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For about 20 years beginning in the mid-1970s, diverse progressive approaches in the 
United States found a gathering point for dialogue and political energy in the Critical 
Legal Studies movement (CLS or "the crits"). CLS was influenced by and influenced 
other schools of the period, such as critical race theory, critical feminist legal thought, 
queer legal theory, and Third World approaches to international law. CLS generated a 
profusion of new scholarship focused initially on class and labor, 1 race arid slavery,2 
sex and gender,3 legal history,4 practice,5 and pedagogy,6 and eventually covering a 
wide range of legal subjects and fields. Crits participated with others in many forms of 
legal and political activism; they also launched numerous initiatives to transform legal 
education. CLS no longer exists as an organized movement, but strands of CLS 
thinking continue to influence legal scholarship in the US and elsewhere. 

We use "critical legal realism" (CLR) to refer to a major branch of CLS that pursued 
two "theory" projects in tandem. One was to promote the reception in US legal thought 
of modernist and postmodernist social and cultural theory.7 The other was to recover 
and extend techniques of legal criticism developed by the Legal Realists and their 
predecessors,8 going back to sociological jurisprudence and the revolt against formal­
ism at the turn of the twentieth century in the US and Europe.9 Legal Realism faded 
into retirement as an intellectual movement after World War II. The Realists' 
progressive political orientatjon and antiformalist pyrotechnics were forgotten, and their 
texts were no longer studied. A bland version of Realism drained of critical purchase 
came to be mainstreamed and embedded into the collective unconscious of American 
lawyers. Most US law students now absorb a cliched rendering by osmosis. Liberal, 

1 See, e.g., Hyde; Klare 1978; Stone. 
2 See, e.g., Freeman; Klare 1982b; Tushnet. For an account of the relationship of CLS and 

Critical Race Theory, see Crenshaw et al. 
3 See, e.g., Mary Joe Frug 1985; Olsen 1983; Schneider; Schneider et al; Taub & Schneider. 
4 See, e.g., Gordon; Horwitz 1977. 
5 - See, e.g., Bellow; Gabel & Harris; Simon.
6 See, e.g., Feinman & Feldman; Kennedy 1983; Klare 1979b, 1982a.
7 Works by Karl Marx, Max Weber, Georg Lukacs, Antonio Gramsci, the Frankfur:t School,

Herbert Marcuse, Karl Polanyi, Jean-Paul Sartre, Ferdinand de Saussure, Claude Levi-Strauss, 
Jean Piaget, .and Michel Foucault were parti�ularly influential. 

8 Leading thinkers associated with Legal Realism included Felix Cohen, Morris Cohen, 
William 0. Douglas, Jerome Frank, Felix Frankfurter, Robert Hale, Walton Hamilton, and Karl 
Llewellyn. Douglas and Frankfurter ascended to the Supreme Court during Roosevelt's New 
Deal. Excellent accounts of Legal Realism appear in Kennedy 1993 and Singer 1988. For a 
collection of original sources, see Fisher et al. 

9 Central figures in the US were Oliver Wendell Holmes, Louis Brandeis, Roscoe Pound, 
Wesley Hohfeld, and Benjamin Cardozo. 
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