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Michael J. Klarman∗ 

Bill Stuntz was, to borrow a baseball analogy, the ultimate five-tool 
law professor: he was an inspiring teacher, a pathbreaking scholar, a 
fabulous colleague, an extraordinary institutional citizen, and an out-
standing person. 

I began my teaching career at the University of Virginia School of 
Law in 1987, one year after Bill Stuntz joined the faculty.  It was one 
of the most fortunate things that ever happened to me, though things 
almost turned out rather differently: Bill nearly got us killed while 
driving to my recruitment dinner in the fall of 1986.  Bill was a terri-
ble driver.  (Operating a motor vehicle is apparently not among the 
five tools required to excel either at baseball or law teaching.)  To 
compound his driving deficiencies, Bill already was exhibiting keen 
nervousness about making tenure, just months into his teaching career.  
This was one of the great jokes among junior faculty at Virginia in the 
late 1980s: if Bill Stuntz was anxious about getting tenure, what did 
that portend for the rest of us mere mortals? 

Both Bill and I taught Criminal Law for the first time in the fall of 
1987.  Literally on a daily basis, we discussed our game plans for class.  
From these conversations, I learned not only a great deal about sub-
stantive criminal law, but also about how to teach.  Bill was a huge 
success in the classroom right from the start.  He was a master of the 
material; he was comfortable at the podium; he was brilliant; he was 
funny; he was appreciative of student comments; and he engaged and 
stretched students’ minds.  Bill was also accessible to students in a 
way I have never seen duplicated by another law professor.  He never 
set office hours, but he was in the office virtually all of the time, and 
he would talk to students whenever they dropped by, and for as long 
as they wanted.  Bill took their ideas seriously, gave them encourage-
ment, and, for many, helped to launch their own academic careers. 

Bill’s scholarship has redefined the fields of Criminal Procedure 
and Criminal Justice.  For the last quarter century, he wrote roughly 
one pioneering article a year — clarifying and transforming our under-
standing of the exclusionary rule, the privilege against self-incrim-
ination, plea bargaining, the uneasy relationship between criminal pro-
cedure and criminal justice, the political economy of the criminal 
justice system, and so much more.  Much of his scholarship applied 
the tools of law and economics — incentive effects, agency costs, bar-
gaining theory, unintended consequences — to a field that rarely had 
been analyzed in such terms.  But what most distinguished Bill’s scho-
larship was its eclecticism: he used the tools of legal doctrine, history, 
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criminology, political science, sociology, and empirical studies to pro-
vide a richly textured analysis of the criminal justice system.  Virtually 
everyone writing in the field today acknowledges — quite happily — 
the intellectual debt they owe to Bill.  His many years of scholarly con-
tributions recently culminated in a soon-to-be published book about 
the history of American criminal procedure and criminal justice, which 
may well be the best book about law I have ever read. 

Moreover, Bill’s scholarship served as an example to his col-
leagues — both at Virginia and at Harvard — of what legal scholar-
ship should be: insightful, creative, rigorous, engaging.  The standard 
of excellence he set in his own work was a model to emulate for an en-
tire generation of junior faculty, who saw their intellectual ambitions 
stretched in ways they could not otherwise have imagined. 

Bill was not only the best colleague I have ever had, he was the 
best colleague I could ever imagine having.  He was curious, knowl-
edgeable, generous with his time, fun to talk to, and the consummate 
team player.  For the first fifteen years of my career, he read virtually 
every word I wrote, and his comments were always invaluable: de-
tailed, incisive, constructive, encouraging.  I would bet that during the 
late 1980s and early 1990s, Bill Stuntz is thanked in the star footnote 
of more than half the law review articles published by Virginia faculty.  
For most of those articles, moreover, Bill requested the manuscript 
from the author, rather than the author soliciting his comments.  He 
was the glue that held Virginia together from 1986 to 2000, and he 
played a similar role at Harvard over the past decade.  If I may be 
forgiven for shifting sports analogies, Bill Stuntz was the Bill Russell 
of legal academia: he helped make all of his teammates the best that 
they could be.  Unlike Russell, however, Stuntz also sought to make 
his “competitors” better.  Virtually every leading criminal procedure 
scholar in the country who is Bill’s age or younger has stories to tell 
about Bill’s extraordinary generosity of spirit: he helped them to im-
prove their scholarship, encouraged their development, and promoted 
their careers. 

Bill was an institutional leader from the get-go.  He was made 
chair of the Virginia appointments committee the year after he earned 
tenure — an extraordinary testament to his colleagues’ faith in his 
good judgment, maturity, and intellectual abilities.  I would bet that in 
the twenty years since then, Bill served on Virginia and Harvard ap-
pointments committees more than half of the time.  Countless col-
leagues — junior and senior — went to him for advice: about their 
scholarship, their teaching, their careers, their lives.  Former Virginia 
dean Bob Scott groomed Bill to be his successor — an appointment 
that would have been greeted with acclamation by the faculty — but 
Bill was not interested.  I have heard a former Harvard dean refer to 
Bill as the most important person on the faculty over the past decade.  
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Last but not least, Bill was an outstanding human being and a 
warm and generous friend.  He was kind, considerate, sincere, de-
pendable, cheerful, and self-deprecating.  (One of the favorite jokes 
about Bill among his friends and colleagues involves recollections of 
the many times that he dropped by their offices; shed pearls of wisdom 
about law, politics, or sports; then apologized profusely for taking up 
so much of their time.)  In twenty-five years, I honestly cannot recall 
Bill ever saying an unkind word about another human being, nor can I 
remember anyone else saying anything unkind about Bill. 

Yet, I think the most important lesson I learned from Bill Stuntz 
(leaving aside the many lessons about baseball that he thought he 
taught me) is that people who do not see eye to eye politically can still 
respect, admire, and cherish one another.  In our increasingly polarized 
culture, people of all political stripes are too quick to vilify those with 
whom they disagree.  Yet it was impossible for anyone to dislike Bill 
simply because of political disagreements.  Nobody who knew him 
could ever question his integrity, his good will, his compassion for the 
least advantaged in our society.  Through his example, he taught that 
political disagreements often are about means rather than ends, and 
that one should try to understand and empathize with those with 
whom one disagrees, rather than to demonize them.  I cannot count 
the number of people I have told about this important lesson and from 
whom I learned it. 

Bill’s legacy will live on for decades in the hearts and minds of 
thousands of students and scores of colleagues.  I believe that he was 
the greatest law professor of his generation. 

 

 

Martha Minow∗ 

Nobel Prize–winning physicist Steven Weinberg once said, “The ef-
fort to understand the universe is one of the very few things that lifts 
human life a little above the level of farce, and gives it some of the 
grace of tragedy.”1 

No one made more or better efforts to understand the universe of 
criminal law and criminal justice than did Professor William Stuntz; in 
so doing, he lifted the sights of readers while challenging us to see bet-
ter and do better. 
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