
The Inspiring Journey of Women Lawyers in
Texas: Breaking Barriers and Shaping History
Over the years, women in Texas have made tremendous strides in overcoming
the barriers that once relegated them to subordinate roles in the legal profession.
The journey of women lawyers in Texas has been filled with challenges, triumphs,
and remarkable achievements that have shaped the course of history.

Long gone are the days when women were limited to secretarial or support
positions in law firms. Today, women lawyers have emerged as leaders,
advocates, and trailblazers, making significant contributions to the legal
landscape in Texas and beyond.

Breaking Gender Barriers

A critical turning point for women lawyers in Texas took place in 1910 when Clara
Barton was admitted to the Texas State Bar, becoming the state's first licensed
female lawyer. Barton's achievement paved the way for other women to pursue
legal careers and challenge the gender norms prevalent at the time.
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However, progress was slow as discrimination and prejudice persisted. Women
lawyers faced numerous obstacles in their professional journeys, including limited
access to education, exclusion from prestigious law firms, and unequal pay
compared to their male counterparts. Nevertheless, these challenges only fueled
their determination to break down gender barriers and establish their rightful
place in the legal profession.

The Legacy of Barbara Jordan

One of the most influential women lawyers in Texas history is Barbara Jordan,
who rose to prominence during the civil rights movement. Jordan's exceptional
legal skills and impassioned speeches made her a powerful advocate for equality
and justice.

Her historic election to the Texas Senate in 1966 made her the first African
American to serve in that role since Reconstruction. Later, Jordan became the
first African American woman from the South to be elected to the United States
House of Representatives.

Jordan's contributions to public service and her fierce determination to promote
equal rights for all continue to inspire generations of women lawyers in Texas to
this day.

Pioneers in Practice

Throughout the 20th century, women lawyers in Texas forged their own paths and
established successful legal practices. Women such as Angelina Eberly, who
became the first woman lawyer in Texas in 1869, and Emma Tenayuca, a labor
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organizer and civil rights advocate, blazed trails in various legal fields, leaving an
indelible mark on history.

Their achievements inspired countless women lawyers to pursue a diverse range
of specializations, from corporate law to criminal defense and civil rights
advocacy. These women not only excelled in their chosen fields but also brought
unique perspectives and approaches to the legal profession.

Educational Empowerment

In recent decades, the advancement of women lawyers in Texas has been greatly
attributed to the growing opportunities for higher education. With the
establishment of numerous law schools across the state, Texas has witnessed a
surge in the number of women obtaining law degrees.

The University of Texas School of Law, Southern Methodist University Dedman
School of Law, and the University of Houston Law Center, among others, have
played pivotal roles in nurturing and empowering aspiring women lawyers. These
institutions have provided an inclusive and supportive environment for women to
develop their legal skills and build strong professional networks.

Advocacy and Leadership

Women lawyers in Texas have not only excelled in their respective fields but have
also demonstrated their commitment to giving back to their communities. Many
women lawyers are actively involved in advocacy and pro bono work, using their
legal expertise to advance social justice issues and help the underprivileged.

Organizations such as the Texas Women Lawyers Association and the Center for
Women in Law have played crucial roles in promoting gender equality within the
legal profession. These organizations provide support, mentorship, and



networking opportunities to women lawyers, empowering them to thrive in their
careers and contribute meaningfully to society.

The Future of Women Lawyers in Texas

As we look to the future, it is evident that the journey of women lawyers in Texas
has made tremendous progress, but the fight for gender equality is far from over.
The representation of women in top leadership positions, pay parity, and the
eradication of unconscious bias remain vital goals.

However, the resilience and determination of women lawyers in Texas continue to
inspire hope and fuel optimism. With each passing day, more women are
breaking down barriers, achieving remarkable milestones, and leaving an
indelible impact on the legal profession.

As we celebrate the extraordinary journey of women lawyers in Texas, it is
imperative that we recognize and acknowledge their contributions. By celebrating
their achievements, supporting their endeavors, and continuing to push for
gender equality, we can pave the way for an even brighter future for women in the
legal profession.
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This book, the first published on the subject, describes the many “firsts” of women
lawyers in Texas. Walk in their shoes as author Betty Trapp Chapman tells of how
they learned the law, established professional careers, and learned to balance
their private lives with the demands of being Texas lawyers.

Imagine a time when married women could not buy or sell property or enter
contracts in their own names; a time before women were allowed to vote or to
serve on juries; a time when women although making inroads into fields such as
medicine and education, were considered too gentle and sympathetic to be
capable of succeeding in the aggressive, competitive nature of courtrooms. Now
imagine Edith W. Locke in 1902 El Paso County, fully aware of the seemingly
insuperable legal and cultural barriers in her path, applying to the courts for
admission to the bar–and earning her license.

This is the trailhead of Rough Road to Justice: The Journey of Women Lawyers in
Texas. Historian Betty Trapp Chapman serves as able guide from Locke’s bold
first steps into the legal field, through the all-female 1925 special Texas Supreme
Court and the El Paso-born Sandra Day O’Connor’s 1981 appointment to the
United States Supreme Court, to the American Bar Association’s 2006 selection
of Kim Askew to chair its largest section, and to all points between. The journey is
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far from over, but Chapman’s account of the road traveled thus far not only
records where women lawyers in Texas have been but also, in doing so, provides
momentum and a sharper focus for the course that remains ahead.
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