Mason Bravo

The Woman with the Printout

Somewhere in Arkansas this month, a woman facing eviction walks into a county
courthouse holding three pages she printed at the public library. She cannot afford a lawyer, and
there is no constitutional right to counsel when what you stand to lose is your housing rather than
your liberty. So, she did what any reasonable person would do and asked artificial intelligence.
The pages in her hand are confident, organized, and written in something that sounds
convincingly like law. The Al cites two cases, but one of them does not exist. She is the entire
debate compressed into a single person. Everything promising about Al in the justice system is in
her hands, and so is everything dangerous. She has no way to tell which is which.

Start with what is promising, because it is real. More than 500,000 Arkansans qualify for
free civil legal aid, but only a fraction will ever receive it. We are not going to hire our way
across that gap; the lawyers do not exist, and in the rural counties where the need is the sharpest,
they are leaving rather than arriving. Against that shortage, the early evidence is encouraging. In
the first field study of its kind, researchers gave ninety-one legal aid professionals sustained
access to generative Al. Ninety percent reported increased productivity, and three-quarters
intended to keep using the tools afterward. They were not handing their cases over to machines.
They were summarizing records, drafting first passes, and turning legal jargon into something a
client could actually read. It is unglamorous work, and it eats the hours of the few attorneys we
have. Al cannot conjure a new legal aid lawyer into a county that has none, but it can make the
ones already there faster, and at this scale, speed decides who gets served.

Arkansas has been making a version of this bet for years and making it well. More than
ninety kiosks now sit in courthouses and public libraries, so that nearly every county has at least
one place a person can get the forms she needs without an appointment or a retainer. The kiosks
work because they are honest about what they are. A kiosk hands you a document. It never
claims to be your lawyer. This is the line that generative Al crosses, and here is what it costs.

The researcher Damien Charlotin maintains a public database of court decisions dealing
with fabricated, Al-generated citations. As of this month, it holds 2,009 cases worldwide. Of
those, 1,156 involve self-represented litigants, and 799 involve lawyers. The tool is failing most
often in the hands of the people it was supposed to rescue, and the consequences are not
symmetric. When an attorney files a fabricated citation, he is sanctioned and humiliated, but he is
insured, supervised, and back in practice the following week. When the woman with the printout
files one, she loses her home. There is no malpractice carrier for a self-represented litigant, no
disciplinary process to make her whole, and no second hearing. The tool fails hardest on the
person who needs it the most.



Thus, the honest question is not whether Al helps or harms access to justice. It does both,
and which one wins depends almost entirely on whose hand is on it. Put the tool in an advocate’s
hand and it is a multiplier. Every hour it saves a legal aid attorney is an hour returned to a client,
and that hour arrives with a licensed human being attached. Put the tool in a litigant’s hand alone
and it becomes a confident stranger giving directions for a courthouse it has never entered.

This is not really a debate about efficiency. Arkansas can pass the best tenant protections
in the country and still put families on the street by the thousands if no one can use them. A right
you cannot claim is not a right; rather, it is a promise that nobody has to keep. That is what
makes access to justice a core societal value rather than a charity, and why the tools we adopt in
its name should earn our trust before our enthusiasm.

I write as a second-year law student who works a job through law school to cover rent
and stay ahead of debt that will pass six figures before I ever take charge of a case. This
scholarship would go straight against my principal, and what it would really buy is the freedom
to choose work by where I am needed rather than by what it pays.

However, my debt is not a detour from this subject. Loan burden is one of the quiet forces
steering new attorneys away from the rural counties and low-margin practices where Arkansans
needs them most. I strive to be a trial attorney. The woman with the printout does not need better
software. She needs someone to stand up when her name is called and speak when she cannot.
No model does that. The most valuable thing Al may ever do for her is hand some overworked
attorney back the hours to be that person.



