
LEGAL ETHICS 
IN THE MOVIES

The movies get it very wrong but are much more dramatic!



ABA Model Rules of Professional Conduct

• “A lawyer, as a member of the 
legal profession, is a 
representative of clients, an 
officer of the legal system and a 
public citizen having special 
responsibility for the quality of 
justice.”



ABA Model Rules of Professional Conduct

• As a representative of clients a lawyer:

• “provides a client with an informed understanding of the client's legal rights 
and obligations and explains their practical implications.”

• “zealously asserts the client's position under the rules…”

• “seeks a result advantageous to the client but consistent with requirements of 
honest dealings with others.”



ABA Model Rules of Professional Conduct

• As a member of the legal profession and a public citizen a lawyer:

• “should seek improvement of the law, access to the legal system, the 
administration of justice and the quality of service rendered by the legal 
profession.”

• “cultivate knowledge of the law beyond its use for clients, employ that 
knowledge in reform of the law and work to strengthen legal education.”

• “further the public's understanding of and confidence in the rule of law and 
the justice system because legal institutions in a constitutional democracy 
depend on popular participation and support to maintain their authority.”



ABA Model Rules of Professional Conduct

• “Virtually all difficult ethical 
problems arise from conflict 
between a lawyer's 
responsibilities to clients, to the 
legal system and to the lawyer's 
own interest in remaining an 
ethical person while earning a 
satisfactory living.” 

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

http://oer2go.org/mods/en-saylor/content/2012books.lardbucket.org/books/a-primer-on-communication-studies/s14-03-problem-solving-and-decision-m.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


10 Myths …
1. Questioning witnesses is never 

as dramatic as it appears on TV 
and in movies. 

2. You can't just spring a surprise 
witness on everyone

3. Evidence is never entered at the 
last minute. This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

http://trialadnotes.blogspot.com/2006_05_01_archive.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


10 Myths …
4. Standing up, slamming your fist and 

yelling “objection” would likely draw 
a rebuke by the judge.

5. Any objection to evidence must have 
a clear reason for its exclusion.

6. Lawyers typically don’t argue during 
questioning of a witness. 

7. You can't just pace around the 
courtroom.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY

https://www.flickr.com/photos/truthrevealed/12293483405/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


10 Myths …
8. Lawyers don't spend the 

majority of their days in court.

9. Cases take a really long time to 
actually go to trial or are settled 
out of court.

10.Courtrooms aren't usually 
packed with audiences.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA
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A Few Good Men (1992)

• Dawson and Downey are charged with the murder of Private Santiago.  
The defense is that Dawson and Downey were just following orders, 
as part of the marines' unofficial "code red" (illegal hazing), that the 
hazing had an unintended complication (Santiago’s respiratory issues) 
and there was no intent to murder.

• It is critical to the defense that Dawson and Downey’s commanding 
officer (Jack Nicholson) admit he ordered the “code red.” 

• “You can’t handle the truth!”



A Few Good Men (1992)



So What happened…?

• Whole lot of cursing! 
• Big no-no!

• Request for recess and open contempt order
• Witness was answering a question not asked
• The shocking admission that wins the case!
• USMCJ 39(a)

• A proceeding to handle matters outside presence of jurors
• In this case that will be the arrest of Col. Jessup (Nicholson)



Malice (1993)

• A happily married couple who would like to have children. Tracy (Nicole 
Kidman) has a miscarriage and is rushed to the hospital where Dr. Jed 
(Alec Baldwin) makes the hasty unilateral decision to remove her 
ovaries.  Dr. Jed learns that the surgery was unnecessary.  Tracy's ovary 
was healthy and she decides to sue Dr. Jed and the hospital.

• The case turns on the sobriety and decision making of Dr. Jed in the heat 
of the moment.  If the Plaintiff’s attorney can establish Dr. Jed as a 
hothead a settlement is likely.

• Deposition of Dr. Jed’s character and expert witness (George C. Scott).
• “I am God.”



Malice (1993)



So What happened…?

• Meeting with the client.
• Attorney is providing candid advice (Rule 1.4)
• Deposition of witness (George C. Scott)

• Surprise document (decade old evaluation)
• “This isn’t a trial Mr. Riley.” - Discovery or trial testimony deposition
• “Stop typing, this is off the record.”
• Without a stipulation otherwise that is not enough.

• Defendant testifies during deposition of a witness.
• The shocking admission that wins the case!



My Cousin Vinny (1992)

• While heading for college, Bill and Stan are arrested in Alabama when 
circumstances point to them as having murdered a convenience store 
clerk. Unable to afford an attorney, they turn to Bill's cousin Vinny.

• Vinny must attack the testimony of a critical eye witness by making 
him question his timeline and his ability to see the crime.

• “Were these magic grits?”



This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND

My Cousin Vinny (1992)

http://anuradhawarrier.blogspot.com/2014/03/my-cousin-vinny.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


So What happened…?

• Vinny is able to show that 20 minutes had actually passed between 
when the witness saw Bill and Stan arrive and then depart the Sac-O-
Suds, not the five minutes that the witness claims.  Thus opening the 
door to the idea that there may have been two cars involved and 
possibly two other suspects.

• Yelling at the witness during pending objections!
• The shocking admission that wins the case!



Anatomy of a Murder (1959)

• Federick Manion, is arrested for the murder of a bartender, Barney Quill. He 
claims, in his defense, that the victim had raped and beaten up his wife Laura. 
Although Laura supports her husband's story, the local paper has reported that 
the police surgeon can find no no physical evidence of that act beyond Laura's 
black eye and other signs of physical abuse.  Manion doesn't remember the 
actual act of shooting Quill but acknowledges that he did indeed kill Quill. 

• Mary Pilant, the mousey young manager of the inn where Quill was murdered, 
has discovered a pair of torn panties that would bolster the claim of rape and 
thus the defense of temporary insanity.

• On cross-examination, the prosecutor (George C. Scott) portrays Pilant as a 
spurned woman, willing to offer false evidence to discredit Quill, whom he 
assumes to be her philandering dead lover.



This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

Anatomy of a Murder (1959)

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Anatomy_of_a_Murder_Trailer_(1959).webm
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


So What happened…?

• Jimmy Stewart lays a proper foundation for the introduction of the 
panties (Defendant’s Exhibit ‘1’).

• The Judge asks for an objection in the proper form.
• The District Attorney asks 1 question too many on cross examination.
• The shocking answer that bolsters the witness’ motive to testify and 

helps the defense!



I don’t have no mental health issues, I'm from Florida (2020)

• Mr. Valentine is waiting and then the court accommodates attorney Shamekia 
O’Neil since she has a number of cases pending with the court.

• Client/Defendant Burns
• Prosecutor informs the court of the deals that were worked out
• Routine plea deal appearance boring and routine until it is not
• Watch Emily Weatherholt when attorney O’Neil talks about the toilets - she 

knows what is coming
• “I bet I don’t appear again…. Good bye.”
• Watch Tracy Davis that tells you how bad this went





“I’m not a cat.” (2020)

• Very patient Judge
• Counsel trying not to react.
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