B. Sharon Byrd

Professor of Anglo-American Law and Jurisprudence and Kant scholar
28th April 1947 in Dayton, Ohio, U.S. — 4th March 2014 in Erlangen, Germany

It was a bright morning during her funeral at the Erlangen central cemetery on
the 11th March 2014. Law students and colleagues from her German institutions
were present, as were academics from different parts of the world: a young Hungar-
ian legal historian, an American professor. When asked how they knew Sharon they
gave a similar answer: she had helped them in some way. Sharon had helped a lot
of people: students, young academics at the start of their careers, foreigners attempt-
ing to settle in a foreign culture. Commenting on this with friends, one of them ob-
served that this was a beautiful way to be remembered.

Sharon obtained her first degree at the prestigious Smith College in Northampton
(Massachusetts) in 1969, majoring in Philosophy. She later studied law at the Uni-
versity of California in Los Angeles (UCLA). Her favorite subject, which would re-
main one of her research interests throughout her academic career, was criminal
law. She first came to Germany in 1972 with an Alexander von Humboldt Fellow-
ship, to work at the Max Planck Institute in Freiburg im Breisgau. Returning to the
U.S., she spent some time working for the Federal Trade Commission in Wash-
ington D.C. She acquired her LL.M (Master of Law) and her J.S.D. (Juris Scientiae
Doctor) from Columbia University in New York.

Sharon was known as a passionate teacher, who not only genuinely enjoyed work-
ing with her students, but did her best to foster their abilities. She began her teaching
career in Germany in 1984 at the Friedrich-Alexander University of Erlangen. Later,
she taught at the University of Augsburg and the Friedrich-Schiller University of
Jena. In 1996, she was made honorary professor at the University of Erlangen, but
continued to teach regularly in Augsburg and Jena (where she became coordinator of
the Law and Languages Program of the Faculty of Law). She taught Anglo-Ameri-
can Law, including courses on contract law, torts and the U.S. Constitution. Despite
her teaching commitments, Sharon regularly organized reading groups on Kant’s
works, especially on his legal philosophy. It is important to stress that these reading
groups were attended mostly by law students, who are not usually interested in legal
philosophy, even less in Immanuel Kant. That these reading groups were formed and
continued to exist in her law departments is a credit to Sharon’s initiative, her abso-
lute analytic clarity and her infectious enthusiasm for Kant’s thought.

Another example of her devotion to her students is her work with the Jena student
team for the Philip C. Jessup International Law Moot Court competition, which fo-
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cuses on international law cases and involves competitors from over 500 law schools
worldwide. Sharon worked intensively each year with her Jena team for the national
moot court competition in Germany. The two best national teams would then be al-
lowed to compete internationally in Washington D.C. In the twelve years of her
moot court preparation, Sharon’s Jena team often either placed first or second and
took first prize in three of the last four years. This meant that the University of Jena
was very often present at the international competition, not least due to Sharon’s
dedication to the team.

Sharon served the broader academic community in a number of ways: she was
chairperson of the selection committee of the highly competitive Cecil Rhodes
Foundation scholarship in Germany for study in Oxford. She also worked as an
honorary member of the Melton Foundation, which funds studies and brings to-
gether students from universities in the U.S., Chile, India, China and Germany (in
this case, the University of Jena). Being an American who lived in Germany,
Sharon understood the importance of building bridges between cultures, something
she performed brilliantly and with great pleasure and enthusiasm. It was only with
the onset of her illness in autumn 2007 that Sharon ended her work with the Melton
Foundation. She retired in autumn 2013.

Sharon has left an invaluable academic legacy, especially for Kant scholarship.
In her influential 1989 article “Kant’s Theory of Punishment — Deterrence in its
Threat, Retribution in its Execution” (Law and Philosophy, vol. 8), she refuted the
traditionally held belief that Kant was a retributivist about punishment. She also
wrote several articles with her husband, the German law professor Joachim
Hruschka. In 2010, after nearly five years of work, they published together the
groundbreaking Kant’s Doctrine of Right. A Commentary (Cambridge University
Press). The book is a landmark after many years of neglect of Kant’s legal philo-
sophy in English speaking Kant scholarship and is distinctive for its holistic ap-
proach to Kant’s theory, scholarly rigor and its careful reconstruction of the work’s
philosophical-historical background. Among the book’s many contributions, the
commentary offers for the first time an interpretation of the three /eges in the Doc-
trine of Right and stresses the long ignored influence of Achenwall in Kant’s legal
thought.

As a law scholar, Sharon argued for the right of self-defense for women who are
victims of domestic violence in a number of articles such as “Till Death Do Us Part:
A Comparative Law Approach to Justifying Self-Defense by Battered Women”
(Duke Journal of Comparative and International Law, vol.1, 1991). Traditionally,
men who beat their wives to death are less likely to be convicted of murder than wo-
men who kill their abusive husbands. This is because murder, as opposed to man-
slaughter, involves that idea the victim could not have expected the attack. Women,
however, are less likely to kill their abusive partners in open confrontation. Sharon
explores the possibility of invoking the right to self defense to justify a battered
woman in killing the abuser in his sleep.
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Sharon was also a co-editor of the journal Jahrbuch fiir Recht und Ethik/Annual
Review of Law and Ethics and a member of the editorial board of Law and Philoso-
phy and author of successful textbooks in jurisprudence such as Introduction to An-
glo-American Law & Language (3rd ed. 2011) and Law and Language of Contracts
and Torts (2nd ed. 2010).

Sharon Byrd’s remarkable and lasting contribution to Kant’s scholarship and to
teaching in Germany would have been enough to keep her name alive for many
generations to come. But she will also be remembered for her generosity, her genu-
ine concern for others and the fact that despite her remarkable knowledge and aca-
demic achievements she was humble, jovial and a wonderful person to be with. She
was fair-minded and honest in considering new arguments and different points of
view. She also helped many young people at the start of their careers. She will live
in every student she inspired, in every bridge she built between different cultures, in
every academic she mentored and helped to flourish, in every friendship she culti-
vated. Those who had the privilege to know Sharon will sorely miss her. She re-
mains for us all a living example of humanity and relentless scholarly passion.

Alice Pinheiro Walla
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