
what can you do with a phd in law
what can you do with a phd in law extends far beyond traditional legal
practice, opening doors to a world of advanced scholarship, policy influence,
and specialized expertise. This terminal degree, often known as a Doctor of
Juridical Science (SJD or JSD), signifies a deep commitment to legal theory,
empirical research, and the advancement of legal knowledge. Graduates with
this prestigious qualification are uniquely positioned to shape legal
discourse, contribute to academic institutions, and impact public policy at
both national and international levels. This article will meticulously
explore the diverse career paths available to SJD/JSD holders, ranging from
esteemed positions in academia and high-level research roles to influential
roles in government, international organizations, and highly specialized
legal consulting. Understanding these multifaceted opportunities is crucial
for anyone considering or pursuing this advanced legal qualification. A PhD
in law provides a unique credential, signaling mastery in a specific legal
field and a capacity for original scholarly contribution.
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The Academic Path: Shaping Future Legal Minds
One of the most prominent and sought-after career paths for individuals
holding a PhD in law is within academia. This doctorate is often the minimum
requirement for tenure-track positions at reputable law schools and
universities worldwide. Legal academia offers a unique blend of intellectual
rigor, teaching, and opportunities for groundbreaking legal scholarship. A
Doctor of Juridical Science equips graduates with the necessary skills to
conduct profound doctrinal and empirical research, contributing new insights
to legal theory and practice.



Law Professor and Scholar
As a law professor, an SJD graduate is responsible for teaching a diverse
range of legal subjects, often specializing in their area of doctoral
research. This includes developing curriculum, delivering lectures, and
mentoring aspiring legal professionals. Beyond the classroom, a significant
portion of a law professor's role involves conducting original research,
writing scholarly articles for peer-reviewed journals, and authoring books
that advance legal knowledge. Their work can influence judicial decisions,
legislative reforms, and public understanding of complex legal issues. The
intellectual freedom and opportunities for sustained inquiry make this a
highly rewarding career for those passionate about legal scholarship and
education.

The pursuit of tenure requires a sustained output of high-quality
publications and excellence in teaching and service. An SJD provides the
rigorous training in methodology, critical thinking, and advanced
jurisprudential analysis essential for success in this competitive
environment. Many SJD programs are specifically designed to prepare graduates
for academic careers, focusing on the development of a substantial
dissertation that serves as a foundation for future scholarly work.

Legal Education Administration
For those with a PhD in law who possess leadership qualities and an interest
in institutional development, roles in legal education administration are
also viable. This can include positions such as associate deans, directors of
research centers, or even deans of law schools. These roles leverage the
comprehensive understanding of legal education, research processes, and
academic governance that an SJD holder brings. Administrators are crucial in
shaping the strategic direction of legal institutions, fostering research
initiatives, and ensuring the quality and relevance of legal curricula.

Advanced Research and Scholarship
Beyond traditional professorships, the robust research training inherent in a
PhD in law opens doors to specialized research roles outside the university
setting. These positions often focus on specific areas of law, contributing
to policy development, public understanding, or specialized industry
knowledge.

Legal Think Tanks and Research Institutions
Graduates with an SJD are highly valued by legal think tanks, non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), and specialized research institutes. These
organizations focus on in-depth analysis of specific legal and policy issues,
producing reports, policy briefs, and recommendations for governments,



international bodies, and the public. A PhD in law provides the expertise in
advanced legal research, analytical rigor, and critical evaluation necessary
to tackle complex societal challenges through a legal lens. Researchers might
work on anything from constitutional reform to environmental law, human
rights, or international trade law, providing crucial evidence-based
insights.

Examples of such roles include Senior Research Fellow, Policy Analyst, or
Program Director, where the ability to conduct independent research,
synthesize vast amounts of information, and articulate complex legal
arguments clearly is paramount. Their findings often inform legislative
processes and public debate, exerting significant influence on policy
formulation.

Postdoctoral Fellowships and Research Grants
Many SJD graduates initially pursue postdoctoral fellowships, either at
universities or research centers, which provide an opportunity to refine
their research agendas, publish their dissertation work, and build a stronger
publication record before seeking a permanent academic or research position.
These fellowships are highly competitive and are awarded based on the
scholarly merit of the applicant's research proposal. Securing research
grants, whether from governmental bodies, foundations, or private
institutions, is another significant avenue, allowing SJD holders to lead
their own research projects and further advance their specialized legal
knowledge.

Influencing Policy and Government
The deep analytical skills and specialized legal knowledge acquired through a
PhD in law are exceptionally valuable in the realm of public policy and
government. SJD graduates are uniquely equipped to contribute to the
formulation, analysis, and implementation of laws and regulations.

Policy Advisor and Analyst
Government agencies, legislative bodies, and regulatory commissions
frequently seek individuals with advanced legal degrees to serve as policy
advisors or analysts. In these roles, an SJD holder can conduct comprehensive
legal research on proposed legislation, assess its potential impact, and
advise policymakers on constitutional implications, international law
obligations, and best practices. They might specialize in areas such as
criminal justice reform, economic regulation, health law, or technology
policy. Their nuanced understanding of legal principles and ability to
conduct rigorous empirical legal studies provide a critical foundation for
evidence-based policymaking.

The capacity to engage with complex legal questions and communicate findings



effectively to non-legal audiences is a key asset in these roles. An SJD
graduate's training allows them to dissect legal problems from a theoretical
and practical perspective, offering innovative solutions to pressing public
issues. This makes them indispensable in environments where sound legal
reasoning underpins effective governance.

Legislative Counsel and Drafter
Working directly for legislative bodies, an SJD holder could serve as
legislative counsel, assisting in the drafting of new laws and amendments.
This requires a meticulous understanding of statutory interpretation,
constitutional law, and the practical implications of legal language. The
advanced training in legal theory and comparative law gained during a PhD can
be invaluable for ensuring that legislation is robust, coherent, and achieves
its intended purpose without unintended consequences. They may also analyze
existing laws for effectiveness and consistency, proposing necessary
revisions.

International Law and Global Governance
A PhD in law often involves extensive engagement with international and
comparative legal frameworks, making graduates highly suitable for roles in
international organizations and global affairs.

Roles in Intergovernmental Organizations
Many SJD holders find fulfilling careers within intergovernmental
organizations such as the United Nations (UN), the International Criminal
Court (ICC), the World Bank, or regional bodies like the European Union.
These roles can involve:

Legal advisory positions for specific programs or missions.

Research and policy development on international legal norms.

Advocacy for human rights, environmental law, or international
humanitarian law.

Contributing to the development of international treaties and
conventions.

Arbitration and mediation in international disputes.

The specialized knowledge of public international law, private international
law, human rights law, or international trade law acquired during a PhD is
highly prized in these global settings. SJD graduates contribute to the



development and enforcement of international legal standards, impacting
global governance and international relations.

International Legal Consulting and Advocacy
For those interested in a more client-focused international career, an SJD
opens doors to high-level consulting roles for multinational corporations,
international NGOs, or even foreign governments. This might involve advising
on cross-border transactions, international compliance, dispute resolution in
complex international arbitrations, or advocating for specific legal reforms
on a global stage. The ability to understand and navigate diverse legal
systems, often a component of doctoral research, is a significant advantage.

Specialized Legal Practice and Consulting
While an SJD is not typically pursued for general legal practice, it offers a
distinct advantage for those aiming for highly specialized legal roles or
advanced legal consulting.

Highly Niche Legal Areas
Some SJD graduates choose to apply their deep expertise within a law firm
setting, but often in a highly niche area where their doctoral research
provides unparalleled authority. This could be in cutting-edge fields such
as:

Artificial Intelligence and legal ethics

Biotechnology and patent law

International tax law and compliance

Environmental law and climate change policy

Cybersecurity law and data privacy

In these roles, the SJD holder acts as a subject matter expert, providing
strategic advice and legal analysis that general practitioners might not
possess. Their ability to conduct original research and contribute to legal
doctrine can also elevate a firm's reputation and attract complex, high-value
cases.



Legal Consulting for Corporations and Firms
Beyond traditional law firm roles, SJD holders are increasingly sought after
as independent legal consultants or within specialized consulting firms. They
might advise corporations on regulatory compliance, legal risk management, or
complex contractual issues, leveraging their deep understanding of legal
principles and their capacity for in-depth analysis. This career path allows
them to apply their advanced theoretical knowledge to practical, real-world
business challenges, often working at the intersection of law, business, and
technology.

Non-Traditional and Emerging Roles
The versatility of a PhD in law extends to various non-traditional and
emerging sectors, where advanced analytical and research skills are highly
valued.

Legal Technology and Innovation
The burgeoning field of legal technology (LegalTech) presents exciting
opportunities for SJD graduates. Their understanding of legal systems, data
analysis, and the potential for legal reform makes them ideal candidates to
contribute to the development of AI-powered legal tools, predictive analytics
platforms, and legal research software. They can bridge the gap between
technological innovation and legal practicality, ensuring that new tools are
both effective and ethically sound. Roles could include Legal AI Specialist,
Legal Data Scientist, or Head of Legal Innovation.

Journalism and Legal Commentary
With their ability to analyze complex legal issues and articulate them
clearly, SJD graduates are well-positioned for roles in legal journalism,
media, or as public commentators. They can provide expert analysis for major
news outlets, contribute to legal blogs, or author popular science books
explaining intricate legal concepts to a broader audience. Their
authoritative voice and deep background make them credible sources for public
discourse on legal matters, shaping public opinion and understanding of the
law.

The Enduring Value of a Law PhD
Ultimately, a PhD in law is an investment in intellectual depth and
specialized expertise. It cultivates an individual’s capacity for original
thought, rigorous analysis, and significant contribution to the legal field.
Whether an SJD graduate chooses to shape future legal minds in academia,



influence policy at governmental or international levels, provide
unparalleled expertise in specialized legal practice, or forge new paths in
emerging sectors, the degree signifies a profound mastery of law. The career
trajectory for an SJD holder is less about following a single, predetermined
path and more about leveraging a unique credential to carve out a niche where
advanced legal scholarship and critical thinking can make a substantial
impact.

The skills honed during a doctoral program—independent research, critical
thinking, methodological rigor, and effective communication—are universally
valuable across a multitude of professional domains. These attributes empower
SJD graduates to become leaders and innovators, pushing the boundaries of
legal understanding and contributing meaningfully to society's most complex
challenges.

FAQ: What Can You Do With a PhD in Law?

Q: What is the primary difference between a JD and a
PhD in Law (SJD/JSD)?
A: A Juris Doctor (JD) is a professional degree that qualifies graduates to
practice law. It is a practitioner's degree focused on legal rules and
procedures for legal practice. In contrast, a PhD in Law, often called a
Doctor of Juridical Science (SJD or JSD), is an advanced research degree. It
is a terminal academic degree designed for individuals who wish to pursue
careers in legal scholarship, advanced research, legal academia, or
specialized policy work, requiring original scholarly contribution through a
substantial dissertation.

Q: Is a PhD in Law necessary to become a law
professor?
A: While a JD is generally sufficient to teach as an adjunct or clinical
professor, a PhD in Law (SJD/JSD) is often a prerequisite or a significant
advantage for securing a tenure-track position at many prestigious law
schools. The SJD/JSD demonstrates a commitment to legal scholarship, research
excellence, and the ability to contribute to legal theory, which are key
requirements for academic advancement in law faculties.

Q: Can I practice law with an SJD/JSD degree?
A: The SJD/JSD itself does not qualify you to practice law in most
jurisdictions. To practice law, you typically need a JD degree and must pass
the bar examination in the relevant jurisdiction. However, an SJD/JSD holder
who also possesses a JD and is licensed to practice can leverage their



advanced expertise in highly specialized legal areas, often acting as a
subject matter expert or consultant in niche fields where their doctoral
research provides unique authority.

Q: What kind of research does an SJD/JSD involve?
A: SJD/JSD research is highly specialized and involves deep inquiry into a
specific area of law. It can range from doctrinal analysis (examining legal
texts and precedents), comparative law (comparing legal systems), legal
theory and philosophy, to empirical legal studies (using data to analyze
legal phenomena). The core requirement is an original and substantial
contribution to legal scholarship, culminating in a dissertation that
addresses a significant legal question or problem.

Q: What non-academic career opportunities are
available for SJD/JSD graduates?
A: Beyond academia, SJD/JSD graduates can pursue diverse non-academic roles.
These include working as legal policy advisors or analysts for government
agencies, legislative bodies, or international organizations (like the UN or
World Bank). They can also join legal think tanks, specialized research
institutions, or provide high-level legal consulting for corporations in
niche areas such as international trade, environmental law, or legal
technology. Roles in legal journalism, advocacy, and innovation in legal tech
are also viable paths.

Q: How long does it typically take to complete a PhD
in Law?
A: The duration of an SJD/JSD program can vary depending on the institution,
the complexity of the research, and whether the student is enrolled full-time
or part-time. Generally, it takes between three to five years to complete the
degree, with the first year often dedicated to coursework and refining the
dissertation proposal, and subsequent years focused on research, writing, and
defending the dissertation.

Q: Is an SJD/JSD recognized internationally?
A: Yes, the Doctor of Juridical Science (SJD or JSD) is an internationally
recognized terminal degree in law, signifying advanced legal scholarship and
research capabilities. Its recognition allows graduates to pursue academic
and research opportunities globally, and their expertise is often highly
valued by international organizations and foreign governments.
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