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ST. THOMAS UNIVERSITY SCHOOL OF LAW 
LAW 899L2 – POVERTY LAW & ECONOMI C JUSTICE SEMI NAR 

PROFESSOR MARC-TI ZOC GONZÁLEZ 
SPRI NG 2012 (2 CREDITS) 

 
Class Meetings: 
Th 5:35 PM – 7:25 PM 
Room 104 
 

Contact Information: 
Phone:  (305) 474-2441 
Email:  mtgonzalez@stu.edu 

Office Hours: 
M  2:00 PM – 4:00 PM 
T   3:00 PM – 5:00 PM 
Th 3:00 PM – 5:00 PM 
 

 
Description: Poverty does not exist outside of society. Rather, people’s social practices, 
developed historically and often enforced under the color of law, create and evolve what we 
define, how we measure and what a given society does about “poverty.” Focusing on the United 
States, through critical readings, class discussions, written assignments and an option between 
an original research essay to fulfill the senior writing requirement or a take-home final 
examination addressing the key sociolegal issues of our course, we will explore how the law 
creates, mediates and sometimes alleviates poverty. After learning about the histories, theories, 
measures and conditions that constitute poverty today, we will examine the jur isprudence of 
poverty and theories about “economic justice,” a multidimensional concept that implicates 
liberty, equality and community, and includes Catholic social thought. The course will end with a 
special lecture on poverty viewed through international human rights law. From time to time, the 
class will feature guest speakers from the local legal services community, and optional 
experiential assignments, where students may take a community tour, or visit a poverty law 
office or other relevant legal venue, e.g., traff ic court, family court, eviction proceeding, etc. 
 
Materials: John Iceland, Poverty in America (University of California Press 2d ed 2006); Emma 
Coleman Jordan & Angela P. Harris, Beyond Rational Choice: Alternative Perspectives on 
Economics (Foundation Press 2005); National Conference on Catholic Bishops, Economic 
Justice for All, Pastoral Letter on Catholic Social Teaching and the U.S. Economy (US Catholic 
Conference 1986, Tenth Anniversary Edition 1997); and excerpts of additional texts, judicial 
opinions, etc., in an online course reader. 
 
The most recent published casebook on our subject, Julie A. Nice and Louise G. Trubek’s 
Cases and Materials on Poverty Law: Theory and Practice was published in 1997. Even with its 
1999 supplement, it  is now significantly outdated. Professor Nice is now working on a new 
casebook, as are a group of other authors, so our course reader will benefit from their work, as 
well as from an array of poverty law professors from across the country, who have shared their 
syllabi for my review and selective incorporation into our course materials. 
 
Objectives:  
 

• Students will learn about different definitions and measures of poverty and 
economic justice, and develop their own definit ion of poverty lawyering; 

• Students will learn about the jurisprudence of poverty law through Supreme 
Court and other judicial opinions, with a special focus on Florida state law, as 
well as through federal and state legislation, and administrative agency 
regulations, policies and practices; 

• Students will develop their  critical lawyering skills, learning how to identify and to 
articulate the policy rationales and ideological presumptions of the historically  
evolving jurisprudence of poverty, in order to argue persuasively for their own 
policy prescriptions; 
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• Students will demonstrate their learning through classroom discussion, short in-
class and take home writing assignments, multiple choice question reviews and a 
choice between an open book take home essay final examination or a law review 
style comment that may complete the senior writing requirement by applying the 
jurisprudence of poverty law to a particular situation—articulating one’s analysis 
and reasoning clearly, along with predictable counter-arguments; 

• Students will develop and demonstrate their professionalism throughout the 
course with their preparation, effort and comportment—especially within the 
classroom, a privileged space that should feel emotionally safe and intellectually  
exciting for everyone, even as we engage each other in rigorous conversations 
about the sometime controversial policies and ideologies underlying the 
jurisprudence of poverty. 

 
Attendance Policy: 
 
In compliance with regulations of the American Bar Association, the St. Thomas University Law 
faculty has adopted mandatory attendance rules. You should review your Student Handbook for  
the specific number of days that may be missed before you receive a mandatory administrative 
F, as well as related rules, e.g., “A student may be requested to leave a class for being 
unprepared.” 
 
As a standard throughout your legal education, I invite you to imagine our class like one of the 
many courtrooms where you will one day represent your clients. Would you be ear ly, on t ime or  
late?  Would you be well prepared to make your appearance, argue your motion, examine a 
witness, etc., or would you just show up and “see what happens?”   
 
Every day in law school, you are creating the habits for the kind of lawyer whom you will one 
day become. Punctual attendance, consistent preparation and engaged participation are 
necessary to earn the highest grade possible. 
 
Attendance Records: 
 
Daily, each student shall sign the attendance sheet at the start of class to verify her/his 
presence that day.  Signing the attendance sheet for another student is expressly prohibited 
and will violate the Code of Academic Integrity. 
 
If you are late to class, even by one minute—according to the professor’s watch—you should 
not enter the room and hence cannot sign the attendance sheet for that day, which may 
result in a failing grade (see above). 
 
If someone misses class repeatedly or is consistently late to class, s/he very likely is dealing 
with a significant personal issue that could interfere materially with becoming a competent 
attorney. When a lawyer falls seriously ill or experiences a family emergency, s/he ensures that 
a colleague will make any required appearances, explains the situation to the court t imely, 
seeks a continuance of the matter, etc. Failure to do so could result in prejudice to a client, 
sanctions against the attorney or both. 
 
Class Preparation and Participation:  By the start of each week, you should have read the 
assigned texts for that week, including all cases, articles, statutes, etc. You should brief every 
case and outline every text in order to recall and discuss them competently.  
 
In each class, after a brief per iod when I will solicit your initial responses to the assigned text(s) 
and ask for any questions lingering from the previous week, I will call on you and your peers at 
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random, utilizing the Socratic method of pedagogy to elicit  a critical dialogue about the facts, 
statutes, holdings, policies and underlying jurisprudence of the doctrine(s) under study.   
 
Class discussions enable you to practice the oral advocacy that you will deploy throughout your 
career as a lawyer. If you have prepared adequately for class, you will have nothing to fear from 
me: I am here to help you become a competent attorney, not to hinder you, trigger anxiety, etc.  
On the other hand, if you have not prepared adequately for class, then it is reasonable for you to 
feel serious anxiety about being called upon. Even here, however, you have nothing to fear from 
me but rather will only experience the anxiety, shame and other complicated emotions that not 
preparing adequately may trigger in you. Thankfully you can avoid this situation simply by timely  
and thoroughly studying the assigned texts.  
 
N.B. Students shall never ask to “pass” on class participation. If  you feel inadequately prepared 
or otherwise feel unwilling to speak in class, you should nevertheless try to answer my 
questions based on your previous preparation for and participation in class.  
 
Grading Policies:  Extraordinarily posit ive class participation can raise your grade by one step.  
Otherwise, your course grade will be a function of timely submitt ing a series of brief written 
assignments throughout the semester and an open book take home final examination.  
 
Class Website:  All of the course materials, including the syllabus, addit ional readings and any  
slides, discussion questions, practice problems or review questions, will be posted online in a 
Westlaw TWEN or LexisNexis Blackboard site for this course. 
 
Laptop and Phone Policies:  Laptop computers are allowed during class but regulated 
(see below). However, cellular or smart phones are prohibited, so you should turn them off 
and put them away promptly by the start of class.  
 
If you are a parent or other caretaker who keeps her/his cell phone on at all times, then please 
let me know at the start of the semester, set your phone to vibrate and be ready to leave the 
class while you take an important call. 
 
In-class use of laptop computers is permitted for study purposes only. If you are playing 
Solitaire, texting, emailing, shopping online, using Facebook or otherwise using your computer 
inappropriately in class, I will ask you to stop and refocus yourself, and may ask you to leave 
class for that day, so that such behavior does not further disrupt our learning environment.   
 
If you require a reasonable accommodation, please consult the Disability Guidelines 
Handbook, http://www.stu.edu/IMG/pdf/Disabilit iyGuidelineweb.pdf and contact John F. 
Hernandez, jhernandez@stu.edu, Assistant Dean for Student Affairs. 
 
Schedule:  Please note that we may have to reschedule one or two classes falling at the 
end of the week to accommodate my travel to and presentation at an academic conference. I 
will inform you of any scheduling changes, including make-up days, at the earliest opportunity, 
and keep them to the absolute minimum possible. 
 
Acknowledgements:  Thanks to the following professors for sharing their syllabi to help me 
develop this course: Sumi Cho (DePaul Univ.), Charles Elsesser & Purvi Shah (Univ. of Miami), 
Michele Gilman (Univ. of Balt imore), Bill Quigley & Davida F inger (Loyola New Orleans), Ezra 
Rosser (American University), Jeff Selben (UC Berkeley), Dean Spade (Seattle Univ.) and Noah 
Zatz (UCLA). Thanks also to Professor Kimberly Stanley (Golden Gate University) for providing 
me with a copy of her Fall 2010 Property Law syllabus, on which I have modeled the format and 
some of the policies of this syllabus. 
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ASSIGNMENTS 
(Subject to Revision) 

 
DATE TOPIC & READING 

WEEK 1 Introduction and Overview 
January (9) 12 Emma Coleman Jordan & Angela P. Harris, Beyond Rational Choice 

(“BRC”), Chapter Six. 
 

WEEK 2 Measuring Poverty 
January 19 John Iceland, Poverty in America, Preface through Chapter Four. 

 
Federal Definition 2011, http://aspe.hhs.gov/poverty/11poverty.shtml; 
information about federal poverty guidelines, 
http://aspe.hhs.gov/poverty/faq.shtml#developed;  
 

WEEK 3 Theories of Poverty 
January 26 
 

Iceland, Poverty in America, Chapter Five through Conclusion;  
 
Lisa Keister, et al.,  Rising Wealth Inequality: Why We Should Care,  
15 GEO. J. POVERTY L. & POL’Y 437 (2008). 
 

WEEK 4 The Constitution of Poverty 
February 2 
 

Shapiro v. Thompson, 394 U.S. 618 (1969); 
 
Goldberg v. Kelly, 397 U.S. 254 (1970); 
 
Dandridge v. Williams, 397 U.S. 471 (1970); 
 
Wyman, Commissioner of N.Y. Dept. of Social Services, et al., v. James, 
400 U.S. 309 (1971); 
 
Jefferson v. Hackney, 406 U.S. 535 (1972); 
 
San Antonio Independent Sch. District v. Rodriguez, 411 U.S. 1 (1973); 
 
Mathews v. Eldridge, 424 U.S. 319 (1976); 
 
Harris v. McRae, 448 U.S. 297 (1980). 
 

WEEK 5 The Jurisprudence of Poverty 
February 9 Joel Handler, ‘Constructing the Political Spectacle’: The Interpretation of 

Entitlements, Legalization, and Obligations in Social Welfare History, 56 
BROOKLYN L. REV. 899, 899-906 (1990);  
 
Lucie E. White, "Subordination, Rhetorical Survival Skills and Sunday 
Shoes: Notes on the Hearing of Mrs. G," 38 BUFFALO L. REV. 1, 19-53 
(1990); 
 
Lucie White, The Legacy of Goldberg v. Kelly: A Twenty Year 
Perspective: Goldberg v. Kelly on the Paradox of Lawyering for the Poor, 
56 BROOKLYN L. REV. 861 (1990).  
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William Quigley, Backwards into the Future: How Welfare Law Changes 
in the Millennium Resemble English Poor Law of the Middle Ages, 9 
STAN. L. & POL’Y REV. 101 (1998). 
 

WEEK 6 The Subprime Mortgage Crisis of 2008 
February 16 
 

EMMA COLEMAN JORDAN & ANGELA P. HARRIS, ECONOMIC JUSTICE: RACE, 
GENDER, IDENTITY AND ECONOMICS (Foundation Press, 2011, 2d ed.), 
Chapter Two, and excerpt of Chapter Seven (pp. 542-63). 
 

WEEK 7 Economic Justice—Race, Markets & Neutrality 
February 23 JORDAN & HARRIS, BRC, Chapter One. 

 
WEEK 8 Classic Market Theory and Internal Critiques 

March 1 
 

JORDAN & HARRIS, BRC, Chapters Two and Three  

WEEK 9   ¡SPRING BREAK – March 5-9! 
  

WEEK 10 Beyond Classic Market Theory 
March 15 
 

JORDAN & HARRIS, BRC, Chapter Four. 
 

 WEEK 11 Wealth, Inequality and Homelessness 
March 22 
 

JORDAN & HARRIS, BRC, Chapter Five; 
 
Maria Foscarinis, et al., Out of Sight – Out of Mind?: The Continuing 
Trend Toward the Criminalization of Homelessness, 6 GEO. J. POVERTY 
L. & POL’Y 145 (1999); 
 
Gary Blasi, And We Are Not Seen: Ideological and Political Barriers to 
Understanding Homelessness, 37(4) AMER. BEHAVIORAL SCIENTIST 563-
86 (1994); and  
 
Jeremy Waldron, Homelessness and the Issue of Freedom, 39 UCLA L. 
REV. 295 (1991). 
 

WEEK 12 Economic Justice in Catholic Social Thought 
March 29 
 

William Quigley, Seven Principles for Catholic Law Schools Ser ious 
About A Preferential Option for the Poor, 1 ST. THOMAS U.L.J. 128 
(2003). 
 
NATIONAL CONFERENCE ON CATHOLIC BISHOPS, ECONOMIC JUSTICE FOR 
ALL, PASTORAL LETTER ON CATHOLIC SOCIAL TEACHING AND THE U.S. 
ECONOMY (1986, Tenth Anniversary Edition 1997), available online at 
http://www.usccb.org/issues-and-action/human-life-and-dignity/economic-
justice-economy/. 
 

WEEK 13 Easter Break (No Class on Thursday) 
April 5  
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WEEK 14 Legal Services and Poverty Lawyering 
April 12 
 

MARTHA R. MAHONEY, JOHN O. CALMORE & STEPHANIE WILDMAN, SOCIAL 
JUSTICE: PROFESSIONALS, COMMUNITIES AND LAW (Thomson West 2003), 
Chapter Two, pp. 61-152. 

WEEK 15 Community Lawyering 
April 19 William P. Quigley, Reflections of Community Organizers: Lawyering for 

Empowerment of Community Organizations, 21 OHIO N.U.L. REV. 455 
(1995);  
 
Scott L. Cummings & Ingrid V. Eagley, A Critical Reflection on Law & 
Organizing, 48 UCLA L. REV. 443 (2001);  
 
Karen L. Tokarz, Introduction, Poverty, Justice and Community 
Lawyering, 20 WASH. U.J.L. & Pol’y 1 (2006); 
 
William Quigley, Revolutionary Lawyering: Addressing the Root Causes 
of Poverty & Wealth, 20 WASH. U.J.L. & POL’Y 101 (2006);  
 
Karen Tokarz, et al., Conversations on “Community Lawyering,” 28 
WASH. U.J.L. & POL’Y 1 (2008); 
 
Charles Elsesser and Purvi Shah, Community Lawyering, 
ORGANIZINGUPGRADE.COM, available at 
http://www.organizingupgrade.com/2010/06/social-justice-lawyering/ 
 

WEEK 16 Poverty as Viewed through International Human Rights 
 April 26 
 

To be Determined. 

Wednesday, May 2, 2:00 PM – FINAL EXAM 

 


