourselves as building on the civil rights 
movement. Marian in 1974 went further, identifying half a dozen issues 
that she would pursue from the outset, including exclusion of children 
from school and reform of the juvenile justice system. Marian’s issues, as 
was so often the case, would become the Juvenile Law Center’s. (I was 
also excited to see the word “Fund” appear in CDF’s name—only to be 
disappointed when I learned that CDF wasn’t a funding source after all). 

 In the years that followed, Marian built a political powerhouse. She 
did it with a stellar CDF staff. She did it by finding strategic allies, by 

 
1. An Interview with Marian Wright Edelman, 44 HARV. EDUC. REV. 53, 53 

(1974). 
2. Id. at 53-54. 
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building coalitions, by mobilizing parents and advocates, interested citi-
zens, people of faith, and people who had faith in children. Marian’s CDF 
was a force on Capitol Hill. As a young lawyer in the early 1980s, I was 
excited when CDF asked me to testify about reducing the use of foster 
care before Tom Downey’s House Ways and Means subcommittee. CDF 
gave me my first taste of testifying in Congress. Marian and her staff knew 
how to build a record that a progressive Congress could use. Marian also 
helped folks like me gain our place in the world of child advocacy. She 
wasn’t worried about turf. Marian wanted results, and she was happy to 
bring a callow advocate like me along, as long as I advanced the cause.  

 In 1992, Marian published a book, The Measure of Our Success: A 
Letter to My Children and Yours. It’s a slender, wise volume. I got my 
copy at one of the annual, national conferences that Marian convened to 
mobilize her people. In this book, Marian wrote that she learned from her 
parents that “service is the rent we pay for living.”3 She wrote that in her 
family there was no talk of “burnout.”4 In The Measure of Our Success, 
Marian also observed that “It does not take character, intellect or talent to 
inherit a million dollars or to be born white or male.”5  

 One of Peter and Marian’s amazing sons, Jonah, wrote the forward 
to The Measure of Our Success. Jonah wrote that his mother was “proba-
bly one of the most honest people in the world.”6 Indeed, honesty is one 
of Marian’s many virtues— in modern jargon, one associates Marian’s 
“brand” with honesty, excellence, intellect, passion, justice. It was no ac-
cident that the Juvenile Law Center asked Marian to sit in 2000 for our 
twenty-fifth anniversary video. We knew that Marian’s presence alone 
would reflect well on us. She shared her brand. I can tell you that I was 
deeply moved when I heard Marian talk. If Marian Wright Edelman was 
saying good things about the Juvenile Law Center and me, well, maybe 
we really were making a difference in the world.  

 In 2014, on the anniversary of the 1974 Educational Review and 
CDF’s founding, Harvard’s Graduate School of Education brought Mar-
ian together with practitioners and scholars. We reflected on topics dear 
to Marian, a list of CDF’s greatest hits: prenatal and infant health, early 
childhood care, school reform, vulnerable children, child poverty. I was 
there as a juvenile justice practitioner.  

 
3. MARIAN WRIGHT EDELMAN, THE MEASURE OF OUR SUCCESS 6 (1992). 
4. Id. 
5. Id. at 26. 
6. Id.  
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 The symposium glimpsed back but, in keeping with Marian’s way 
of looking at things, it was largely devoted to the future. Participants took 
ideas that were once revolutionary—ideas like Head Start, or a youth’s 
entitlement to due process when charged with a crime—and showed how 
we could make them better, comprehensive, permanent.  

The symposium produced a book—the third that I’m citing tonight 
to capture the arc of Marian’s time at CDF. It is called Improving the Odds 
for America’s Children: Future Directions in Policy and Practice. Marian 
wrote the afterward, an ironic title for an essay about the years to come.7  

“As we look toward the future,” Marian wrote, CDF “remains stead-
ily focused on helping catalyze and mount the transforming nonviolent 
social justice movement for children our nation desperately needs and on 
pursuing justice for children and the poor with urgency and persistence.”8 

Urgency and persistence. In today’s high-tech world, there are very 
few people who can pursue anything for more than a few minutes with 
urgency and persistence. Marian has done it for decades.  

In her 1992 book, The Measure of Our Success, Marian told a story 
about Sojourner Truth. “One day during an anti-slavery speech she was 
heckled by an old man. ‘Old woman, do you think that your talk about 
slavery does any good? Why I don’t care any more for your talk than I do 
for the bite of a flea.’ ‘Perhaps not [Sojourner Truth replied], but the Lord 
willing, I’ll keep you scratching.’”9 

A few years ago, the Juvenile Law Center had a small DC event to 
honor Marian and Peter. Marian, I noticed, wore a Sojourner Truth medal 
around her neck. Marian is Sojourner Truth’s heir. Marian is in a line of 
persistent advocates who have made their mission the improvement of 
other people’s lives. If I had a book to sign for Marian today, I would 
inscribe it the way she did in my copy of The Measure of Our Success. I 
would write, “To Marian, with love and deep gratitude for all you do for 
children.”  
 

 
7. MARIAN WRIGHT EDELMAN, IMPROVING THE ODDS FOR AMERICA’S CHILDREN: 

FUTURE DIRECTIONS IN POLICY AND PRACTICE, AFTERWARD (Kathleen McCartney, Hi-
rokazu Yoshikawa, & Laurie B. Forcier, eds., 2014). 

8. Id. at 220.  
9. MARIAN WRIGHT EDELMAN, supra note 3, at 59-60. 
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TRIBUTE TO MARIAN WRIGHT EDELMAN 

OLIVIA GOLDEN  
 
It’s an honor to be here with such distinguished colleagues to honor 

Marian Wright Edelman. Marian was my first boss when I came to D.C., 
more than twenty-five years ago. I’ve thought of her and what I learned 
from her so many times over those years—and especially in the last two 
years. In this time that has demanded strength, clarity, strategy, and pas-
sion above what any of us thought we could give, Marian has been my 
gold standard. 

And of course, I’m just one of many people who came to Marian 
early in a career and soaked up what she had to teach. From the beginning, 
she has left an extraordinary legacy for younger leaders. From the CDF 
staff and board, to her alums including Hillary Clinton and Maggie Wil-
liams, along with Geoffrey Canada and Angela Glover-Blackwell, whom 
I met as young rising stars on the CDF Board, as well as people who may 
be less famous to the outside world but who are essential to advocacy for 
children and low-income people in Washington, D.C. That includes peo-
ple like Debbie Weinstein, the long-time leader of the Coalition for Hu-
man needs, Cliff Johnson, the creator of a child and families advocacy 
team at the National League of Cities, and Arloc Sherman, the brilliant 
numbers expert at the Center for Budget and Policy Priorities. What did 
all of us in this CDF diaspora learn from Marian? Three themes keep com-
ing back to me. 

First, Marian taught us to hold on stubbornly to our own core values 
and instincts. She taught by example, and sometimes by words, that we 
should never allow others to define our mission in life or the values we 
hold dearest. She often quoted a phrase she attributed to her childhood: 
“assign yourself,” meaning that each of us holds the responsibility for fig-
uring out what needs to be done.  

One of my most vivid CDF memories is a story told to me by the 
late Paul Smith, our beloved research and data guru, who had been with 
Marian for years and served some of us newer recruits as a guide. He said 
to me once, “You always need to remember that somewhere inside Marian 
is still that young woman standing up to the sheriff in a small southern 
town.” That story was about Marian’s courage and defiance—but also 
about a good kind of stubbornness, holding a line because you knew in 
your own core-being that it divided right from wrong. So, while that story 
taught me a great deal about Marian, I have come to think it also captured 
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something she taught us about ourselves: that each of us needs to find and 
define that stubborn core. In these last years of the Trump administration, 
that lesson has been constantly in my mind. 

A second lesson that all of us who worked at CDF of course ab-
sorbed was Marian’s big project: placing child advocacy at the center of 
an economic and racial justice advocacy agenda. She placed children at 
the center for two reasons: because of who they are—their vulnerability 
and the moral importance of how society treats them—and also because 
sympathy for children offers a way of engaging the public in caring about 
their families and communities. CDF’s goal was that people’s moral and 
emotional reaction to the suffering of children would help bridge racial 
and class divides and lead to solutions. 

In keeping with this aim, Marian always viewed children in the con-
text of their parents and their communities. She and the CDF have been 
models to a child advocacy world that can sometimes blur parents out of 
the picture or look for solutions that bypass them. For example, I remem-
ber how valuable I found the reports we did while I was at CDF on “Young 
Parents,” showing that young children’s poverty arises in part from the 
inadequate earnings of young adults. The good news is that this lesson 
stuck with me after I left, and I’ve replicated that analysis in the poverty 
report that the Center for Law and Social Policy (CLASP) puts together 
each year. But the bad news is that the grim result remains true today. 
CLASP’s analysis of the Census Bureau’s most recent poverty data 
showed that fully one in five parents under age 30 lives in poverty.1  

The persistence of this and other grim news about child and young 
adult wellbeing does raise a question about the effectiveness of centering 
advocacy on children. Does the bad news undermine Marian’s powerful 
and influential insight about child advocacy as a driver for change? It’s 
always easy to give up hope, particularly now when attacks on children—
especially children in immigrant families and children of color—are so 
widespread and hate-filled. 

But I remain convinced that advocacy for children and their families 
is a crucial lever for reform. For one thing, despite the disappointments, 
there are important successes where children’s experiences have power-
fully moved people and politics, including in these past two years. Perhaps 

 
1. HANNAH MATTHEWS, CTR. FOR L. AND SOC. POL’Y, CHILDREN AND FAMILIES IN 

TROUBLE: CENSUS DATA SHOWING DECLINING HEALTH COVERAGE AND ENDURING 
POVERTY (2019), https://www.clasp.org/sites/default/files/publica-

tions/2019/09/2019_povertydatabrief.pdf [https://perma.cc/SND4-VKT6].  
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most dramatically, in the outcry against separating children from their par-
ents at the border. For another, the moral urgency of child advocacy re-
mains undimmed. Children are the poorest Americans, and we owe it to 
them to persist in fixing the damage. And finally, no single strategy for 
reform has ever been sufficient in itself – that’s the wrong standard for 
success. Marian’s core insight about the power of advocating for children 
doesn’t transform the nation all by itself, but it remains indispensable 
many decades after her initial framing.  

But in these last few months of political turmoil, I’ve thought most 
of all about a third lesson Marian taught me: her commitment to both long-
term vision and immediate (even call it incremental) success. In my first 
few months at CDF, which were also my first months in Washington, I 
remember feeling honored and awed to be invited to a dinner Marian 
hosted at her home for advocacy and policy thought leaders in Washing-
ton, D.C. At the end of the evening, I was a lot less awed by the thinkers 
and by Washington, D.C., and a lot more awed by Marian. I felt truly 
grateful to work for someone whose vision was not bound by what was 
possible in the current Congress. Her sense of the sweep of American his-
tory taught her that the limits that look permanent today could collapse 
tomorrow.  

Yet at the same time, Marian never believed in holding off on doing 
good today in favor of perfection ten years from now. An old friend who 
worked for Marian decades ago told me a story that resonated with my 
own experiences. She asked Marian whether she should accept a compro-
mise on a piece of legislation she was working on, and Marian responded: 
“If it will improve children’s lives, then take it.”  

At a moment when so much commentary tries to pit big picture, 
visionary, long-term reforms against so-called “incremental improve-
ments,” it’s especially important to hold onto this “both-and” framing. We 
should not delay improving people’s lives right now when we have a 
chance, and we shouldn’t hold back from the grand sweep of change over 
the longer haul. That lesson, among so many others, is one that I owe to 
Marian. 

I don’t know if the United States will come out of this perilous time 
with our democracy intact and with the enormous public energy for 
change successfully channeled to tear down the barriers of poverty and 
injustice. But if we do, that success will be Marian’s legacy, due at least 
in part to her inspiration, the leaders she has guided, and the wisdom she 
has offered to all of us. Thank you. 
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TRIBUTE TO MARIAN WRIGHT EDELMAN 

MARTIN GUGGENHEIM  
 
It's a great pleasure and honor to be here. 
I'm embarrassed to acknowledge that until today, I had never met 

Marian Wright Edelman personally. I've never quite understood how that 
could be true, since I've dedicated my life to children's rights, and I 
worked very closely with her husband Peter for many years. Despite hav-
ing never met you, I was more than thrilled to be asked to say some words 
to honor your remarkable career, and I thank Kathryn for this opportunity. 

This is always a very special event at the law school. Annual Sur-
vey's yearly dedication invariably chooses an eminently worthy person. 
And as amazing as each of them is, they feel honored to be associated with 
the brilliant men and women that are on this distinguished list. Reviewing 
just some of the individuals who have been honored before gives you a 
sense of what I mean. William Brennan, Thurgood Marshall, Harry Black-
man, John Paul Stevens, Sandra Day O'Connor, Ruth Bader-Ginsburg, 
Sonia Sotomayor, Hillary Clinton, Janet Reno, Ronald Dworkin, Anthony 
Amsterdam, Lawrence Tribe, Desmond Tutu. Just some of the names. 
You may have noticed a decided preference for important judges and bril-
liant legal scholars, along with a nod to public officials, but no one, no 
one before, has led the life, lived the life, of public service. 

I can't call you Marian, I'm sorry. I'll call you Dr. Edelman, because 
of your 103 honorary degrees. By the way, how many of us, when we 
Google our names, can find the title “Top 25 Quotes by Marian Wright 
Edelman?” She can.  

But we honor you outside of the academy, the courthouse, or as a 
public official. You're unique, and I am so proud of Annual Survey for 
recognizing how special you are, and what you mean to this country. What 
you did was create the most important NGO of its kind in the world. You 
set out to change how we treat children, with a strong commitment to im-
proving the lives of what society perceives to be the least important people 
in this country. And that's not children, that's poor children of color. That's 
been your compass of true-north, and I know no one who has walked that 
walk with the integrity, commitment, vision, and brilliance you have. 
Truly nobody can compare to you, and to what you've accomplished. 

The sad truth about the United States is that it is both the richest 
country in the world and ranks at the very bottom in sharing its wealth 
with children. One of your methods which I've always so appreciated is 
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your shaming effort of America. Because when I'm feeling blue, I consult 
the CDF website, and I get to read the truth about our country, spoken in 
a unique voice of clarity. And I ask the students in the room who mean to 
honor Marian Wright Edelman's life to consult that website this week and 
learn things about this country that you may not know, but that is im-
portant you learn. 

The shaming includes an annual report that ranks each state in terms 
of child poverty. There's a chart of children living in extreme poverty. A 
chart of children under six. There's a chart of children living in poverty by 
race. Consider this: in only four states in the country is the percentage of 
black children living in poverty below twenty percent.1 In ten states, the 
percentage of black children living in poverty is greater than forty percent, 
ranging as high as seventy-five percent in Idaho.2 In Ohio, fifty-five per-
cent of black children under six live in poverty.3 If you don't know that, 
it's because you haven't followed the work of Marian Wright Edelman. 
She screams this out daily, but few of us are aware of it. Or too few of us 
are aware of it. Forty percent of Hispanic children in Ohio live in poverty.4 

I could go on, but I won't, given the hour, to talk about the truths 
that Marian Wright Edelman speaks daily through her website, and 
through the work. The list of things that CDF has accomplished is remark-
ably long. The list of things it needs to accomplish is considerably longer. 
And I know there's nobody in this room who believes that and understands 
that more than you. It's what makes you so special. You know you're not 
special. You're wrong, but you know that. 

Here are some of her quotes. “I'm sure I'm impatient sometimes. I 
sure do get angry. I think it's outrageous how hard it is to get this country 
to feed its children, and to take care of its children, and to give them a 
decent education.”5 “We have the capacity to make sure that every mother 
has prenatal care, yet we don't do it. What is it about America? It says we 
don't value children and families, we're hypocrites.”6 “Child poverty and 
 

1. CHILD.’S DEF. FUND, CHILD POVERTY IN AMERICA 2017: STATE ANALYSIS 4 
(2018), https://www.childrensdefense.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Child-Poverty-in-
America-2017-State-Fact-Sheet.pdf [https://perma.cc/9P34-QDBX].  

2. Id. at 4, 16. 
3. Id. at 17.  
4. Id. at 19. 
5. Marian Wright Edelman Quotes, BRAINYMEDIA INC., 

https://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/marian_wright_edelman_463726 
[https://perma.cc/J2J6-439Y] (last visited Apr. 22, 2019). 

6. Marian Wright Edelman Quotes, BRAINYMEDIA INC., 
https://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/marian_wright_edelman_463730 
[https://perma.cc/H3Q3-KMBB] (last visited Apr. 22, 2019). 
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neglect, racial disparities in systems that serve children, and the cradle to 
prison pipeline are not acts of God, they are America's immoral, political, 
and economic choices that can and must be changed with strong political, 
corporate, and community leadership.”7 

Those are the focused and crucial ideas of Marian Wright Edel-
man, and that's why you're my hero.  

Thank you. 
 

 
7. Marian Wright Edelman, The Cradle to Prison Pipeline: America’s New Apart-

heid, CHILD.’S DEF. FUND (Feb. 6, 2009), https://www.childrensdefense.org/child-watch-
columns/health/2009/the-cradle-to-prison-pipeline-americas-new-apartheid 
[https://perma.cc/D5FE-PKB5].  
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TRIBUTE TO MARIAN WRIGHT EDELMAN 

JOHN SEXTON 
 
When Lisa and I graduated from law school in 1979, it was impos-

sible to be a law student or young lawyer without knowing that one of the 
heroes of the law was Marian Wright Edelman. In 1980, our first year in 
D.C., the Children’s Defense Fund (CDF) was already an admired public 
interest organization and Marian’s work was legendary. Interestingly, 
though we were in the same city for two years and had scores of mutual 
connections, to the best of my knowledge, we never met and certainly 
never forged a friendship. 

Marian entered our lives as a friend one year after we had settled in 
New York; Lisa at the Revson Foundation, and I at NYU. I remember the 
night when Lisa, at dinner, first described the work at the CDF that she 
proposed to support with a grant from the Foundation. Suddenly, the hero 
whom we had admired became a person known to us. There was excite-
ment in Lisa’s description of the possibilities she saw—an excitement that 
was vindicated in the record of the following decades, the record we honor 
today. 

At the time, Hilary Clinton was the chair of the CDF’s board. So, it 
came to be that three quite magnificent women forged a friendship and, in 
many respects, a partnership. Eventually, the three husbands were added 
to the circle. And that is how Marian, the person, entered my life. So, like 
many things, this blessing—my friendship with this very special 
woman—came to me through Lisa. 

Today, several distinguished colleagues and friends will speak of 
Marian’s extraordinary professional accomplishments and, in a moment, 
I will highlight just a few of those achievements from a particular angle. 
I want to begin, however, by telling you a more private story, one that 
illustrates what I believe is a foundational trait of Marian’s continued suc-
cess. 

Early on, in the summer of either 1983 or 1984, the three women 
conceived of gathering a dozen or so people for several days of collective 
conversation in a relaxed setting where we all would be together around 
the clock. It was a form of intellectual retreat. They decided that we would 
discuss certain big topics and that we would read a set of common books 
in advance of gathering. Notwithstanding the ample time for social activ-
ities and sidebar conversations, there was substantial designated time each 
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day for serious conversation on designated topics. The husbands were in-
vited to participate; this was the first time I met Peter, Marian’s husband, 
and Bill Clinton. We repeated these conventions for a few years. 

What I found extraordinary about those summer days is something 
that I think always has been reflected in Marian’s work: the importance, 
even as one deals with immediate challenges, of concentrating on how 
those immediate challenges and even intermediate needs can be shaped to 
serve long-term goals. 

This capacity to operate effectively on several levels simultaneously 
within the context of a complex organization with pressing immediate 
needs is a very rare talent; and it is a talent Marian possesses in abundance. 
Many will speak of her achievements in advancing the cause of children— 
from primary education, to healthcare, to a number of other areas. My 
point is that her singular success on those fronts is a product of her capac-
ity to think and act in this multi-dimensional way. 

So it is, for example, that one of the first accomplishments of the 
CDF was the enactment of the Education for All Handicapped Children 
Act in 1975.1 Only two years after founding the CDF, Marian engineered 
this legislation which brought education to millions of disabled children. 
But even as she celebrated this advance, Marian already was working to 
build upon the victory. Like Thurgood Marshall carefully building the 
precedents to support Brown,2 or Ruth Ginsburg building the precedents 
to support Roe,3 she, on the political front, was molding the form of a fu-
ture victory. Through the CDF, she founded two Freedom Schools in 
1995. Since then, tens of thousands of children have been given a mean-
ingful, high-quality education during their summers, in over 183 program 
sites around the country. From there, she built further victories. From 
1975 through today, Marian has forced the country to change its approach 
to educating impoverished and disabled children. 

In the same way, Marian led the long-term effort to expand chil-
dren’s healthcare. In 1984, she and the CDF achieved the passage of the 
Children’s Health Assurance Program, which expanded Medicaid to 
500,000 mothers and children who previously were not eligible for 
healthcare coverage. With these most pressing needs met, she immedi-
ately began work to expand healthcare coverage to every child in Amer-
ica. A little over a decade later, she had secured passage of the Children’s 

 
1. Pub. L. No. 94-142, 89 Stat. 773.  
2. Brown v. Board of Education, 347 U.S. 483 (1954).  
3. Roe v. Wade, 410 U.S. 113 (1973). 
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Health Insurance Program in 1997; today, 9.4 million children are covered 
by CHIP. 

One final example, perhaps the clearest, is the work she has done 
over decades to put in place the next generation of advocates for children. 
The Beat the Odds Program, founded in 1990, has rewarded many high 
school students who faced extraordinary challenges on the road to suc-
cess. Alumni of Beat the Odds have gone on to graduate from competitive 
colleges; one has become a Rhodes Scholar. These students have become 
the contemporary versions of a younger Marian (Marian is still young); 
they are tomorrow’s change agents. And the graduates of Beat the Odds 
are not alone in Marian’s army of advocates. My daughter, Katie, today is 
a legal aid lawyer working with children; I am certain that a subliminal 
influence in her career choice came from the stories she heard about Mar-
ian at our dinner table. Perhaps Marian’s greatest long-term legacy is the 
thousands of Katies she has inspired. She showed the way, and they will 
follow it. 

Since Lisa’s death, I have followed Marian’s career more from a 
distance, but always with admiration. I never hear her name without ex-
periencing a flood of memories of how she, already a model for anyone 
associated with the law or public advocacy, took seriously people far jun-
ior, including Lisa and me. But there have been some poignant intersec-
tions, one of which I will use to conclude. 

This semester I am teaching again my course, Baseball as a Road 
to God. As part of the course, the students will watch a documentary film: 
BROOKLYN DODGERS, GHOSTS OF FLATBUSH.4 I have told over the dec-
ades, in many contexts and on five continents, what I consider to be one 
of my greatest stories—the story of how I experienced October 4, 1955, 
the day the Brooklyn Dodgers won the World Series for the first—and as 
it turned out, the last—time. I will not tell that story today; those of you 
who want to hear it can watch the film, because, simply put, I never told 
that story as well as I got to tell it with the brilliant artistic supplementation 
provided by a young man named Ezra Edelman in that documentary 
film. Ezra Edelman is Marian’s son. 

Having my story memorialized in a film was a treat. But a greater 
treat was the time off camera spent with Ezra talking about his mother. 
We all should be so lucky as to be loved by our children the way she is 
loved by him.  

So, I close by saying, as Lisa would want me to say, that I have 
observed Marian from many angles. Yes, I have seen her as the hero of 
 

4. BROOKLYN DODGERS, GHOSTS OF FLATBUSH (HBO June 28, 2007).  
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the law that we celebrate today. But I also have seen Marian as a friend, a 
mentor, a wife, and a mother. To those who are privileged to know her in 
all of those roles, no amount of celebration will be enough. To friends, 
family, colleagues, and children around the country, Marian is, and has 
been, a constant blessing.  
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TRIBUTE TO MARIAN WRIGHT EDELMAN 

JIM WEILL 
 
I am hugely honored to have been asked to participate in this tribute 

today to Marian Wright Edelman, and to be among this group of distin-
guished speakers. Choosing to dedicate the 76th volume of the Annual Sur-
vey of American Law to Marian was a wonderful choice, and I congratu-
late the editors for doing so. 

I will be focusing my remarks on three aspects of Marian’s leader-
ship: first is her pioneering of essentially a new area of social justice ad-
vocacy work; second is Marian’s grounding of that work in her profound 
interest in and knowledge of American history; and third is Marian’s abil-
ity to adjust her strategies to keep the work fresh and relevant, and to adapt 
to a rapidly changing American society. 

Let me start with Marian’s role as the pioneer of a new area of social 
justice work.  

It would be an overstatement to say that Marian invented child ad-
vocacy in the United States. She would be the first to object to that, and 
she would call out the names of many forebears, many of them unher-
alded; many of them women; many of them people of color. 

But when Marian launched the Children’s Defense Fund in 1973, 
there was no entity like the one she set out to create—a multi-faceted ad-
vocacy organization committed to protecting the rights of and building 
support for children and their families. Not just through litigation but 
through research, lobbying, regulatory advocacy, network building, or-
ganizing, and consistent and outspoken moral leadership. CDF’s work 
would span the spectrum from the most aspirational to the most granular 
interventions on behalf of children in need. And not just its strategies have 
been multi-faceted. So have been its concerns. It has addressed a robust 
range of issues central to children’s lives.  

The genius in the creation of CDF was in recognizing the size and 
shape of the vacuum of advocacy for children, and that American politics 
and jurisprudence needed—and would have to respond to—a forceful 
presence to fill that vacuum. And the genius in the creation of CDF came 
as well in the insight that meeting children’s needs would be an important 
tool also for addressing the related harms of racism and poverty in this 
society. 

As Marian herself has said, “I’d got the idea that children might be 
a very effective means for broadening the base for change.”  
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The weaving together of these strands of meeting children’s needs, 
promoting racial equity and pursuing aggressive anti-poverty advocacy 
created the fabric that has made CDF unique and Marian a clarion voice 
for justice for close to fifty years. 

Second, Marian’s vision for this effort also has always been inti-
mately connected to her knowledge of the history of American social 
change movements. To work with Marian—and you can see and hear this 
in her writings and speeches as well as her day-to-day conversation—was 
to have an immersion course in the history of oppression, and resistance 
to it, that should define how one should act in an unjust society. It is no 
accident that she wears pendants with pictures of Sojourner Truth and 
Harriet Tubman. And the history she tells has continuity—it continues 
into our lifetimes as well, like her commitment to describing the courage 
of the women from the African-American communities in Mississippi 
who built the voter registration campaigns and the Head Start programs, 
while encountering fierce resistance. Marian knows this history, honors 
it, integrates it into her thinking and work and makes it real for the rest of 
us. She uses the history of these struggles for social justice as a source of 
inspiration and resilience for herself and those around her. 

The third attribute of Marian that I want to point to is her foresight 
and ability—and willingness—to adjust her goals and methods. The story 
of CDF is a story of change not just in the sense of the organization being 
an effective agent of social change, but in the sense of the organization 
going through its own evolutions and revolutions. Its mission always re-
mained the same and Marian never deviated an inch from the focused pur-
suit of that mission, but its strategies evolved as—for better and worse—
the America around it changed for children, women, poor people, people 
of color, and for lawyers and advocates. 

This coming June it will be fifty years since I graduated from this 
law school. It was also June 1969 when Warren Burger replaced Earl War-
ren as Chief Justice of the Supreme Court – one key starting point for the 
long-term erosion of litigation as a tool for enforcing basic rights and pur-
suing equality.  

This erosion is not what those of us who had been inspired by cases 
like Brown v. Board,1 In re Gault,2 Reynolds v. Sims,3 and Goldberg v. 
Kelly4 foresaw. I’m not up here to complain about this, as much as that is 

 
1. 347 U.S. 483 (1954). 
2. 387 U.S. 1 (1967). 
3. 377 U.S. 533 (1964).  
4. 397 U.S. 254 (1970).  
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a strong temptation. Rather, my point is that Marian always has carved 
out new paths—rethinking the strategy and keeping CDF flexible. Within 
the progressive advocacy community as a whole, Marian’s adaptations 
typically were ahead of and served as models for other groups.  

Even in 1973, the year CDF was launched, some of the handwriting 
was on the wall when, for example, in San Antonio Independent School 
District v. Rodriguez5 the Supreme Court largely eviscerated the ability to 
use the courts and Constitution as a means to achieve educational equity 
and quality. Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, while it kept litigating, CDF 
grew its toolkit of strategies, growing its research capacity, its lobbying 
capacity, its regulatory work, its budget analysis and particularly its state 
and local presence. These changes were complemented by a growing field 
capacity, and, more recently, a special focus on organizing among youth 
of color, ministers, and religious congregations.  

These three qualities—an extraordinary conceptual breakthrough at 
the beginning, a deep connection to history and its meaning for the work, 
and unusual adaptability to new circumstances—combined with Marian’s 
force of personality and commitment to moral leadership, have made her 
a leader not just in this country but around the world. For several years 
during the Clinton administration, Marian was the head of the U.S. dele-
gation to the UNICEF Executive Board – in effect, the U.S. Ambassador 
to UNICEF. I saw there how child advocates and government and inter-
national agency officials from around the world reacted with deference 
and awe to meeting her and listening to her. 

This was not because the U.S. was so advanced in its recognition of 
children’s rights—very often, we lagged behind many or most other coun-
tries. It was because they felt that Marian had created a path that was im-
portant everywhere, that she inspired their efforts and that she embodied 
their aspirations and the qualities they wanted to bring to the work. And 
she is indeed a force, a unique leader of a compelling cause for our times 
that must engage us all. That is why we honor her today. 

 

 
5. 411 U.S. 1 (1973).  
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TRIBUTE TO MARIAN WRIGHT EDELMAN 

ELAINE JONES 
 
Good afternoon, everyone. Evening, I guess I should say. 
This is truly a wonderful occasion, and I am glad that all of us were 

able to get here. I was able to make it to New York from Washington, but 
the Lyft to NYU Law was not quite as easy to do.  

Let me see my thoughts.  
All of us are pleased to assemble this evening, to recognize the past, 

present, and continuing work of Marian Wright Edelman, because she is 
by no means finished. And she has spent decades molding our institutions, 
economic, social, political, educational, to recognize, serve, and promote 
and protect the interests of the least of these. The least of these, those who 
are most vulnerable. Those who are in greatest need. Those who should 
have the highest call on our collective conscience. Now, preeminent 
among these I am describing, are our children, for whom we are still not 
doing nearly enough. It is better than it has been, due principally to CDF's 
work. And as Robert Frost reminds us, we have miles to go before we 
sleep.1 

I also must take a moment to applaud the editorial board of the NYU 
Annual Survey of American Law, because you deserve it. Honor the lead-
ership of the 2019 Editor in Chief, Kathryn Morris, for choosing extraor-
dinarily well, and dedicating this 76th volume to tonight's honoree.  

What I find amazing, is how the Annual Survey persuaded the hum-
ble, erudite, hard-working, “MWE,” as she is often lovingly and respect-
fully referred to behind her back, to allow us to pause for a well-deserved 
moment of recognition for her extraordinary achievements. Now, I am 
one who understands the absolute necessity of fundraising to support a 
nonprofit. And I could comprehend this a bit better were this a fundraiser 
for CDF. Or giving a scholarship to a worthy child. Or to finance a week-
end to inspire and mold children and young adults at Haley Farm. Or even 
to help finance a summit or conference on some aspect of the elimination 
of poverty. This evening, however, is a tribute to the force of nature who 
has been trying to teach us for decades how to love all of our children. My 
experience also with MWE is that personal recognition is not her cup of 

 
1. Robert Frost, Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening, in THE POETRY OF 

ROBERT FROST 224, 224 (1923). 
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tea. However, for a worthy cause, she will endure. Show up, be pleasant, 
and enjoy it.  

But upon reflection, we must remember that Marian is an activist. 
However, she is also an author and a scholar. And through it all she has 
demonstrated an appreciation for a life of letters, for writing. Reflection, 
chronicling, teaching, and inspiring through the printed word. With her 
gifts of insight and strategic vision, she would understand, value, and be 
honored by the gift of this 76th volume, to inform and inspire generations 
to come. Therefore tonight, we thank you, the Annual Survey, for conceiv-
ing the 76th volume, and for persuading Marian to bear with us as we ex-
press our gratitude for using her extraordinary gifts to move us inch by 
inexorable inch to a realization of her vision. 

There are others who will spend their time tonight talking about 
CDF. Those who work there, who understand it, who know it. That is 
really not my place. But I want to spend an additional few minutes think-
ing about Marian in a pre-CDF period. For as odd as it may seem, there 
was such a time.  

To be frank, in hindsight, I can see that even during that pre-CDF 
period, the idea of CDF was planted and nurtured. Jack Greenberg, the 
head of the NAACP LDF from '61 to '84, had the uncanny ability (as did 
his predecessor, Thurgood Marshall) to find, fund, and otherwise support, 
talented students and young lawyers. Jack's goal was to identify promising 
young graduates whose goal was simply to serve, and to find a place 
where they could fight for racial justice and equality. As the new Director-
Counsel of LDF in '61, Jack had to scramble and find some money. And 
he found some fellowship funds, so he could only fund two interns. And 
he funded Marian Wright, then a recent graduate in 1963 from Yale Law 
School, and Julius Chambers, the first African American graduate of the 
University of North Carolina School of Law, and LDF's third Director-
Counsel. 

Upon her graduation from law school, when Marian received that 
LDF fellowship, after a year in New York she was whisked off to Missis-
sippi. And I can't say she became one of four black lawyers in Mississippi, 
because Marian was not then a member of the bar. And there were three 
gentlemen, one a former in his 80s, and two others who were in Missis-
sippi. That was the Mississippi Bar. And Marian passed the bar the next 
year, in 1965, but during that 1964 year, that Freedom Summer year, she 
opened an office in a pool hall on Farish Street in Jackson, Mississippi, 
and clerked for the three black lawyers who were located downstairs. And 
so, everything that Marian wrote, they filed. They also signed everything 
she wrote. So, they'd get credit for it in terms of the historical record. So, 
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when Marian then became a member of the Mississippi Bar the following 
year, she was the first African American woman admitted.2 

Now, I know her bar exam had to have been perfect, because if Mis-
sissippi could have found any pretense, they would have found it. Now I 
know this, personally, because I brought too many lawsuits against bar 
examiners in the early '70s across this country, especially in the South. 
Alabama, South Carolina, across the country, for messing around with the 
bar exams of African American students. And I would see C-O-L beside 
the name when we filed the lawsuit, and I asked in deposition one bar 
examiner, “what is C-O-L?” And they told me “colonel.” I said, “so eve-
rybody was a colonel? Everybody black was a colonel?” So, Marian 
passed that bar exam. She was valedictorian from Spelman, and she did 
well, she's always done well.  

But here is what's interesting. Judge Connor Martley was the first 
woman of color to try a case in Mississippi, but she was not a member of 
the Mississippi Bar, she didn't have to be. She came out of New York, 
went down there, tried a case, and went back. Marian was a different kettle 
of fish. She was living in Mississippi. Mississippi was home, and she was 
there for four years. 

Marian had three law students who joined her, ones she knew before 
the bar, who joined her in her office. One of whom was Danny Parker, 
now a senior judge on the Second Circuit Court of Appeals. He learned a 
great deal from Marian, and I have not yet deposed him on exactly what 
all of that was, but that time will come.  

The Jackson, Mississippi office with Marian at its head, with the 
sisters from LDF National Office, and Northern volunteers, handled more 
than 120 cases arising out of Freedom Summer, because that was Freedom 
Summer.3 Some of which involved lots of defendants. She had school de-
segregation cases, peaceful protest cases, criminal justice cases, welfare 
and municipal service cases, employment discrimination cases, and cases 
seeking public accommodations particularly against most of the Dairy 
Queens in Mississippi, which strangely proved to be fairly intransigent 
when it came to desegregating its facilities. 

During that four-year stint, CDF incubated in Marian, because she 
learned that lawsuits alone will not eliminate disparity, unequal treatment, 
 

2. Marian Wright Edelman, CHILD.’S DEF. FUND, https://www.childrensde-
fense.org/staff/marian-wright-edelman/ [https://perma.cc/U6E8-TGHG] 
(last visited Apr. 22, 2019). 

3. Freedom Summer, THE MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR. RSCH. AND EDUC. INST., 
https://kinginstitute.stanford.edu/encyclopedia/freedom-summer [https://perma.cc/U6R3-
XH2A] (last visited Apr. 22, 2019). 
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and segregation. When she became involved in bringing Head Start to 
Mississippi during that period, she knew then that the community and po-
litical action were needed in the struggle. So Marian was down there dur-
ing some of the most turbulent years in Mississippi, giving it her all. 

In 1967, she and Peter Edelman laid eyes on one another when he, 
as assistant to Robert Kennedy, showed up and within a year Mississippi 
was in the rearview mirror. Marian was back in D.C. marrying Peter the 
following year. But she didn't give up the struggle, she stayed with the 
struggle. This year, they've been together for fifty-one years, Marian and 
Peter. So now I want to read that book. She's written several, but that one 
I have not yet seen, and I'm waiting for it.  

After beginning the Washington Research Project, she represented 
Dr. Martin Luther King in the Poor People's Campaign.4 There she was, 
four years later, in 1972. I was a young lawyer at the Legal Defense Fund. 
Marian came in to meet with the board of directors. She was standing in 
front of the board, explaining her vision of this new institution devoted to 
molding children into wholesome, responsible adults. The reaction was 
interesting. They listened. They were intrigued. I wouldn't say enthusias-
tic, but they heard it. I was mesmerized. I think I was the youngest person 
in the room. But from that time on, listening to her passion and her com-
mitment and seeing her vision—she has been a hero of mine from that day 
to this. And that has been forty-seven years. 

I continue to learn from Marian, her conferences, her seminars, her 
work at CDF. She deserves all the honors we can give her. I mean, you 
know, the woman has more than 100 honorary doctorates. I guess that's 
easier than having to write dissertations, there, you only give a speech for 
the honorary doctorate, but we give her credit. You know, she's got more 
than 100, and they keep coming. She got one last year, got one the year 
before. All of the awards, she has earned, she deserves. And, paraphras-
ing, what comes to mind is: the lives of great men and women all remind 
us we can make our lives sublime. And departing, leave behind footprints 
on the sands of time. Footprints that perhaps another, sailing o'er like 
Charlemagne, a forlorn or shipwrecked brother or sister, seeing, to take 
heart again.5 

 
4. Marian Wright Edelman, CHILD.’S DEF. FUND, https://www.childrensde-

fense.org/staff/marian-wright-edelman/ [https://perma.cc/3XU4-Y972] (last visited Apr. 
22, 2019). 

5. HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW, A Psalm of Life, in VOICES OF THE NIGHT: 
BALLADS AND OTHER POEMS 10 (1887).  
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Let us then be up and doing, with a heart for anything, still achiev-
ing, still pursuing, learn to labor, and to wait. Marian has big feet, and she 
continues to give us big footprints. And it's going to be very, very difficult 
to fill them, but all we can do is do our very best. 

Congratulations, my friend. 
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TRIBUTE TO MARIAN WRIGHT EDELMAN 

SARA ROSENBAUM 
 
Well, it's an incredible honor to be here, and everybody who's spo-

ken before me has given you sort of a wonderful soaring vision of Marian. 
So, given the hour, and that I'm the second to the last speaker, I'm going 
to tell you two stories. The first story, which I didn't put in my written 
remarks, tells you about Marian as a person. And the second story tells 
you about Marian as a leader.  

So, the Marian as a person story goes like this: It was the end of the 
summer, 1980. CHAP, which nobody in this room except probably Mar-
ian remembers, was the Carter administration's failed Medicaid expansion 
initiative. It was going down the tube. And I had a new baby. It was too 
early to put her into childcare. She went off to a great childcare center, but 
they weren't ready to take her until she was 60 days old. So, unable to just 
stay at home, especially since in those days, there was no electronic con-
nection to anything, I had to go to work. And I couldn't bear to stay away, 
because we were losing this Medicaid expansion, and here I had a baby, 
and this expansion was all about babies. So, I would bring the baby to 
work, and I was one of the most loving but incompetent mothers. I just 
couldn't figure out how to get my baby to go to sleep.  

One afternoon, she was in the cradle screaming, and my office was 
a couple of floors above Marian's. And Marian came upstairs for some 
reason, and discovered the screaming baby, and said, "You clearly don't 
know what you're doing." So, she took the baby, and about 40 minutes 
later, I went down to her office on the second floor. I was, by then, sort of 
curious. And her door was closed, she had gone off somewhere. The door 
was closed, and there was a screaming baby inside. I could hear my baby 
screaming. And there was a sign on the door that said, "Quiet, baby sleep-
ing." She had a real knack for teaching you that at some point, when your 
baby was really tired, sooner or later the baby would fall asleep, and I 
came back an hour or so later, and she'd had a nap. But she was a most 
wonderful friend, and just a wonderful human being. And I think in all of 
the incredible imagery of Marian, for all that she has accomplished in life, 
that to me is the most meaningful part of Marian. Just what a really won-
derful person she is.  

So now, here's my story about working with Marian. Working with 
her, obviously, was being a little part of history. Which we appreciated at 
the time, when we were going through it, although most of us who worked 
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at the Children's Defense Fund, we were all little kids. And so, we didn't 
quite appreciate what we were given, the honor we were given, when we 
were going through it, but we had a good sense. And what we understood 
was that CDF was, as many people have said now, about altering the 
course of events for children in many different areas. And the thing that 
was so incredible about CDF was that we could see, even if none of us 
saw the whole, that Marian had designed a mosaic in her head for children, 
and then she'd gone and built this fantastic organization that was going to 
make the mosaic come into life. And over the course of CDF's existence, 
as so many people have alluded to now, the impact that it's had is really 
incalculable.  

But our global presence became evident to all of us, I think, in 1981. 
So, it was January of 1981. President Reagan had just taken office. The 
Carter administration was history. All of the initiatives were toast. But 
more important than being toast, of course, we were on the verge of losing 
everything. We had achieved a lot of victories at that point, although re-
ally, child health policy reforms had eluded us, and that was the area I 
worked in. And then suddenly, we were facing David Stockman and his 
black book,1 which I'm sure many people in this room remember. I don't 
think it's possible to convey just how frightening that was. He was a bril-
liant man; he had assembled this black book. He was walking all around 
Washington with lists of programs that would go away. And everybody 
was essentially in despair.  

But Marian, of course, wasted no time on despair. She announced—
and this is the way Marian was—that we would have our own black book. 
He had a black book; we'll have a black book. And that black book would 
reintroduce poor children to lawmakers, in case they had forgotten about 
poor children. It would explain the programs that poor children depended 
on, and why and how the choices that they were about to make would 
matter so much to children and their families, and ultimately to the nation. 
The book would do more than just argue against the cuts. And this was, 
to me, core to Marian's brilliance. We were not, and you see a lot of this 
today, we were not just fighting about the cuts. Marian insisted that every 
chapter lay out the things that had to be done for children. And we all sort 
of scratched our heads, thinking we're barely holding on to what we've 
got, but every chapter had to have a positive agenda as well as arguments 

 
1. See Sidney Blumenthal, David Stockman: The President’s Cutting Edge, N.Y. 

TIMES (March 15, 1981), https://www.nytimes.com/1981/03/15/magazine/david-stock-
man-the-president-s-cutting-edge.html [https://perma.cc/YA2Z-55JB].  
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against the cuts. And putting that book together was an unbelievable ex-
perience.  

So, basically, we were all assembled in this rambling building that 
we inhabited. There were rats in the basement. And we were given a few 
days, basically, to put this thing together. We all went off, we all compiled 
facts, we were called downstairs to the second floor to give Marian fac-
toids. But the more common thing was that her wonderful assistant Bev-
erly would come upstairs with notes. And the notes would say, can you 
get me X or Y? And the notes were totally unintelligible, you couldn't read 
anything Marian wrote down. And you'd sit there and puzzle over these 
notes. Just bewildered. We'd sort of make our way through, and this book 
came together.  

It came together in great part because CDF had many subject area 
experts in various fields, who knew their stuff really well, whether it was 
education, or childcare, or health care, or whatever. And we had Jim, who 
was absolutely brilliant, and who, as you could hear tonight, sort of pull 
us all together and help with the big picture. And then there was, of course, 
the genius Paul Smith, who, you cannot imagine the reams of statistics he 
made come out of his hat at a time when I think he must have done it with 
a slide rule. I mean, we had no equipment.  

And what ultimately emerged from all of this was really quiet a 
pathbreaking document. It was produced in record time. Marian told me 
tonight that everything is scanned in electronically, so I have to go and 
see if it still exists, the first black book. And it was black, it was this hor-
rible Xerox job. It had our boat on it. And this thing was sock-o from the 
moment it hit. I mean, I’ve been practicing now for about forty-three 
years, and I have people today who I worked with way back at CDF, who 
come up to me and still talk about the black book. What a watershed it 
was. It was short. Our later books got much longer and more involved and 
had lots of tables. And Marian would think of more tables that she wanted. 
It had an incredible impact, and the impact was not just the agenda it laid 
out and the arguments against the cuts. It was a moment when suddenly 
things turned a little. There was a horribly long way to go, and we ended 
up losing a fair amount of ground in the '80s. We gained a lot of ground, 
but we lost a lot of ground. But you could feel the sigh of relief when that 
book appeared. That there was a way to fight back, and you could fight 
back effectively, and mitigate damage, and even make some gains. And 
by the mid-80s we were making many gains. Things got lost, but other 
things got found. 

I know our child health work the best, because that's what I did at 
CDF. It is difficult to overstate the contribution Marian made to child 
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health policy. It was a long time coming. The '70s were a time of great 
research and effort, and nothing went anywhere. And her great contribu-
tion was not only spearheading the effort to take the Medicaid program, 
which once covered about 10 million children, to today paying for half of 
all the births in the United States and covering forty percent of all chil-
dren.2 Not poor children, all children. Although that tells you how poor 
children are today.  

But, Marian’s brilliance was not just the vision of turning Medicaid 
into true public insurance, which it has become, but being able to navigate 
two unbelievable political perils. One was the eternal peril of Medicaid. 
Medicaid is always on the verge of blowing up. It's the biggest program, 
and there was the problem with navigating budgets, and being able to put 
an argument together that would get us through the budgeting process so 
that we could move this legislation. 

But the other and much more serious problem, which of course is 
with us to this day, is the problem of Medicaid and abortion. From the 
time that Roe v. Wade was decided, Medicaid has been in the crosshairs 
of American law, as one of the great vehicles for essentially eliminating 
the means by which women would secure a fundamental right. And she 
was able to navigate this. She was able to navigate between what was the 
terrible, desperate need to fight back against the stripping away of wom-
en's access to essential services, and the need to allow advances for 
women, because of the pregnancy and postpartum, and ultimately preven-
tive services gains that we could make with Medicaid expansion and chil-
dren.  

It was not possible under the Carter administration to move the 
Medicaid legislation because it was hobbled by abortion riders. And Mar-
ian, more than anybody else, in her special relationship with Henry Hyde, 
made that possible. It was something that I appreciated greatly as we went 
through it but came to appreciate even more deeply as the years have gone 
by, just what it took to navigate our way through that, what could only be 
Scylla and Charybdis cubed. It took twenty-five years to complete the 
Medicaid expansion cycle, and to add CHIP later on as a companion pro-
gram.  

But the amazing thing is that these advances have proved to be un-
believably durable. It is now a given that children in the United States 
should not be without health insurance. In my lifetime as a lawyer, we 

 
2. Sara Rosenbaum & Genevieve Kenney, The Search for a National Child 

Health Coverage Policy, 33 HEALTH AFFS. 2126, exhibit 4 (2014).  
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have gone from it being perfectly acceptable for millions of children to 
not be insured, to every child being insured, of course. And based on those 
advances, we built the great advances of the Affordable Care Act, and 
public insurance for all Americans. And so, really, Marian deserves the 
thanks not just of children, but of all Americans. 

 


