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Women and Justice for the Poor

A History of Legal Aid, 1863-1945

This book reexamines fundamental assumptions about the American
legal profession and the boundaries between “professional” lawyers,
“lay” lawyers, and social workers. Creating a dialogue between legal
history and women’s history, it demonstrates that nineteenth-century
women’s organizations were the first to offer legal aid to the poor, and
that middle-class women, functioning as lay lawyers, provided that
assistance. Felice Batlan illustrates that by the early twentieth century,
male lawyers had founded their own legal aid societies. These new legal
aid lawyers created an imagined history of legal aid and a blueprint for
its future in which women played no role and their accomplishments
were intentionally omitted. In response, women social workers offered
harsh criticisms of legal aid leaders and developed a more robust social
work model of legal aid. These different models produced conflicting
understandings of legal expertise, professionalism, the rule of law, and,
ultimately, the meaning of justice for the poor.

Felice Batlan is professor of law and associate dean at IIT/Chicago—Kent
College of Law. Her groundbreaking work, which explores interactions
among law, gender, history, and the legal profession, has appeared in
numerous law reviews, history journals, and anthologies. She is a book
review editor for Law and History Review and was an associate editor
of the Encyclopedia of the Supreme Court and Continuity and Change.
She has been a New York University Golieb Fellow, a Hurst Fellow,
and a Freehling Fellow, and she received the Coordinating Council for
Women in History (CCWH)/Berkshire Women’s History Dissertation
Award.
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PLATE 1. Working Women’s Protective Union: “Complaint Day.” From Good
Words for the Working Women of New York (New York: Working Women’s
Protective Union, 1878). Courtesy of Felice Batlan.
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PLATE 2. “The Waiting-Room in the Building of the Workingwoman’s Protective
Union.” From Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, February 5, 1881. Illustra-
tion by Georgina A. Davis. Courtesy of Felice Batlan.
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PLATE 3. Cover of pamphlet published by the Legal Aid Society of Chicago,
ca. 1905. Illustration by Ralph Wilder. Courtesy of Chicago History Museum.
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PLATE 4. Advertisement in Legal Aid Society of Chicago pamphlet, ca. 1905:
“Regulate the Loan Sharks!” Courtesy of Chicago History Museum.
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PLATE 6. The Chicago Legal Aid Bureau: “Poor Man’s Portia,” Chicago Daily
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Introduction

This book began in New Orleans amid the debris and destruction of
Hurricane Katrina. In 2005, when the storm struck, I was living in New
Orleans and teaching at Tulane University. The weeks after the storm
were a confusing jumble of friends’ couches, searches for clothing, and
a growing sense that this would not end soon and that I would need to
occupy my time until the university reopened. Doing something in New
Orleans seemed better than passively watching the continuing disaster
on CNN, so I moved back into my damaged but still standing home.
As someone actually living in New Orleans when much of the city was
unoccupied and in ruins, I received constant calls from acquaintances,
friends, and friends of friends who were unable to return to the city.
People needed help with insurance forms and mortgages, with locating
relatives, procuring housing, finding documents, and, above all else, deal-
ing with the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) and its
arbitrary and changing policies and procedures. In the wake of such an
enormous catastrophe and the haphazard response by the government,
many people needed a witness and advocate on the ground.

FEMA established a series of disaster recovery centers in and around
New Orleans that were intended to function as “supermarkets” for hurri-
cane aid. In these centers, victims could apply for FEMA benefits; procure
information on repairing a roof; speak to the Army Corps of Engineers;
receive a disaster tax rebate; find a Bible, a hot meal, a friendly ear. In
theory, the centers were an excellent idea; in practice, they resulted in
hundreds of people waiting in long lines for hour after hour. One day
I approached a FEMA manager, handed her my résumé, and asked if I
could set up a legal-information booth. She allowed me to do so without
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