Gideon v. Wainwright, 372 U.S. 335 (1963)

Landmark case: Secured the right to appointed counsel

When Clarence Earl Gideon entered the Panama City, Florida, pool hall in 1961, he had no idea
he was on his way to becoming an American hero. He was in fact charged with breaking and

entering with the intent to commit
larceny, a felony under Florida law.

o

e - 3 ™., Clarence Earl Gideon (c. 1961)(State Archives of Florida,
g . Florida Memory, http://www.floridamemory.com/items/

L . ‘; show/35169). Photographer: Woody Wisner.
An indigent eighth-grade dropout, he

requested at trial that the judge
appoint him an attorney. His request
was denied. The right to appointed
counsel existing in federal courts was
narrowly limited in Florida courts.

He represented himself at trial and was
sentenced to five years in prison. His
post-conviction battles in the Florida
Supreme Court and the United States
Supreme Court were fought with a

pencil and a yearning for fairness. He
won—for himself and ultimately for all. ¥

On March 18, 1963, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in Gideon v.
Wainwright that defendants facing felony criminal charges have the
right to counsel appointed at state expense if they cannot afford
one. Justice Black, writing for the unanimous court, stated that the
“noble ideal” of “fair trials before impartial tribunals in which every
defendant stands equal before the law ... cannot be realized if the

poor man charged with crime has to face his accusers without a Page 1 of Gideon’s Petition for Writ of Certiorari to the U.S.
|awyer to assist h|m ” Supreme Court, 01/05/1962 (National Archives)

Criminal Justice Act of 1964

Landmark legislation: Established a defender services program

On August 20, 1964, the Criminal Justice Act (CJA) established a
‘ program, administered by the federal judiciary, to appoint and

§ compensate counsel for financially eligible defendants charged
\ with serious crimes. Prior to this, federal judges depended on

|
[ 5 attorneys to provide such representation free of charge.
|

In 1970, the CJA was amended to authorize districts to establish
federal defender organizations as counterparts to U.S. Attorney
Offices. There are two types: federal public defenders
employed by the federal government and community defender
organizations incorporated under state laws.

'

L\ Today the two arms of the Criminal Justice Act, private “CJA
panel” attorneys and federal defender organizations, serve the
legal needs of the poor, ensuring effective assistance of counsel
and a fair trial for all, consistent with the ideals of the United
States Constitution.
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