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Judicial Biography 

 

 

 *Edward N. Cahn, a young lawyer in private practice in Allentown, Lehigh County, was 

appointed to the District Court in January 1975. He was the only judge named by President 

Gerald R. Ford to the Eastern District.  In the 1990’s, he was to serve as Chief Judge of the 

Court, succeeding Louis Bechtle.  For three years he was the District Court representative from 

the Third Circuit on the Judicial Conference of the United States, the policymaking body for the 

federal courts presided over by the Chief Justice. 

 

 From 1975 to 1977, Judge Cahn presided in Philadelphia.  From 1977 until his retirement 

in 1998, he served in Allentown.1 

  

 He was born on June 29, 1933, in Allentown, graduated from Allentown High School, 

and graduated magna cum laude from Lehigh University in 1955, where he was a member of Phi 

Beta Kappa.  He received his LL.B. from Yale University in 1958, and an Honorary Doctor of 

Laws from Lehigh University in 2002.  He was admitted to the practice of law in 1959.  He 

served as an Adjunct Professor at Rutgers-Camden Law School from 1985 to 1989, and as a 

Tresolini Lecturer in law at Lehigh University.  He was a member of the Judicial Conference of 

the United States from 1994 to 1996, the Judicial Conference Committee on Judicial Resources 

from 1993 to 1998, and the Judicial Conference for the Third Circuit Court of Appeals from 

1993 to 1998.   

 

 A selective service lawsuit filed in the Eastern District in 1972 had potentially 

widespread consequences.  It dealt with the issue of gender discrimination.  Robert Goldberg 

challenged the constitutionality of the Military Selective Service Act on the ground that only 

males were subject to registration and conscription.  A three­judge court consisting of District 

Judges James Gorbey and Joseph Lord and Circuit Judge Max Rosenn was convened.  Shortly 

thereafter, the draft ended and the case lay dormant for a number of years.  Ultimately, the matter 

was reactivated, and Judge Cahn replaced the late Judge Gorbey on the three-judge panel. 

  

 In 1980, President Jimmy Carter asked Congress to reinstitute the registration process in 

order to facilitate a draft if one should ever be reinstated.  He proposed that women as well as 

men register as a matter of equity.  Congress authorized the President to require registration of 

males but rejected his request with respect to women.  

  

 The question now before the three-judge panel was whether the Military Selective 

Service Act was constitutional when it compelled men, but not women, to register.  The panel 

ruled unanimously that the law violated the due process clause of the Constitution and enjoined 

 
* The following material is excerpted from JUDGE HARVEY BARTLE, III, MORTALS WITH TREMENDOUS 

RESPONSIBILITIES, A HISTORY OF THE UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE EASTERN DISTRICT OF PENNSYLVANIA, 

3-12 (Saint Joseph’s University Press, 2011).  Reproduced with the permission of the author, Judge Harvey Bartle, 

III, and the publisher, Saint Joseph’s University Press.   
1 From December of 1998, when Judge Cahn retired, until November of 2002, no district judge served on a regular 

basis at the Allentown federal courthouse. 



enforcement of registration on the ground that it did not treat men and women equally.  In an 

opinion by Judge Cahn, the Court stated:  

 

  It is undisputed that the MSSA [Military Selective Service Act] creates a gender- 

  based classification and that the government has the burden of justifying that  

  classification. . . .  We . . .  hold that the complete exclusion of women from the  

  pool of registrants does not serve “important governmental objectives” and is not  

  “substantially related” . . .  to any alleged government interest.  Thus, the MSSA  

  unconstitutionally discriminates between males and females. 

 

 The Court’s order was stayed by Justice William Brennan to give the Supreme Court an 

opportunity to consider the matter.  After argument, the Supreme Court reversed.  Chief Justice 

William Rehnquist wrote for the majority that the District Court must defer to Congress which 

has the exclusive power under the Constitution to raise and maintain an Army and a Navy and to 

make rules and regulations for the land and naval forces.  According to the high Court, Congress 

had made a valid policy decision that women in the military were not to engage in combat and 

therefore should not be required to register for a possible draft.  Consequently, men and women 

were not similarly situated for purposes of a draft or registration for a draft and the Military 

Selective Service Act did not violate due process. 

 

 Judge Cahn was assigned and presided over a Multidistrict Litigation (“MDL”) involving 

allegations that major sugar refiners and others East of the Mississippi River had conspired to fix 

prices of refined sugar in violation of § 1 of the Sherman Act. 

 

 With the induction of Judge Cahn in 1975, the Court had a judge sitting in Allentown for 

the first time since that city was designated by Congress as a court station in 1968.  The 

Commissioners of Lehigh County kindly permitted him to use the old Lehigh County 

Courthouse with its vintage courtroom since there was no adequate federal facility nearby.  In the 

early 1990’s, a federal courthouse was built in Allentown where both civil and criminal cases 

arising out of that geographic area are now tried.  It is situated on Hamilton Street across from 

the old county courthouse and a block from Zion’s Reformed Church where the Liberty Bell was 

hidden during the Revolution after it was removed from Independence Hall to keep it out of the 

grasp of the British Army about to occupy Philadelphia.  The courthouse contains the portraits of 

Judges William H. Kirkpatrick and J. Cullen Ganey, who were from neighboring Northampton 

County, as well as that of Judge Cahn, who is a native of Lehigh County.  All three served as 

Chief Judge of this Court.   

 

 Judge Cahn served as Chief Judge from 1993 to 1998.  He retired from the Court on 

December 31, 1998, and then returned to the private practice of law.  On August 20, 2001, the 

Allentown Federal Courthouse was named by the United States Congress the “Edward N. Cahn 

Federal Building and United States Courthouse” in his honor. 

 

*  *  * 

 

 

 



Biographical Materials 

 

1. Transcript of induction proceedings, administration of the oath of office, January 31,  

1975, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania – Honorable Edward N. Cahn. 

 

2. Naming Ceremony of the Edward N. Cahn United States Courthouse and Federal  

Building, November 19, 2001. 

 

3. Judicial photograph of Honorable Edward N. Cahn. 

 

4. Transcript of Official Ceremonies Commemorating Opening of Allentown, Pennsylvania  

Federal Court facility held on December 16, 1977. 

 

5. Series of three photographs taken on December 16, 1977 of Judge Alfred L. Luongo,  

Chief Judge Joseph S. Lord, III, and Judge Edward N. Cahn, on the occasion of the  

opening of the federal courtroom in Allentown, Pennsylvania in the old Lehigh County 

Courthouse. 

 

 

 






















































































