Al, ACCESS TO JUSTICE, AND PROFESSIONAL JUDGMENT

The Justice Gap Has a New Unit of
Measure

Al Lowered the Cost of Expression. It Did Not Lower the Investment
Required for Sound Legal Judgment.

By Brian Edward Walters | www.TexasTowingLawyer.com

ABSTRACT

Artificial intelligence has made legal-looking language cheap enough that it feels almost free. A person who
could not previously draft a demand letter, contract clause, intake summary, policy, research memo, or court
filing can now generate something that looks legal in seconds. That is real access. It is not the same thing as
making law cheap. Legal expression is not legal work. A document is not valuable because it resembles a
lawyer's work product. It is valuable when it fits the facts, the law, the forum, the client objective, and the
next step in the matter. Al lets users stand on accumulated legal language and move straight to production
without necessarily acquiring the habits that make legal production safe: source criticism, factual restraint,
verification, risk assessment, counseling, and judgment. It also creates an intoxicating feeling of ungated
access. People experience the same rush when Al lets them write software, build a website, or publish
something that used to require an expensive intermediary. Law now produces that sensation too. The old
justice gap was measured in lawyer hours, specialized attention, research tools, institutional knowledge, and
the ability to stay with a legal problem until it is actually solved. The new justice gap may add a new unit of
measure: compute. The better-funded user may buy not only more lawyers, but more agents, more tokens,
more retrieval, more context, more verification loops, and more disciplined passes at the same problem.
Meanwhile, subsidized subscriptions and free tiers train lawyers and legal users to experience Al as
abundance before the true professional meter appears. This article argues that AT may narrow the drafting
gap while widening the justice gap if the market confuses cheap legal expression with legal work product that
can be trusted in context.

Al lowered the cost of expression. It did not lower the investment
required for sound legal judgment.

WHAT THIS ARTICLE COVERS

The Drafting Gap Is Not the Justice Gap
The Discipline Problem

The Intoxication of Ungated Work

The OId Unit Was Lawyer Time
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Al lowered the cost of legal expression. It did not lower the investment required for sound legal judgment.

That distinction is the center of the problem. The public story about artificial intelligence and law is often framed
as access: people who could not afford legal help can now produce legal-looking documents. Lawyers can draft
faster. Small firms can punch above their weight. Clients can understand their problems more clearly. People can
enter negotiations, business relationships, administrative processes, or courts with documents that look closer to
the form the legal system expects.

That is true as far as it goes. The trouble is that it does not go far enough.

The justice gap was never only a drafting gap. The Legal Services Corporation reported in its 2022 Justice Gap
Study that 92% of civil legal problems reported by low-income Americans received no legal help or not enough
legal help." The World Justice Project estimates that billions of people globally have unmet justice needs,
including people who cannot obtain justice for everyday legal problems and people excluded from the
opportunities the law provides.” Those gaps are not caused only by a shortage of legal words. The system does not
leave people stranded merely because they lack nouns and verbs. It leaves people stranded because advice,
representation, knowledge, procedure, evidence, time, leverage, enforcement, and endurance cost money.

AT can reduce one barrier by helping people create legal language. But a legal-looking document is not yet a legal
tool. It has to be fitted to a purpose, a client objective, a factual record, a governing body of law, and the
institution or transaction in which it must operate. A clause is not risk allocation until it fits the deal. A memo is
not advice until it answers the actual question. A policy is not compliance until it survives the rules that govern
the business. A demand letter is not leverage merely because the paragraphs sound like they came from a lawyer.
A court filing is not a case.

In a strange way, Al may finally prove something lawyers have been trying to explain for years. Lawyers were
never valuable because they had secret access to forms. Forms mattered, and access to them mattered, but the
form was never the whole service. The work was knowing which form belonged to the problem, what facts had to
be true before it could be used, what language had to be changed, what risk it created, what law governed it, and
what would happen after someone signed it, sent it, filed it, or relied on it. AI has made the form visible. It has
also made the limits of the form visible.

The risk is that we will mistake the narrowing of the drafting gap for the narrowing of the justice gap. Those are
different gaps. The next gap is not only economic. It is epistemic. It turns on who knows enough to ask the right
questions, doubt the right answers, and recognize when the polished legal language has not actually solved the
legal problem.

II. The Discipline Problem
There is a Jurassic Park problem in legal AI.

The danger is not that people stand on prior knowledge. Law has always worked that way. Lawyers cite older
cases, reuse forms, borrow clauses, inherit doctrines, learn from treatises, and build arguments from the work of
people who came before them. Legal knowledge is cumulative. Nobody starts from first principles.
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AT also creates a kind of Matrix illusion. The user feels as though the knowledge has been downloaded directly
into the brain. The document appears, the cadence is right, the terminology is familiar, and the user can feel as if
the skill arrived with the output. But there is a difference between producing the appearance of legal competence
and possessing the judgment that legal competence requires. The user may be able to imitate the moves. That
does not mean the user knows where the next move should be, why it matters, or what happens if it is wrong. *

A lawyer does not learn only words. A lawyer learns when words are dangerous. A lawyer learns that a clause can
shift risk without announcing it, that a fact can be assumed before it is proven, that a rule can change across
jurisdictions, that a remedy can exist in theory but fail in practice, and that a confident paragraph can be wrong
because it answers the wrong question.

That investment is slow. It is expensive. It is often invisible to the client. It is checking the source. It is reading the
case after the headnote. It is asking whether the factual premise is true. It is knowing when the neat answer is too
neat. It is understanding that the polished draft may be the easiest part of the job.

AT can simulate the surface of that discipline. It can produce the cadence of legal analysis, the structure of a
memo, the vocabulary of risk, and the appearance of confidence. What it does not automatically provide is the
user's respect for the thing being produced. That respect usually comes from doing the work long enough to know
where it breaks.

That is why token cost is not mere procurement trivia. If the market teaches users that they can generate endlessly
without feeling the cost, it may also teach them to treat iteration as a substitute for investment. More prompts can
help, but only if the person directing them knows what to ask, what to doubt, what to verify, and when to stop.

III. The Intoxication of Ungated Work
Part of what makes this moment hard to see clearly is that Al feels liberating.

A person who could not code can now build a small piece of software. A business owner who could not build a
website can publish one. A professional who used to pay someone else to translate an idea into a technical artifact
can now sit down with a model and produce the artifact directly. That feeling is not fake. It is powerful because

the gate was real.

Not every gatekeeper was adding value. Not every expensive quote reflected deep expertise. Many people have
been excluded from useful tools by price, jargon, dependency, and the basic fact that they did not know the
technical language of the field. AI cuts through some of that. It gives people an immediate sense of agency.

That sensation is intoxicating.

The user can mistake the collapse of the first barrier for the collapse of the whole discipline. A page loads, and the
user feels like a software developer. A website deploys, and the user feels like a technology company. A legal
memo appears, and the user feels like the law has become accessible in a way it never was before. In one sense,
that feeling is right. The user has crossed a threshold. The old dependency has been weakened. The first artifact
exists. But entry is not mastery.
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visible. The legal document is visible. Issue spotting, adverse authority, procedural posture, evidentiary burden,

remedy selection, factual assumptions, enforcement risk, and omitted questions are less visible.

The danger is that AI gives the user the feeling of access before it gives the user the discipline of evaluation. The
person can ask for the thing, receive the thing, revise the thing, and publish the thing. That is a profound change
in access. But it does not mean the user understands the corpus behind the thing.

In law, the unknown unknowns are often the whole game. The issue the user does not know to ask about may be
the issue that controls the matter. The exception the user does not know exists may be the exception that defeats
the claim. The missing fact may be the fact that changes the remedy. The procedural posture may be the reason
the otherwise correct rule does not help.

No serious lawyer should pretend humans are perfect at this. Lawyers miss issues too. But legal training is
supposed to build a habit of suspicion: what am I not seeing, what changes the analysis, who has the burden, what
law controls, what happens next, and what would make this document fail?

A private consumer Al account may assist that process. It should not be mistaken for the full process. It can
generate a plausible first map. It does not reliably know when the map omits the road that matters.

That is one of the sources of the coming shock. The technology feels like it has removed the gate. In some ways, it
has. But the discipline behind the gate remains.

IV. The Old Unit Was Lawyer Time

The legal system has never been an economically level playing field, and it has never taken long for that fact to
matter. Equal formal rights do not produce equal practical leverage when one side can fund more attention, more
specialization, more patience, and more rounds of analysis than the other. A person or institution with more
money can hire better lawyers, bring in specialists, run more research, review more documents, negotiate longer,
test more options, and get a second opinion before committing to a course of action. That is not cynicism. It is the
economics of litigation. Money buys attention. Money buys options. Money buys the ability to keep asking
questions after the cheaper side needs to move on.

There is a reason the line from A Civil Action still lands: litigation can become a contest in which each side spends
more than it should to force the other side to do the same, and "whoever comes to their senses first loses." * The
line is memorable because it says openly what the economics of litigation usually dresses up. Procedure is not only
a search for truth. It is also a test of endurance.

Before AI, much of that advantage was measured in lawyer time. A well-funded client could pay a team to review
every document, structure the transaction, compare authorities, identify risk, prepare witnesses, revise the
agreement, test settlement positions, map regulatory exposure, and update the advice as the facts changed. A
poorer client might have a valid problem and still lack the resources to develop it. The difference was not merely
access to legal language. The difference was the amount of professional attention each side could afford to pour
into the problem.



+ attantinn mattarad han
Ldalt G UCl

a 1@ a9 AoMmn afsl 1 wrar nnmnarac fante o ™
TL1itiUll 11IAaLLeL o crau AVY 10 A LULLLpAnioUL Ul ie

1 a
11T, L AVY yTL LULLLp AL T 1ats W

remedies, remedies to forums, forums to deadlines, documents to testimony, testimony to impeachment;iandn por
strategy to the client's actual objective. Good legal work is not merely producing a document. It is deciding which
document matters and what must be true before anyone should rely on it.

AT changes the visible meter. It does not remove the work.

V. The New Unit May Be Compute

Al makes the first answer feel cheap because the first answer is often only a first impression dressed as a
deliverable. It may be useful. It may be a good start. But it is not finished legal work. The professional cost
appears when the user has to test that answer against authority, facts, procedure, client objectives, institutional
realities, and consequences.

That is where the meter starts to matter. The real work begins when the lawyer asks the system to do what legal
judgment requires: retrieve sources, compare authorities, check quotations, distinguish jurisdictions, test
remedies, read the file, identify contrary facts, evaluate risk, revise the recommendation, and explain what
remains uncertain.

That is not one prompt. That is a workflow.

Workflows consume tokens. They consume context. They use retrieval, output, cached input, long documents,
model selection, tool calls, and repeated passes. The user may not see all of that inside a consumer subscription,
but the provider does. The provider sees the difference between casual chat and a legal work machine.

The public pricing materials already show the structure. OpenAl publishes API prices by input tokens, cached
input tokens, and output tokens, and states that API use is billed separately from ChatGPT subscriptions.®
Anthropic publishes API rates for Claude models and explains that Claude Code cost depends on token
consumption, model selection, codebase size, and usage patterns.® Google describes Gemini API pricing across
free, paid, and enterprise tiers.” GitHub announced that Copilot is moving to usage-based billing because agentic
workflows bring higher compute and inference demands than ordinary chat.®

The point is not that lawyers need to memorize model prices. The point is that the market is moving from
subscription psychology to usage visibility. The companies are not measuring professional AT work by vibes. They
are measuring tokens, credits, context, tool use, and compute.

That should change how lawyers think about the justice gap. The expensive part of Al-assisted law may not be the
first draft. It may be the investment required to make the first draft worth relying on.

The legal system does not need Al that merely helps people produce isolated legal documents faster. It needs Al
systems and workflows that help people produce coherent legal work that advances the matter toward an actual
endpoint. In litigation, that means documents that fit the record, the procedural posture, the burden, the remedy,
the forum, and the next move. In transactional work, it means documents that fit the deal architecture, risk
allocation, regulatory setting, closing mechanics, and business objective. A document can look competent
standing alone and still fail because it does not belong to the larger legal structure in which it has to function.
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The subscription experience teaches users to crank.

Crank out the draft. Crank out the rewrite. Crank out the cleaner version. Crank out the table. Crank out the client
summary. Crank out the policy. Crank out the clause. Crank out the checklist. If the answer is not right, ask again.
If the tone is wrong, ask again. If the format is wrong, ask again. The cost does not feel like money. It feels like
patience.

Al is a megaphone. In complex work, it amplifies what the user knows and what the user does not know. A lawyer
who understands the field can use Al to expand range, speed, memory, comparison, and production. The tool
amplifies judgment because there is judgment to amplify. But a user who lacks the necessary context does not
become competent simply because the prose improves. The tool may amplify the absence. It may produce work
that looks confident to the user and immediately reveals to a specialist that the user does not understand the
problem, the institution, or the body of law in which the work has to live.

That is an astonishing way to learn. It builds fluency quickly. A lawyer who experiments heavily with AI will learn
faster than a lawyer who treats it like a delicate toy.

But it also teaches a false price signal. The user learns abundance before learning the cost of professional use. The
system feels fixed-price until the rate limit, credit pool, usage bar, overage rule, or enterprise invoice appears.

That pricing psychology matters because discipline has always been connected to friction. Legal work forces the
lawyer to slow down. Read the source. Check the record. Ask the client another question. Compare the exception.
Revise the theory. A tool that removes friction can be wonderful when it removes waste. It becomes dangerous
when it removes the very resistance that used to make the user think.

GitHub's Copilot announcement says the quiet part in product language. Copilot is becoming an agentic platform,
and under the prior model a quick chat question and a multi-hour autonomous coding session could cost the user
the same amount while GitHub absorbed much of the escalating inference cost.’ That is exactly the difference that
matters for law. A casual question and a full legal workflow are not the same product.

AT companies can subsidize the habit. They cannot subsidize legal consequences.

VII. The Lexis and Westlaw Lesson

Lawyers have seen this kind of habit formation before.

Westlaw and Lexis became part of legal practice because they were useful, but usefulness was only part of the
story. They were also built into the formation of lawyers. Law students learned to research inside those systems
while access felt broad, fast, and low-friction. Compared with Shepardizing through books, the databases felt like
a door opening. The student learned the habit before the student felt the market price. Later, in practice, the tool
did not feel like a vendor choice. It felt like how legal research was done.

The analogy is not that legal research companies did something uniquely sinister. The analogy is that subsidized
access at the training stage shapes professional dependency.
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longer access for some public-interest graduates.'® It also rolled out free access to Lexis+ Al for studentspatABAnF
accredited law schools, with promotional material emphasizing that students need to learn the tools firms are
already using."” Thomson Reuters likewise operates a law school portal built around Westlaw, Practical Law,

CoCounsel, training, certifications, and summer-associate preparation.'?

Those materials are not hidden. They are the business model wearing a name tag. Give future lawyers the tool
while they are learning the profession. Make it feel like competent practice. Let the habit form before the
commercial price arrives.

Al repeats that pattern with a stronger engine. Westlaw and Lexis trained lawyers where to look. Al trains lawyers
how to begin. It does not merely return cases. It produces the draft, the theory, the clause, the letter, the
summary, the checklist, the strategy, and the revised version when the first one feels wrong.

There is an important difference. Westlaw and Lexis still required the user to do much of the professional
synthesis. To find the answer, the lawyer still had to go through the cases. The lawyer's brain still had to absorb
the information, compare the authorities, identify the competing rules, and make a judgment call. Those steps
were not waste. They were safeguards.

AT weakens those safeguards in a deceptive way. It can make confidence appear to be research. It can encourage
the user to accept a solution because the solution is neatly written, even when the user has not verified whether

that solution actually exists in the law, fits the facts, or survives the next procedural step. Al moves closer to the

final legal artifact. It does not just open the library. It hands the user something that looks like the work product
that would have come out of the library.

The research databases made lawyers dependent on a place to find the law. AI may make lawyers dependent on a
machine to start the work. That is the trap.

VIII. The Justice Gap May Move

The access-to-justice story is only half true if it counts entrance but ignores completion.

Al may give more people legal words, but legal words are not the same as legal capability. A person who can
generate a demand letter, contract clause, research memo, internal policy, or court filing has crossed one barrier.
That matters. The old drafting barrier was real. But the harder barriers remain: knowing what problem actually
matters, what facts change the answer, what evidence exists, what rules apply, what risks are acceptable, what
deadlines control, what the counterparty will do, and what the legal system can actually provide.

The justice gap does not disappear merely because the document becomes easier to create. It may move.

The visible gap narrows at the front end. More people can produce legal-looking papers. The hidden gap may
widen at the back end. Well-funded users can buy better Al systems, more source access, longer context, more
agents, more retrieval, more verification, more expert review, and more human lawyers supervising the output.
They can run the problem again and again until the weak points surface.

One user may use Al to draft a letter or clause. Another may use Al agents to review the whole file, summarize the
correspondence, compare the contract set, check the authorities, map the factual gaps, model the negotiation,
identify regulatory issues, and run every draft through a source and record check.
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The early court data already points in this direction. In a March 2026 working paper, Anand V. Shah arijd Sggﬁua

Y. Levy studied more than 4.5 million non-prisoner federal civil cases and 46 million PACER docket entries from
fiscal years 2005 through 2026." They found that self-represented federal civil cases rose from a long-run average
of about 11% to 16.8% in fiscal year 2025, with the increase concentrated in case types characterized by more
formulaic document production and absent from more complex, attorney-intensive categories.' They also found
that the total volume of docket entries per court generated by self-represented cases in the first 180 days rose
158% from pre-Al means to 2025, while Al-generated text appeared in more than 18% of sampled complaints in
early 2026."°

Litigation is only one legal domain, but it is where the data is becoming visible first. The lesson is broader than
court filings. Cheaper legal expression can increase entry, volume, and activity without creating a matching supply
of judgment. The words get easier to produce. The institution still has to absorb them. Someone still has to decide
what they mean.

The old advantage was: I can pay more lawyers for more hours.

The new advantage may become: I can pay more lawyers, using more agents, consuming more compute, for more
passes at the same legal problem.

That is not legal equality. It is the old inequality with a new unit of measure.

IX. The Compute Layer Is Not Neutral

Digital access tools can improve justice, but digital systems can also deepen exclusion if they are built for people
who already know how to use the system. The OECD's 2025 Toolkit for Access to Justice and People-Centred
Justice Systems recognizes the opportunity in digital transformation, including online dispute resolution, digital
legal information platforms, virtual legal aid, and AI-driven triage tools.'® But it also warns that rigid digital-first
strategies can sideline people with limited legal knowledge, low literacy, disabilities, rural barriers, low income,
limited internet access, or digital exclusion.'”

That warning applies with extra force to Al legal work.

The problem is not only whether a person can access a chatbot. The problem is whether the person can afford
enough reliable AI assistance to use it well, knows when the answer is incomplete, has access to authoritative
sources, can verify the output, and can survive the next procedural step. Cheap text may help the person begin. It
may not help the person finish.

Compute is not neutral if some users can afford one answer and others can afford a thousand checks. It is not
neutral if some users can afford only expression while others can afford the investment required for judgment. It
is not neutral if one user gets a general chatbot and another gets private models connected to curated legal data,
internal records, contract repositories, billing systems, litigation analytics, expert systems, and lawyers trained to
supervise them. It is not neutral if the cheaper user experiences Al as a drafting tool while the richer user
experiences Al as a legal operations layer.

That is why the justice gap has a new unit of measure. It is still money. It is still lawyer time. But now it may also
be tokens, agents, context windows, retrieval passes, source access, and verification loops.
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The point is not speculative. The industry is already producing receipts.

The first public testimony comes from the vendors themselves. TechCrunch reported in January 2025 that Sam
Altman said OpenAl was losing money on its $200-per-month ChatGPT Pro plan because people were using it
more than the company expected.'® That is the subscription problem in one sentence. A price that looks premium
to the user can still sit below the true cost of heavy use.

The second testimony comes from enterprise operators. Fortune's CEO Daily reported in May 2026 that
companies are treating tokens as a workplace currency, with executives using token consumption as a sign of
adoption while also confronting developers who can burn through monthly allocations in hours.'® That is not
consumer panic. It is management discovering that AI fluency has a billable unit.

The broader commentary is moving the same direction. Industry writers have begun describing the end of the
"all-you-can-eat" period in Al subscriptions and the shift toward visible usage economics.?’ Those pieces are
useful not because they prove the exact future price of Al, but because they show the market noticing the same
transition at the same time.

OpenAl's API pricing page lists specific prices per million tokens for its models and says API use is billed
separately from ChatGPT subscriptions.?’ Anthropic's usage-credit documentation says Team and seat-based
Enterprise users can continue after included limits, but later usage is billed at standard API rates.?> GitHub is
replacing premium request units with AI Credits and aligning usage with token consumption.? These are not
academic abstractions. They are product rules.

There are also public examples of scale. A report on Peter Steinberger's OpenClaw project described 100 Codex
instances running for 30 days, with a reported OpenAI API bill of about $1.3 million and 603 billion tokens across
7.6 million requests.” The same report stated that disabling a faster execution mode would reduce the monthly
cost to about $300,000, still a striking figure for one extreme agentic workflow.?

No ordinary law office should treat OpenClaw as its expected bill. That would be a category mistake. But it is a
useful stress test. It shows what happens when agentic work removes the human typing speed limit.

Academic research points in the same direction. A 2026 arXiv study of agentic coding tasks found that agentic
tasks consumed 1000 times more tokens than code reasoning or code chat, that token usage could vary by up to
30 times on the same task, and that more token use did not necessarily translate into greater accuracy.?

The legal translation is obvious. A legal agent reviewing a file, checking sources, comparing options, and drafting
work product is not a longer chatbot answer. It is a compute-intensive process with uncertain cost and uncertain
quality unless it is managed.

XI. Enterprise Pricing May Be the Honest Price

Enterprise pricing sounds like the expensive version of AI. In some ways it is. But it may also be the honest
version.
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OpenAlT's help center describes credits for advanced features, shared credit pools for Enterprise and Edu
workspaces, usage alerts, overage limits, and Business workspaces that can add credits for Codex activity.?’
Anthropic's usage-credit documentation lets Team and seat-based Enterprise organizations set spend limits and
continue beyond included limits through usage credits billed at standard API rates.?® GitHub's move to Al Credits
similarly gives organizations budgets, included pools, and the option to allow or cap additional usage.?

For legal work, this is not procurement trivia. A firm that cannot see usage cannot price matters correctly. A firm
that cannot separate casual drafting from deep research cannot know whether Al is saving money or merely
moving cost into a hidden account. A firm that cannot audit usage cannot know whether a new workflow is an
efficiency gain or a new form of uncontrolled spend.

The cheap plan teaches the habit. The enterprise plan reveals the habit.

XII. What Lawyers Should Watch

Lawyers do not need to become Al economists. They do need to stop pretending the subscription price is the cost
of the work.

The useful questions are practical. What work are we actually asking the model to do? Is this drafting, research,
record review, citation checking, contract comparison, client communication, or strategy? How much source
material must be read? How many times does the workflow need to run before the answer is reliable? Who is
verifying the output: a lawyer, another model, a legal database, or no one at all? Who can see the usage before the
bill arrives? What happens if the model is wrong?

Those questions matter because legal work does not fail in the abstract. It fails in a contract, a lien, a deadline, a
closing, a sanction, a lawsuit, a bankruptcy, a family dispute, a regulatory audit, a broken deal, or a client's
balance sheet.

The first draft may be cheap. Competence is not.

XIII. Conclusion: The New Math of Access
AT did something real: it made legal words cheap.

That should not be minimized. Cheap legal words can help people understand problems, organize facts, draft first
versions, and get unstuck. They can help lawyers move faster and help clients participate more intelligently in
their own matters.

But cheap legal words are not reliable legal work product, and the feeling of access is not the same thing as sound
judgment.
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options, more pressure, and more professional attention. Al does not erase that. It changes the unit ofradyantager
The new unit may be tokens, credits, context, agents, retrieval, source access, and compute layered on top of
human legal judgment.

That is the new math of access. Al may narrow the drafting gap while widening the justice gap.

The legal profession should use Al It should use it aggressively, intelligently, and honestly. But it should not
mistake a subsidized drafting experience for a new economics of justice.

The price of legal-looking language has collapsed.
The price of knowing what it should say, whether it is true, whether it is useful, and what happens next has not.
Al lowered the cost of expression.

It did not lower the investment required for sound legal judgment.
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