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Legal Ethics: Prime Time and Real Time 

Deborah L. Rhode* 

This essay explores the rationale for teaching legal ethics through popular 
media. It begins by setting forth the justifications for looking at moral questions 
through film and television. Discussion then turns to some examples of how 
well-selected media excerpts can illumine recurrent dilemmas of legal practice.  

I have been teaching through television for a quarter century, but this 
symposium has pushed me to think more deeply about when and why this me-
thod seems most effective. For me, it is not about the ratings. I use more clips 
from news programs and documentaries than from entertainment media. But 
some of the most memorable moments from my legal ethics course come from 
television series. This essay explores why, and offers some examples of how 
fictional accounts can illumine real- life dilemmas.  

The first and most well-documented reason for using popular media in 
professional education is their power of communication. Because stories speak 
to our emotion as well as intellect, they can provide a deeper, sharper, and more 
intense understanding than traditional law school approaches.1 In the words of 
Harvard psychiatrist Robert Coles, a “compelling narrative . . . is . . . a gift of 
grace.”2 It can “prick our conscience,” and help shape the moral intuitions that 
guide decision-making.3 Heeding the “call of stories” is, according to Coles, 
“not a bad start for someone trying to find a good way to live this life.”4 Or, I 
would add, not a bad beginning for professors trying to help their students do 
the same.  

One other justification for looking at legal ethics through a fictional lens is 
that it supplies a foundation for lifelong learning. In the final analysis, the best 
that any single course can offer students is a greater capacity for continuing 
growth. An ability to mine popular culture for broader lessons is an acquired 
skill that will pay dividends over an entire career. Central to that skill is self-
reflection, and here classroom use of fictional portrayals can help. Asking stu-
dents to consider not only why a television character acted the way he did, but 
also how and why they responded as they did, sheds light on their own values, 
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aspirations, and moral blind spots.5 
I am not, however, an uncritical consumer. I share the frustrations ex-

pressed by others at this symposium about the distorted portraits that Holly-
wood perpetuates. The moral choices of most television lawyers are jazzed up 
and dumbed down in ways that do not advance analysis. Depictions of legal 
ethical dilemmas in prime time frequently feature pure villains and victims in a 
simplified factual universe. By contrast, legal ethics in real time often involve 
contested facts, competing values, and moral compromises that arise not in 
moments of high drama, but in incremental rationalizations and self-deceptions. 
As commentators have often noted, the popular media generally flattens com-
plex legal issues. That is part of why it is popular.6  

Fortunately, for those of us mining the media for classroom purposes, 
realism is not always essential. In the spirit of practicing what I preach, let me 
show, not tell, through two examples. The first comes from the television show 
L.A. Law, which, in its prime, presented a landscape littered with ethical land-
mines. In one episode, an African-American associate, Jonathan Rollins, is 
asked to join the defense of a white police officer accused of race brutality. A 
popular African-American community leader has made the case a cause 
célèbre, and the associate is understandably unhappy about the assignment. The 
second example comes from an episode of The West Wing, which depicts a 
flashback in which White House Communications Director Sam Seaborn is 
working as an associate poised to become a partner at a major Wall Street firm. 
The scene shows Sam in a meeting with oil company executives who are about 
to close a deal to purchase cut-rate tankers. Sam attempts to persuade the ex-
ecutives that buying newer boats better serves the company’s long-term inter-
ests and that the Exxon Valdez debacle is a cautionary tale. The senior partner 
pulls Sam aside and tells Sam to “cut it out.”  

Both scenes are improbable, but the underlying dilemmas are realistic and 
the dialogue instructive. The L.A. Law storyline sets up the persistent problem 
of “race or gender matching”: women attorneys and attorneys of color often re-
ceive work because of a particular aspect of their appearance rather than their 
interests or skills, in order to create the right “look” in courtrooms, client pres-
entations, recruiting, and marketing efforts. Although this strategy sometimes 
creates helpful opportunities, it can also place lawyers in “showhorse” or “mas-
cot” roles in which they have no substantive function and develop no useful 
skills.7 The practice is particularly problematic when lawyers are pulled from 
desirable work and trotted out to attract a client whom they will never see 
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again, or when they are assumed to have skills and affinities that they in fact 
lack.8 Representative examples include a Chinese associate who was given Ko-
rean-language materials to review, and a Latina associate who was assigned to 
review documents in Spanish even after she explained that she was not fluent in 
the language.9 “Oh you’ll be fine,” she was told. “[L]ook [anything unfamiliar] 
up in a dictionary.”10 However, when it comes to conventional assignments 
with client development possibilities, female and minority lawyers frequently 
report being out of the loop.11  

The television clips invite discussion about how the profession should re-
spond to the problem. What would students do if they were in the situation of 
the African-American associate or the senior partner who advises taking one 
for the team? What role should race play in selecting attorneys in cases that are 
racially freighted? Would white prosecutors have had a claim if they lost op-
portunities in the O.J. Simpson case based on the color of their skin?12 Do mi-
nority lawyers have some special obligation to give back t o their racial or eth-
nic communities and to avoid being used in ways that might ill-serve those 
groups?13 Are some corporate clients inadvertently contributing to the problem 
by insisting that a specified percentage of counsel handling their cases be wom-
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en or minorities?14 There are no easy answers, and L.A. Law was ahead of the 
curve in raising the questions.  

The West Wing excerpt also poses real ethical concerns, albeit in a wildly 
unrealistic setting. As students immediately perceive, a formal deal closing is 
not the time and place to unravel a transaction due to ethical concerns that were 
obvious from the outset. But do lawyers have a responsibility to raise those 
concerns at some more appropriate point? If the client ignores their advice, un-
der what, if any, circumstances should they withdraw from representation, or, 
as in Sam Seaborn’s case, rethink their career choices?  

A familiar adage among trial lawyers is that you take your plaintiffs as 
you find them. The same is true of prime time television. The scripts are sel-
dom ideal for pedagogic purposes because that is not their purpose. But the 
question for professors is always, compared to what? If the alternative is the 
made-for-teaching legal ethics videos that the Bar or certain legal academics 
have released, I will take Aaron Sorkin any day. He knows how to get the stu-
dents’ attention. Then, it is our job to keep it and move the discussion to a dee-
per level.  
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