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[Titlecard: In 2022, Shannon Baldwin was running for re-election of her seat at Harris County Criminal 
Courts at Law No. 4. She practiced law in Houston, Texas for over twenty-two years after serving in the 
military.] 
 
[Question: The Houston Area Rainbow Collective’s purpose is to converse with people who have made 
significant contributions to the Houston LGBTQ+ community. How does it feel to be recognized as 
someone who's impacting and leading this community? What do you feel has been your biggest 
contribution?] 
 
Judge Shannon Baldwin: It's odd that we're still saying, "Hey, we wanna recognize you for doing 
something great,” when really what you're doing is just living your life and trying to accomplish your 
goals. It should be normal, not abnormal, to see an African American woman as a Supreme Court Justice. 
It should be normal to see us as judges in lower courts. It should be normal… not even a real point of 
conversation to be a lesbian and be on the bench. It's still important to be visible and in spaces of 
leadership, because when you're in those places you interact with people who may not always come into 
contact with members of the LGBTQIA+ community. Whoever's blazing the trail, they're gonna take the 
hits, but make it a lot easier for the next person coming behind so that we can get to that sense of 
normalcy. It's unfortunate that in this day and age, we are still talking about firsts- myself being a first, 
right, first African American woman to run out as a lesbian in this type of elected position. It's just 
unfortunate, but again, we have to do it.  
 
[Question: You were born and raised in Houston, Texas. Can you tell me more about growing up in 
Houston with your family?] 
 
SB: I was raised in a single parent home and actually I was raised as an only child. Oh, I am my mother's 
only child by birth. I have a younger adopted brother. And, um, so growing up when I say run the gamut, 
she, she did everything. Mother, father, she was all those things to me. My grandmother, because she also 
was at the forefront of raising me as well. She's very strong, strong woman. If there was anything that 
passed down from, you know, one generation to the next, it would be strength. 
 
[Question: How do you remember any perceptions that you, your family, or your community held about 
sexuality or the LGBTQ+ community?  
 
SB: Don't do it. If you thought about it, keep it to yourself. Um, which is why, uh, the... it's why it takes 
so long, right. I mean, the community was just so, and I would say community as a whole, so 
unaccepting. I will say, however, my family ended up being amazing about it. It took my mother a little 
while and probably because she was closest to me. And, uh, and I read somewhere they say that, you 
know, when you have this sort of perception and thought of who your child is, and then they turn out not 
to be that, you kind of go through that mourning process. Um, I would say that was true for her. But yeah 
it was not, that part was tough. She sought help to understand better and I thanked her for that so that we 
could get to a point where this was not a, a, a point of contention. 
 
 
 
 



[Question: How do you think this community-held perception influenced your relationship with yourself 
and your queerness?] 
 
[Text slide no video] 
"As for myself, I ignored what may have been clear signs of being LGBTQ+. Although, I admit that I 
didn’t necessarily know what it was…I knew something may be different. As I got older and learned 
more, denial and shame was how I felt about myself. I pursued a stronger religious relationship in hopes 
of changing who I was and being more acceptable to my family and community. I avoided shame." 
 
[Question: Can you tell me more about your experience in ROTC in the 1980s? How did this translate 
into your evolving career?] 
 
SB: ROTC was everything, specifically at Barbara Jordan because we didn’t have sports. It was my 
introduction to the military. I loved every minute of it and, and stuck with the program throughout. Um, I 
was a part of the drill team there. They had an unarmed female drill team and it prepared me as I actually 
went into the military. Initially, I thought I would be a police officer because I went to Sam Houston State 
for Law Enforcement and Police Science. I thought police officer but in law enforcement in some way. I 
happened to be walking out of the library, saw a sign that said, "Take the LSAT", I snatched it down. 
<laugh> I enrolled in the class, took the LSAT and there, there it goes. Going to John Marshall, I was 
really just getting from point A to point B. <Laugh> You gotta go to law school, you go to law school, 
you get past it, you take the bar, and you get down to doing what you really want to do for the rest of your 
life. 
 
[Question: You operate with the philosophy of “blind justice.” This means that one’s race, creed, sexual 
orientation, religion etc., does not influence your judicial actions. How did you come to hold this 
principle? Was this a shared sentiment when you were at John Marshall Law School?]  
 
SB: Not from law school. I mean, obviously you're, you're taught that because that's, that's basically 
constitutional, right? It really is. It's not, it's my theory. I didn't create that. That's, that's what it should be. 
Um, but it became more important as time went on, the further I progressed in my career, um, spending 
time as a prosecutor, as well as a criminal defense attorney when you start to see that, um, the, the, the 
many different ways that justice can be slighted and swayed one way or the other, uh, legally or not. Um, 
then that becomes really, really important. You start thinking about it's important that we not consider 
these things, and how do you set that aside? It's easier to do it over a time period when you're in the field. 
When you start talking about that to a juror, then you start paying attention to what the judges are doing, 
what the prosecutors are doing, what the defense counsel are doing, making sure that justice is blind. You 
become the gatekeeper for that. 
 
[Question: You practiced law in Harris County for over twenty-two years. In a 2018 interview with 
LawDragon, you said of the atmosphere in the county courtrooms, you “don’t want to call it hostile, but 
always an unnecessary uphill battle". Can you speak more to what you felt you were fighting against in 
Harris County?] 
 
SB: It's why when I said blindfold justice was important and when I told you that, you know, it just came 
at you at every direction. As a defense attorney, it was so difficult, you felt helpless in many situations 
because maybe the, the thought of justice was not at the forefront or, at least, there's a different 
interpretation of what justice was back then. Okay. I feel sometimes the pressure is trying to push us back 
in that direction. It was just uphill battle from beginning to end. And everything about, even this building, 
was set up such that rights, the rights of a person who's accused, an accused citizen, was really 
disregarded on a regular basis, um, and, and hostile in some instances, yes, yes. It just got to the point 
where I just, you know, kind of had it up to here because I felt like we were starting to get to me, 



especially just getting trained, routine. Because you know to expect that your answer is gonna be no, so 
you really get to the point where you don't even ask and that's not justice. That is not representing your 
client zealously. That's what it had become, um, and I knew that was not something that I could sustain 
any further. It was either become a judge and try to change the system or get out of this business, get out 
of this business. I was really at a point where I was I'm gonna have to do something else if this doesn't 
happen. It made all the more sense to make sure that I became a judge because I realized the judge was 
probably the first and the greatest influence in the courtroom as to what's gonna happen, whether or not 
blind justice becomes a real reality. 
 
[Question: According to the American Bar Association, between 2010 and 2020, the number of lawyers 
of color as a collective has grown by less than 3 percentage points in the US. How do you see what you 
are doing in terms of this statistic?] 
 
SB: Here, I've had, you know, hundreds of students come through and actually see this process and I did 
that for a reason. A: you need to see women in those positions of leadership. B: you need to see African 
American women in those positions of leadership. You need to see a lesbian, African American woman in 
that position of leadership and, uh, be exposed to it in the most positive light possible. That opens doors. 
 
[Question: You have had a lifelong career in public service and have said you feel most impactful as a 
judge. Why do you feel most able to serve others in this role?] 
 
SB: I chose this court. I chose this level of court. I had the experience where I could have gone to any 
court, could have been an Appellate Court judge, could have been a District Court judge. I chose this 
because I knew that it was the beginning stages of people coming into or having, uh, an experience with a 
criminal court and I thought I might have the most influence on someone if they're not looking at 20, 30 
years in prison. If you're only looking at six months, let me give you something, leave here with 
something that turns it around.” Um, so that was important to me. And I, I know my work is not done 
here yet. Here, here is where people are the most vulnerable, the most vulnerable, and what happens here 
affects them the rest of their lives. Sometimes giving them that first conviction is just a setup for failure. 
They will continue to fail over and over and over again, because that's how it's set up, right. So if we can 
get them here, early on and change that mindset...you never know what you're gonna say that is going to 
have some lasting effect on somebody. I don't, I don't know it, but I try. I try and that's what makes it all 
worth it though? You know? 
 
[Question: How does it feel for you to have peers that look like, relate to, and reflect you and your values 
more accurately than the county’s past historically White, cis-male dominated judge force?] 
 
SB: It's an amazing feeling. We changed the atmosphere in the building, you know, and we also 
empowered other people that more, uh, diversity is coming behind us and has actually, it has increasingly 
grown, I think, per election thereafter um, and that's a wonderful thing to know, right. Because before it 
seemed insurmountable, like you, you just, there was never gonna be any change. It seemed that there was 
not even a glimmer of hope. We’ll call it divine intervention, many of us will say divine intervention, that 
put us all in the same place at the same time, moving towards the same goal. Um, just worked out that 
way.  
 
[Question: Over the past decades, there have been many moments of both progress and stagnation for the 
LGBTQ+ community. What milestone has been most impactful on your life? Some examples could be 
the 2022 upheaval of Dobbs, the passage and repeal of Don't Ask, Don't Tell, and 2015's marriage 
milestone.] 
 
SB: Um, ah, it's gotta be, you know, right to marry. It has to be because the ability to have full rights as a 



human being, without question, without thought. I was married, but I went to another state to get married. 
I could not do that here in Texas at that time so I traveled to New York. To imagine that day that I walk in 
and we just think you're gonna get any judge, any person you don't know. But I walked in and it's a 
Supreme Court justice who said, "Hey, I just thought, you know, for Christmas I'm gonna come in and do 
weddings". In fact, every couple that he married that day was an LGBTQIA couple. Um, and while that, 
you know, was as beautiful as we could make it in that moment, wouldn't it have just been wonderful to 
be able to do that here? I take such great pride in doing weddings here and I'll do, I've, I've married many, 
you know, a couples, you know, whether they're straight, gay, lesbian, whatever the case may be. Um, 
and that's always a good thing and I do that and I'll continue to do that as long as we are able to. To have 
that and not have to travel, not have to go to another state to get that done was important, is important. It's 
why I fully participate in it. People call me, they text me, they email me: "Shannon, I want you to do 
this". Okay, I always tell them "yes" and I make it happen. Number one, because they don't have to 
include me, but number two it means something for them to have me, from my position, do that for them. 
And I don't take that lightly. I love it. I love it and I love tailoring the vows so that it's mindful, uh, you 
know, that pronouns are correct and it's, it's mindful for what we need to be, so that it's always inclusive. 
Always inclusive. 
 
[Question: The right to marry regardless of sex, gender identity, or expression is clearly important but 
why is the practice of marriage itself important to you?] 
 
[Text Slide no video or audio] 
“Marriage is a legal institution as well as a human experience. So, as an attorney, I understood the 
restriction of rights and financial benefits that I had by not being able to be legally married. But I was 
expected to pay the same taxes, in fact, pay more taxes. My insurance was higher, it affected me 
financially for years. I was afraid of what could happen in medical emergencies if I couldn’t have my 
spouse honor decisions that we’d made as a couple. Personally, marriage has always been a way to honor 
the person you love. It was upsetting to not be able to honor my wife as one of the most important people 
in my life and vice versa.” 
 
[Question: There's often the conflation of one aspect of someone's identity (being gay, Black, or a 
woman) as representative of their entire politics. For example, Houston’s first out mayor, Annise Parker 
noted her political strategy was "to be perceived as a mainstream  
candidate, not just a lesbian activist". And similarly, Judge Ketanji Brown Jackson was called a "radical, 
left-wing, activist judge" by news outlets. How do you relate to the experiences of these women? How do 
you manage a public persona in the political world?] 
 
SB: I've always been certain of is what my beliefs are and what I think is my sense of right. Um, even my 
sense of right and wrong in, in spite of what the law may call for. Right. I'm always clear about that. My 
beliefs, it's unfortunate being in this position, you don't get to really, you don't get to honor those always, 
right. I may think one thing, but I have to do something different because that's what the law calls for. 
Um, but that's, that's what it's all about so they can put whatever label they want to put on it. I am very 
confident in my own personal beliefs, but I'm also more so confident in my position and what I'm called 
to do. Uh, it, it is unfortunate, but it's normal. And actually when you step out into these positions, you 
should expect that that's going to happen. Just continue on and do what you do. You know, on the other 
side, they might say, they might give me some of those, those labels "radical left", or whatever it is they 
want to put to it. But if that's what it means to be unrestricted, to not put any extra spin on justice or 
shackle justice in any way then fine. Um, but I think it will play to our favor, um, later on, if not now.  
 
[Question: How do you think about making judicial decisions that you may not agree with?] 
 
SB: It just happens all the time. It's just a part of the job. It is what you take the oath for. Right. Do the 



job, ensure justice is what's done, but more importantly, follow the law. 
 
[Question: In 2022, major legislation has targeted LGBTQ+ freedoms. Events include the overturn of Roe 
v Wade and bills that limit transgender access to bathrooms, sports, and healthcare. As a judge, citizen, 
and mother, how do you view these situations differently? What is your reaction to these legal shifts?] 
 
SB: Um, as a judge, I don't, I don't have the reaction because we're really not allowed to anyway and 
whatever the laws of the land are, that's what they are and I'll respect that. As a human being, um, I can 
only hope for, uh, things that don't take our rights away and limit us in any way. I can only hope and 
participate to the extent that I can, despite my job, um, to push for things to be, um, equal and, you know, 
level. Um, it is a tough position to be in when, um, you want to be more vocal about those things. I do 
feel like, you know, we'll, we'll be facing some new decisions here. Um, you know, and I don't have any 
crystal ball into it. It just seems to be the pattern at this point. Um, and I just hope that at some point we 
come together and stronger, um, minds prevail and we're able to maintain our rights as much as possible, 
and then fight for the ones that we lose to try to get back. But that's just me as a citizen, me as a human 
being speaking. 
 
[Question: As of July 2022 in Texas, there are record highs for both the number of LGBTQ+ candidates 
running for office and the number of LGBTQ+ candidates winning their primaries. Yet, over 200 anti-
LGBTQ+ bills were introduced in the Texas State Legislature alone. How do you have hope for long 
lasting progress when you see this cycle of mutual backlash?] 
 
SB: Yeah. The day you stop hoping is the day you walk away, right. It's something I can't even consider. 
Um, because then I, I, I, I could not be here if I did not have some level of hope and again, fighting to stay 
at the table is at least trying to get in the conversation. You have to do that. Somebody has to do it, 
whether it's me or, or, or who or whomever, right. So that's why you're seeing the uptick in candidates 
who are openly gay and, and, and coming out and trying to fight for these issues. Um, it's important. Um, 
um, is it tough? Yes. And you don't, I'm not on a high, you know, high hope high every day. There are 
days where you just, you know, it's like, okay, I feel beat down by this, but, um, you pick up, you start a 
new day because it's bigger than me. It's everybody who's going to benefit from having it done, I think, in 
the right, fair, and equal way, uh, in terms of all of our rights across the board. Um, so I'm pleased to not 
be the only one. Um, now I'm no longer the, well, I'm the first still, but there are other African American 
women who are running for judge and they are out. That's a good thing. 
 
[Question: Is there anything else that you would like to say for the Houston Area Rainbow Collective 
History Collection?] 
 
SB: In today's time, there's a lot going on, right, politically, in terms of humanity, valuing one another, uh. 
As an, an African American lesbian woman, all those, you know, things, um, just treating each other with 
respect as human beings and not getting so caught up in the thinking that we're above this station, you 
know, that you would never find yourself in a place of...you never know, right, when a criminal court is 
gonna touch you and how it's going to touch you. Just keeping humanity at the forefront is probably one 
of the most important things we can do. Um, and however, I interweave that in communicating with 
defendants, or parents who come, or loved ones who come, or victims who come, whatever the case may 
be, however I can do that, I try. Um, but I hope that, hope it transcends and it gets bigger than me and it 
just goes all over, and I know I'm not the only person saying that, uh, but really that's what we all gotta be 
pushing for if we expect this to be different and better. Sometimes you are where you are because of who 
you are. Okay. If we are not careful to start really embracing the humanity of everyone, you're, you're 
going to see. That's beyond this place. Mm-hmm, we [the Harris County Criminal Courts at Law] are the 
result of what happens to people, but this is the end game here. What happens before and what creates 
them and puts people on paths where they find themselves in criminal courts, that's us as a society. Okay? 



We've gotta fix that. Okay. We have to start treating people different. I just hope that, like I said, that I 
can change one person at a time and make a difference. I know that my colleagues want that as well. So 
I'm hoping that just transcends and we're able to at least keep our jobs for the next 2, 3, 4 terms, if 
necessary, to try to make as big of an impact as possible. That’s all I got. 


