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I. LAW, FILM & CULTURE 

 
We study great American films to explore law’s meaning, purpose and value. First, we seek 

answers. How does the depiction of law and lawyers in film affect cultural perceptions about our 
legal system? Do films about the law accurately and fairly portray the legal system? Are lawyers 
properly depicted as heroes, villains, or something else? How does film reveal the ways in which our 
legal system and culture address race, class, gender and sexual orientation? How much does truth 
matter in our legal system? What is justice? How do we decide what happened, whom to blame, and 
what to do about it – three questions at the core of nearly every legal dispute? What values and 
attitudes are most important to a thriving life as a lawyer? Well-made, thoughtful legal movies help 
us answer those questions and others.  
 

Second, film prompts us to consider ethical and professional values in stories about the difficult 
choices real and fictional lawyers must make. Those choices allow us to delve into divided loyalties, 
conflicts of interest, deception, greed, ambition and ego, as well as many opposing virtues such as 
compassion, intellectual honesty, ingenuity and humility. 

 
Third, film allows us to examine how story structure and narrative technique can help us become 

more persuasive. We study various ways in which filmmakers create effective characters, plots and 
storylines to engage and convince the audience. Such narrative techniques enable legal advocates to 
better understand how story structure, emotions and audience perceptions shape decision making. 
They also provide us with another perspective on how cultural views and expectations about law are 
shaped through storytelling in film. 

 
Finally, we concentrate on the interdisciplinary study of law and film. We equip ourselves with 

the vocabulary and understanding to make critical judgments about film depictions of law, justice 
and legal practice. 
 

II. REQUIREMENTS & GRADING 
 
 Films. Each week we watch the assigned film before class and then explore its meaning, 
purpose and value in class. 
 
 Class Discussion + Law-Film Confabs. Our enjoyment and success depend on your 
participation. We strive to create free and fearless discussion of ideas, where we’re willing to share 
our personal and intellectual struggles with this thought-provoking material. To help achieve this, 
I’ve created Law-Film Confabs or written sets of questions, issues, and talking points for our weekly 
class dialogue. I’ll email the Law-Film Confab the week before each class. Your overall participation in 
class throughout the semester equals 25% of your grade. You can participate in several ways – 
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through class discussion and active listening, as well as through email responses to the confabs each 
week. Please note that class attendance is required and you can lose a grade level if you miss more 
than 3 unexcused classes.  
 
 Papers.  One short paper and one long paper. The short paper (3-4 pages, double-spaced) can 
explore an interpretive, jurisprudential, or thematic issue raised in the films or apply such an issue to 
another film (with instructor approval). I’ll suggest a list of approved topics and ideas for papers, but 
invite you to develop your own as well. The first short paper is due on a date in October to be 
announced.  It is worth 25% of your grade. The longer seminar style paper (8-10 pages, double-
spaced) is due our last class or another time determined by our schedule. This final paper is worth 
50% of your grade. 
 

III. ASSIGNED FILMS AND THEMES BY CLASS:  
 
Each film below will be accompanied by a detailed confab emailed the week before class that 
further outlines the issues, questions and themes to be covered 

 
 Class 1: Erin Brockovich (2000) – Lawyers as Heroes  
 
 Class 2: Dark Waters (2019) – The Costs of Justice  
 
 Class 3: The Verdict (1982) – Lawyers as Villains and Story Structures intro 
 
 Class 4: Just Mercy (2019) – Lawyers Redeemed and the Sacred Flaw Story Structure 
 
 Class 5: The Lincoln Lawyer (2007) – Professional Norms: Ethics vs. Justice 
 
 Class 6: Hot Coffee (documentary 2011) – Propaganda or Truth about Law? 
 
 Class 7: The Central Park Five (documentary 2012) – Race, Crime and Justice Lost 
 
 Class 8: A Time to Kill (1996) – Race, Crime and Justice Found 
 
 Class 9: 12 Angry Men (1957) – What happened? Whom do we blame? How do we decide?  
 
 Class 10: Legally Blonde (2001) – Gender, Culture and Law School 
 

Class 11-13: The People vs. O.J. Simpson: American Crime Story (2016) (selected episodes) 
 
 Time permitting, we also choose one or more additional movies by popular vote  
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Accessibility Services 
 
Capital University is committed to providing reasonable accommodations for students with 
disabilities. If you are seeking academic accommodations, you are required to disclose your disability 
to the Accessibility Office and to make a request for accommodations. Further information may be 
obtained by contacting the Accessibility Office by email at accessibilityservices@capital.edu or by 
telephone at (614) 236-6611. Additional information regarding the process for registering with the 
Accessibility Office may be found at https://law.capital.edu/disabilityservices/. This syllabus is 
available in an alternate format upon request. 
 
Academic Accommodations are implemented at the Law School through the University accessibility 
team, led by Dr. Richard Ashbrook:  rashbrook@capital.edu.  The information you will need to 
request accommodations may be found at: https://www.capital.edu/about-capital/accessibility-
services/.  
 
If you are approved for testing accommodations, which usually consists of additional time or a 
distraction-reduced space, you must submit an Accommodated Exam Schedule Request for each 
exam to Pat Fitzpatrick, the Student Affairs Program Assistant, at pfitzpatrick@law.capital.edu, or in 
person in Room 386 of the Law School.  The form is found here: 
http://law.capital.edu/RecordsandRegistrationStudentForms and is due two weeks before midterms 
and one month before finals. 
 
The Law School’s guidelines on requests for exceptions to policies and procedures based on physical 
or mental disability are outlined in the Manual of Policies and Procedures, Section 6.5 
(https://law.capital.edu/Manual/).    
 
Title IX – Sexual Harassment, Discrimination, and Misconduct 
 
Capital University is committed to ensuring a safe environment free of discrimination on the basis of 
sex, including sexual misconduct and harassment.  If you experienced an incident of sex or gender-
based discrimination, harassment, or sexual misconduct, we encourage you to report it. You may 
report the incident to the University’s Title IX Coordinator, Deanna Wagner by email (at 
dwagner1453@capital.edu) or by phone at (614) 236-6904. Please refer to Capital University’s Sex- 
or Gender-Based Discrimination, Harassment, and Sexual Misconduct policy for more information on 
reporting options: http://www.capital.edu/Title-IX-and-Sexual-Harassment/. 
 
Capital University faculty are committed to supporting students, however, please understand that 
faculty are “responsible employees” of the University and must report any incident of sex- or 
gender-based discrimination, harassment, and sexual misconduct to the University’s Title IX 
Coordinator. 
 
Center for Health and Wellness  
 
You may experience situations or face personal challenges that affect academic progress, social 
development, or emotional wellbeing.  Capital University offers a variety of confidential services to 
help you through difficult times.  Contact Capital University’s Center for Health and Wellness by 
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phone at (614) 236-6114, by email at chw@capital.edu, or in person at the Kline Center. 24-hour 
mental health support is available by calling the Center for Health and Wellness, (614) 236-6114. 
 
Student Success  
 
Capital University is committed to supporting your success as a student and as a person. Student 
Success services are available to help work through any challenges or barriers to success, to guide 
you to the best resources available, and to help you stay on a consistent path to success. For 
assistance, contact Professor Hara, Professor and Director of Academic Success, at 
hhara@law.capital.edu or (614) 236-6564. 
 
Diversity and Inclusion 
 
Diversity and inclusion are essential to Capital University’s mission of transforming lives through 
higher education. Diversity refers to the differences that exist among people. Inclusion denotes the 
proactive behaviors that facilitate an environment that allows each person to feel welcomed and 
affirmed. Our community: 
 

• Values and creates a welcoming and supportive environment that honors and engages the 
many aspects of diversity and dignity for all. 

• Intentionally seeks to attract, nurture, and retain diverse students, faculty, and staff. 

• Fosters acceptance, respect, and appreciation of all persons regardless of background as vital 
elements of our university community. 

• Celebrates our commonalities and unique differences and asserts that diversity broadens 
learning, stimulates creativity, and promotes the exchange of ideas. 
 

Capital University’s Office of Diversity & Inclusion may be reached at (614) 236-6307 and their 
website can be located at https://www.capital.edu/diversity-and-inclusion/. 
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