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II remember the moment I 
decided to dedicate myself to help-
ing women. I was a rising third-year 
law student sitting in the conference 
room at Legal Momentum with  
the other summer interns, eating a 
brown bag lunch and listening to 
Françoise Jacobsohn describe the 
organization’s advocacy on behalf of 
women in the New York City Fire 
Department. Somewhere between 
the story of a captain who was sexu-
ally assaulted by her own ladder  
company and the details of the 
chemical burns another firefighter 
sustained because the department 
refused to buy protective gear in 
women’s sizes I had my “I’m mad as 
hell and I’m not going to take it any 
more” moment.

I am a Title IX baby. For the 
first 25 years of my life, my class-
rooms were generally half or major-
ity female. I was rarely conscious of 
my gender. On the first day of what 
would be seven years at an all-girls 
school, my mom asked me how it was 
without boys, and I realized I hadn’t 
noticed.  When it came to joining a 
student group in college, I never con-
sidered feminist organizations.

This is not to say I wasn’t expe-
riencing gender bias. I remember a 
professor expressing surprise when 
I aced my first physics exam “even 
though I was pretty.” I was the only 
woman admitted to my major (mili-
tary history) in the undergraduate 
program at Columbia in New York 
City.  When I was 16, I was the vic-
tim of a sexual assault. At the time, I 
thought of each of these moments as 
being about the individuals involved, 
not larger social norms. I didn’t con-
nect these experiences to one another 
or to the bigger picture of gender 
stereotyping and discrimination.

So there I was at Legal Momen-
tum when it clicked. I sat there 
thinking about how much more I 
paid in rent every month than my 
guy friends because I needed to be 
able to walk home at night, and how 
I didn’t have a single female faculty 
on my 2L transcript, and why every 
time I told a guy of a certain age 
where I was working he told me a 
story about a woman who got a job 
unfairly because of affirmative action.

I also thought about the over-
whelming pride I felt that I lived in 
a place where people volunteered 
to run into burning buildings to 
save strangers. I’m still hard-pressed 
to imagine a more inspiring image 
than women, despite harassment and 
disproportionate risk, signing up for 
that work. They were so committed 
to saving lives. It was easy for me to 
commit to protecting them.

These stories, along with others 
I heard during my summer at Legal 
Momentum, impressed upon me the 
severity and pervasiveness of violence 
and discrimination against women.  
I think my evolution is typical of 

many women my age. Generation Y 
is rarely witness to blatant sexism.  
We expect gender parity.

Now I’m the executive direc-
tor of Ms. JD, a student-founded 
nonprofit dedicated to supporting 
and advancing women in the legal 
profession. Among other things, I’m 
engaged in an awareness campaign 
for my generation. Most people I talk 
to think that more women graduate 
from law school than men, but—of 
course—the opposite is true. Most 
women don’t join women’s initia-
tives and women’s bar associations 
until after they’ve had children and 
begin experiencing more intractable 
bias. When I ask junior associates, 
“What is the percentage of female 
partners at your firm?” they usually 
guess about a third, when it’s really 
more like half that number.  Women 
generally register shock when I tell 
them that they represent a decreasing 
portion of law school graduates, a 
small minority of law review editors, 
and a consistently undercompensated 
subclass of the profession.

I often think about that summer 
day in that conference room and 
what it meant to me because now 
I’m the delivery vehicle for the “mad 
as hell” moment.  

Jessie Kornberg is the executive director of Ms. JD, 
a nonprofit, nonpartisan organization incorporated 
in California; a graduate of the UCLA School of 
Law; a former clerk to Jon Phipps McCalla, chief 
judge of the U.S. District Court for the Western 
District of Tennessee; and a liaison to the ABA 
Commission on Women in the Profession.
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VoicesVoices

We are all painfully aware that 
despite the increasing number of 
women lawyers during the past two 
decades, they are still grossly under-
represented in positions of power and 
leadership in every sector of the profes-
sion. Numerous surveys confirm the 
same dreary statistics—women consti-
tute only 16 percent of law firm equity 
partners, just 2 percent of law firm 
chairs or CEOs, 6 percent of managing 
partners, 15 percent of law firm gov-
erning committees, and 18 percent of 
Fortune 1000 general counsel. In most 
law firms, the path to power is based 
on being considered a “rainmaker,” but 
nearly half of the nation’s 200 largest 
firms don’t have even a single woman 
among their top 10 rainmakers. These 
numbers do not paint a pretty picture.

There are many different reasons 
for the dearth of women lawyers in 
leadership positions, which has left 
the power structure and culture of law 
firms looking very much the same 
today as many years ago.  While it 
would be easy to attribute the problem 
solely to the entrenched male leader-
ship, the reality is that many talented 
women lawyers have not aspired to 
leadership roles. They tend to shy away 
from self-promotion and downplay 
their abilities and accomplishments. 
Many women are rightly concerned 
that they will be criticized or viewed 
negatively if they seek power and 
influence and thus have been reluctant 
to manifest the same drive and ambi-
tion for power as their male colleagues, 
who do not share these qualms.  What’s 
more, women lawyers have been slow 
to recognize that, acting collectively, 
they possess the power to effectuate 
change on behalf of themselves and 
other women lawyers.

The Commission recognizes the 
need for a paradigm shift in the profes-
sion so that more women will seek to 
attain positions of real power and influ-

ence, and its programming has focused 
on this important issue. This past spring, 
the Commission held its fourth Women 
in Law Leadership Academy, where 
more than 500 women lawyers learned 
valuable leadership and rainmaking 
skills. At the ABA Annual Meeting in 
August, the Commission presented a 
program entitled “From Generation to 
Generation: Remarkable Women Lead-
ers,” and a distinguished panel discussed 
the attributes of leadership and their 
personal stories of how they became 
leaders. We celebrated the 20th anni-
versary of the Margaret Brent Women 
Lawyers of Achievement Awards by 
honoring five highly accomplished 
women leaders in the profession, and 
we inaugurated a mentoring program 
with Ms. JD to groom the next genera-
tion of women leaders.

At the upcoming ABA Midyear 
Meeting in Atlanta in February, the 
Commission will continue to shine a 
spotlight on leadership and will pres-
ent a program focusing on leadership, 
ambition, and power. This program will 
examine the latest studies by psycholo-
gists, social scientists, and educators 
concerning ambition and gender and 
why women appear less ambitious for 
power than men. The fascinating and 
thought-provoking conclusions reached 
in these studies will help us understand 
the internal and external biases and 
barriers that have impeded women’s 
accession to power.

Through our many programs and 
publications devoted to leadership, the 
Commission is providing support and 
encouragement for women lawyers to 
strive for and attain power and influence. 
Working individually and collectively, 
we can and will eliminate the gender 
gap in leadership in the profession.  

Bobbi Liebenberg is a partner of Fine, Kaplan 
and Black, R.P.C., in Philadelphia, Pennsylva-
nia, and the chair of the ABA Commission on 
Women in the Profession.
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Turning a “Mad as Hell” 
Moment into Action
By Jessie Kornberg

Stories I heard at 
Legal Momentum 
impressed upon 
me the severity 

and pervasiveness 
of violence  

against women.


