PRESIDENT'S MESSAGE

Fortifying the Rule of Law

with Civil Engagement
Spearheaded by Lawyers

By JAMES T. (TIM) SHEARIN

the rule of law, and the people who

make up this country are inextricably
linked. The rule of law represents the be-
havioral norms we have adopted to ensure
the freedoms guaranteed to us by the Con-
stitution and the system of government
we have created to establish a free and just
society. “We the People” are ultimately
those charged with making sure that our
democracy continues to embrace the rule
of law and the constitutional guarantee it
protects.

In the United States, the Constitution,

When the inextricable link between the
Constitution, the rule of law, and “us” is
fractured, our very system of government
is threatened. Many fear we have reached
that point given the political strains that
now define our nation. Current polling re-
veals that an alarming number of Ameri-
cans have become disillusioned with our
democracy, with 38 percent willing to
embrace some form of authoritarianism.!
That is a startling and scary statistic. Left
unchecked, the rule of law and our consti-
tutional freedoms are in peril.

As you read in the September/October
edition of the CT Lawyer, the Connecti-
cut Bar Association Rule of Law Com-
mittee hosted a conference featuring the
ABA’s Task Force on American Democ-
racy. The task force was created in 2023
by then-President Mary Smith. President
Smith recognized that given the “deep po-
litical divisiveness and pervasive misin-
formation about our electoral processes,”
it was up to the legal profession to “fortify
our democratic institutions.” Since its cre-
ation, the task force has undertaken an ex-
haustive study of what threats exist to our
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democratic process, why they exist, and
how they can be mitigated. The September
4, 2024 conference offered thought-pro-
voking discussions on many issues. I
thought I might take this opportunity to
share some of the more meaningful points
from the conference.

There are many reasons for the current
threat to our rule of law. The misuse of so-
cial media to promote misinformation or
disinformation has reached an epic high;
manifestations of the political polarization
that divides our country predominate our
news consumption; baseless, and often
venomous, criticism of institutions de-
signed to enforce the rule of law is now
commonplace; and public discourse on
matters of national interest has seen ideals
replaced with ideology and civility with
acrimony. Perhaps even more alarmingly,
we have come to accept the current situ-
ation as the status quo. It is little wonder
that far too many citizens have become
disillusioned in who and what we are.

With disillusionment has come apathy in
some, and bitterness in others. The rule of
law that governs us as a civilized society
and undermines the republic created by
our Constitution has begun to erode.

One of the principal observations that
emerged from our recent conference fea-
turing the task force was the need for an
increased focus on civics education lead-
ing to civic engagement. This point was
aptly made by Judge Alvin Thompson of
our own District Court in his February
2023 article entitled “Want a Dysfunction-
al Rule of Law? Then Neglect Civic Edu-
cation.”” I encourage all of you to read it.
Judge Thompson pointed out what the
ABA Task Force has recognized: Fun-
damentally, the only way to combat the
downward spiral we are on right now is
to triple our efforts at civic education and
engagement. All of us need to understand
the importance of our democracy and the
Constitution upon which it is built. All of
us need to understand the interrelation-
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ship of the three branches of government
and how together they function in a way
that allows our country to address what-
ever challenges comes its way. All of us
need to understand that without “We the
People,” none of those institutions work.

phasize the need for schools to teach civics
education, volunteering where necessary.
We must use our talents to defend the in-
tegrity of local elections. We must speak
out against those whose rhetoric would
seek to dismantle our Constitution.

All of us need to understand the importance of our
democracy and the Constitution upon which it is built.
All of us need to understand the interrelationship of
the three branches of government and how together
they function in a way that allows our country to
address whatever challenges comes its way. All of us
need to understand that without "We the People,” none

of those institutions work.

The ABA Task Force and Judge Thomp-
son both have made a call to arms for law-
yers in particular. Not only should we be a
model of civil discourse in our profession-
al and public lives, but we must educate
the public on the Rule of Law and our de-
mocracy. We must visit with local Rotary
groups and at community events and talk
about the importance of understanding
the history of our democracy and the need
for civil engagement by all. We must em-

I applaud the Bar Association Civics Edu-
cation Committee for its work making the
court system real for middle school and
high school students through its mock trial
program, and for promoting the Secretary
of the State’s Legal Assistance Program
to help ensure the integrity of Connecti-
cut’s elections. Our Diversity, Equity, and
Inclusion Committee also offers a week-
long LAW Camp program each summer
that exposes high school students to the

legal profession and gives them instruc-
tion on the law and the role it plays in our
society. The CBA Young Lawyers Section
oversees the association’s Lawyers in the
Classroom program, which introduces the
importance of the law to grade school chil-
dren. The CBA’s Access to Justice Depart-
ment coordinates school visits to court-
houses, so students can observe the rule of
law in action.

Follow the lead of these CBA groups. Get
involved, use your voice, educate those
you meet on the importance of the Rule
of Law and its connection to the Constitu-
tion, encourage constructive engagement
with our democratic institutions, and
make clear that “We the People” requires
their informed involvement. []
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2025 Schedule

January 21 & 22
April 22 & 23
July 22 & 23

October 21 & 22

@
Bar Association

Free Legal Advice Clinic

Learn More and Register at
ctbar.org/FreeLegalAdviceClinics

Do You Have 30 Minutes?
Volunteer Today

Volunteer attorneys for the CBA’s Free Legal Advice

Clinic will answer legal questions in their area

of practice during a 30-minute virtual session.
Paralegals and law students can volunteer to

complete client intake forms.

The CBA is looking for volunteers in any of the

following practice areas:

Bankruptcy

Employee Rights/Unemployment

Family Law

Fraudulent Business/Debt Collection

Immigration Law
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Landlord/Tenant
Other Civil Law
Pardons

Tax Law
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