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an attorney?
MIDGLEY: I really didn’t have a long 

thought process about it. I got to the end 
of college and was thinking about what 
I wanted to do next. I thought maybe 
law would be good. I graduated from 
the University of Utah in 1970. It was a 
time of great social upheaval and fervor 
in the U.S. There was a lot going around 
about social justice. There were lawyers, of 
course, involved in that. I think 1970 may 
have been the year when there was a tre-
mendous amount of Vietnam protests and 
buildings burned on campus. While that 
was going on, I thought I would go to law 
school and get involved in social justice 
and civil rights issues. I went to University 
of Michigan Law School at Ann Arbor. 
I was actually there for the first year and 
disappointed in law school. The focus at 
law school then, and probably at some law 
schools now, was not necessarily social 
justice. I actually left for a year-and-a-half  
and then came back and it was much more 
focused on what I wanted to do. One of 
the things that was going on then, not in 
prisons but in mental institutions, was 
the due-process revolution. The Supreme 
Court had made some decisions, and 
states were starting to say, ‘You can’t put 
people in mental institutions against their 
will without a full judicial hearing.’ So I 
got involved in some of that in Michigan 
with a law professor there. One thing led to 
another, and I ended up getting interested 
in people who were in institutions.

PLN: Did you ever consider a law ca-
reer outside the social justice field?

MIDGLEY: Not really. Since starting 
to work on prison issues and in legal ser-
vices, I never thought that I wanted to do 
anything else. Actually, on the contrary, 
I feel that I’m lucky to be able to have 
been paid a salary to do things that I felt 
strongly were good things to do.

PLN: What cases have you been 
involved in that have impacted prisoners’ 
rights?

MIDGLEY: I do think the case in the 
Walla Walla penitentiary had an impact. 
It’s the case of Hoptowit vs. Ray. I think it 
had an impact because it was a fairly early 
case in this part of the country -- there 
were a lot of them in the South -- that ex-

tended a lot of the things that were going 
on there into this part of the country. It’s 
a case that has been cited a fair amount, 
and did establish a standard for medical 
care. I think that case did have a long-term 
impact in terms of standards and what 
kind of relief  you can get. The ruling on 
the Ninth Circuit said you can get some 
pretty specific remedies if  you can show 
the medical care in prison is insufficient. 
And you can get some pretty specific 
remedies if  you show that safety is bad. 
In Hoptowit v. Ray, there were a lot of 
private lawyers, and the ACLU, involved. 
I’m not sure we turned the legal standards 
in any direction. But we had at least that 
one case. That’s a case that has certainly 
been used around the country. 

PLN: You are now the executive direc-
tor of Columbia Legal Services. Describe 
the organization.

MIDGLEY: Columbia is the succes-
sor of Evergreen Legal Services. We do a 
broad variety of things. In Washington, 
there is this organization called the Al-
liance for Equal Justice. It’s basically a 
coalition of legal aid organizations that 
represent people who don’t have money. 
People have different roles in the Alli-
ance for Equal Justice. Columbia Legal 
Service’s role is to do the work that other 
legal providers can’t do. Most of the stuff  
they can’t do is because of restrictions on 
their funding. We have some restrictions, 
but not the same. For example, we can do 
class action suits. We can represent clients 
in the Legislature, either defending against 
laws somebody is trying to change, or 
propose laws. We can do administrative 
rule-making. Other organizations can do 
a little bit of those things in some ways, 
but not much. We can also represent pris-
oners. I don’t know if  you know this, but 
organizations that get Legal Services Cor-
poration money can’t represent prisoners 
on anything related to their incarceration. 
We can also represent undocumented 
people. We do all those things. We do 
more systemic work, generally larger scale. 
A fair amount of class action work. The 
reason we are able to do that is because the 
Alliance for Equal Justice and the Access 
To Justice network in Washington -- and 
this is a quirky thing, because it really has 
to do with our ability to even exist -- and 
that is the Alliance has a set of values that 
says we’re not going to write anybody off. 
There isn’t an entire group of people we 
won’t represent, and there isn’t an entire 
area of relief  that we’re not going to do. 
Everybody got together and said we’re 

going to make sure somebody can do this. 
Columbia Legal Services is the one that 
gets to do it. It’s really great to be part of 
a situation like that because some of the 
funding that legal aid people get, in fact 
most of it, prohibits use of the money for 
that. It’s a way of saying we really are able 
to do this because everybody wants some-
body to do it. One of the things I’m happy 
about is we have a very broad variety of 
stuff  that we do. We had a big foster care 
case that we worked on for many years. We 
had a big case for services for the devel-
opmentally disabled. We handle prisoners 
stuff. We have done things to get relief  for 
mobile home owners in the Legislature. 
All kinds of administrative processes for 
people to get wages that weren’t paid. We 
really don’t have a specialty. We do what-
ever needs to be done. We just had a big 
class action case go to a jury in a federal 
court in Yakima, and the jury came back 
in our favor. These were workers exploited 
by a company in California.  

PLN: Do you think there are fewer 
attorneys today interested in social justice 
issues and prisoners’ rights issues?

MIDGLEY: No. I think there are 
more. I know there are a lot. One of 
the things that was very interesting to 
me was that when I was in law school, 
we did a little bit of stuff  talking about 
social justice and that sort of thing. But 
a lot of law schools now have these big 
public interest programs. People are very 
strongly encouraged to do it. There are 
fellowship programs and lots of support. 
We get resumes from people who have 
done amazing things. We would like to 
hire them. The difference when I came 
in was that if  you wanted to get a job in 
legal services, you could just get a job in 
legal aid. Now, it’s very competitive. The 
people who apply are very good. I think 
there are many more lawyers interested 
in these issues than there are jobs. I think 
there’s certainly, not everybody coming 
out of law school is interested in social 
justice. But I think a lot of people really 
want to do this kind of work. It would be 
great if  there were more opportunities. It’s 
not hard to find good people who want to 
do this work. It’s not hard at all. I think 
a lot of people who do more traditional 
forms of law really enjoy it. And some 
of  the people who enjoy it would still 
like to do things more involved in social 
justice. 

Todd Matthews is an independent journalist 
based in Tacoma, Washington.
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