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By Lysa Postula-Stein

When WLAM was founded 92 years ago, women didn’t have the right to vote yet, but they could be lawyers (if they could overcome the blatant and legal discrimination against admissions to law schools and positions in law firms). Our organization had clear objectives, to open doors and break through glass ceilings. We’ve all heard tales of such battles from our own MI Supreme Court Chief Justice Marilyn Kelly. 

By the mid-1970’s, civil rights were en vogue. WLAM was a leader amongst women’s organizations that had fought for, and won, legislation that protected women’s rights. There was a surge in WLAM activity and new regions were formed. Just last week, Washtenaw region’s founding mothers were telling me they initially were a group of colleagues fighting for an issue. They needed an organization to support their cause, so they came to WLAM. 

Today, the doors are open. Women make up 50% or more of most law school’s student bodies. My own class at Loyola Chicago was 54% female. Blatant pronouncements of bias are outlawed and there is a variety of legislation designed to protect women from more subtle forms of discrimination. Many young attorneys are fortunate to say they have never been victims of harassment or denied a promotion based on gender. 

So what is left for a women’s organization like WLAM to address? Why exist at all? Certainly not for garden parties, although the WBA/Oakland region sure throws great wine tastings. And Wayne’s softball games aren’t to be missed. 

WLAM is still vital because the legal profession has massive problems with retention of female attorneys. Five years out of law school, the ratio of actively practicing women to men already shows a measureable shift. As the years extend further from graduation, there is steep and steady decline of women in active practice. And we all know how few and far between are the intrepid women who become judges and big-firm partners. 

What is the cause and what can WLAM do about it? I propose that there remains a blatant form of gender discrimination in our society that directly strips away at the aspirations of career-minded women. Women, in overwhelming majority over men, must make difficult choices between career and caregiver. And these days, that includes caring for both children and aging parents. 

Most of the issues we label as "women’s" issues are not inherently about being female. Rather, they are about being the primary care giver, a role that can be held by anyone but that continues to be imposed primarily upon women. Where a husband and a wife work equally outside of the home, nationally women still bear, on average, 70% of the family responsibilities. Women are overwhelmingly pressured to make the difficult sacrifices that come with the primary care provider’s role. Then, they are told that their lack of career advancement is due to their own personal, individual life choices. That is what makes this systemic discrimination, and women’s organizations like WLAM can help fight that. 

First, we use our power as a statewide network. We advocate legislation on pay equity, family responsibilities discrimination and more. We support political and judicial candidates who serve our interests as career women. And we empower each other as role models, mentors and activists. 

Second, and this is the focus of my year of service as your President, we provide women with tangible tools and services to make it easier to remain active in the law. We need discounted child and elder care, partnerships with cleaning and grocery services, and instruction on how to negotiate family-friendly work accommodations. As evidenced by the venue selection for this year's Annual Meeting, we can even modify the working model of our conferences to include family-friendly activities. Of course, none of these provisions are gender-specific. Daddies spending time with their children would benefit equally from such consideration. 

Third, if we can be so bold, we encourage the continued transition of care giving responsibilities to be equally held by men. When family responsibilities are 50/50, we will no longer have women’s issues, only family responsibility issues. There will no longer be “mother’s guilt”, only “care givers guilt”. Work/life balance will truly be, not an imposition of social norms upon women, but a matter of true individual decision-making within a family. 

Naturally, I want to conclude by introducing you to my extremely supportive, highly gender-balanced family. I have here today my whole supporting network, all four of my parents, twin sister, friends and family babysitters. I also have both of my loving, children, Sammie and Ben, who spent the morning playing in Greenfield Village before running over because they had to see mama raise her hand and take the oath. And of course, my husband, my 50/50, share in everything, “I’m not babysitting, I’m being a father”, husband, Jason. Thank you for helping to bring me to this day and for being the most important part for me of  every day. 

Thank you 

