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ANOTHER LOOK AT LAWYER DISCRETION TO ASSIST 
CLIENTS IN UNLAWFUL CONDUCT: A RESPONSE TO 

PROFESSOR TREMBLAY 

Samuel J. Levine* 

Professor Paul Tremblay’s At Your Service: Lawyer Discretion to 
Assist Clients in Unlawful Conduct,1 identifies and explores an apparent 
gap in the law governing the work of lawyers: the question of whether 
lawyers may assist clients in unlawful conduct that is not criminal or 
fraudulent. After introducing the issue through three illustrative 
scenarios, which he labels “lawbreaking stories,”2 Professor Tremblay 
engages in an extensive analysis of the applicable substantive law, relying 
primarily on ethics codes, which directly regulate the work of lawyers,3 
with additional reference to other sources of law.4 Having reached the 
considered conclusion that the law does not prohibit lawyers from 
assisting clients in unlawful or wrongful—but not criminal or 
fraudulent—conduct, Professor Tremblay moves to the next stage of his 
analysis, examining the further question as to the nature and scope of the 
lawyer’s ethical discretion to assist—or to refuse to assist—a client in 
unlawful or wrongful conduct.5  

Based on this analysis, which he applies in the context of the three 
lawbreaking stories, Professor Tremblay presents a complex set of 
prescriptions: First, “lawyers have discretion to assist or refuse to assist 
their clients with . . . unlawful [but noncriminal and non-fraudulent] 
activity.”6 Second:  

Lawyers who choose to participate in clients’ unlawful 
activity, taking advantage of the state’s license to do so, 
ought to be judged by their peers, and the rest of the relevant 
community, by the nature of the harm that participation 
produces and its effect on the justice of the resulting action.7  

Finally, “[t]hat license to collaborate with client unlawfulness is not a 
license to evade moral responsibility for the acts of their clients.”8  

Building on Professor Tremblay’s analysis, this response aims to 
briefly evaluate the central question he raises—the lawyer’s discretion to 
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assist a client’s unlawful conduct—by reframing the issue through the 
prism of a three-tiered, or three-pronged, framework. In so doing, this 
response suggests that, to the extent Professor Tremblay has identified 
cases in which ethics codes and other sources of law do not directly or 
definitively mandate a particular mode of action on the part of lawyers, 
an assessment of the issue may require a close look at three 
complementary—but, at times, competing or conflicting—duties 
underlying ethics codes: the duty to serve the best interests of the client, 
the duty to promote justice within the American legal system, and the 
duty to the lawyer’s own sense of ethical morality.9  

As a threshold matter, the preamble to the American Bar Association 
Model Rules of Professional Conduct (Model Rules) acknowledges that 
“[i]n the nature of law practice . . . conflicting responsibilities are 
encountered.”10 As the preamble further observes, “[v]irtually all difficult 
ethical problems arise from conflicts 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.”11 
Finally, the preamble notes, although ethics rules “often prescribe terms 
for resolving such conflicts,” there remain “many difficult issues of 
professional discretion . . . [that] must be resolved through the exercise 
of sensitive professional and moral judgment guided by the basic 
principles underlying the Rules.”12 Thus, it would seem that the scenarios 
Professor Tremblay identifies might helpfully be examined through 
careful application and analysis of the conflicting duties underlying the 
Model Rules.  

As Professor Tremblay observes, of the lawyer’s three concurrent 
duties, the duty to serve the best interests of the client is generally 
understood to compose the lawyer’s primary and overriding ethical 
obligation, trumping other duties and concerns.13 In Lord Henry 
Brougham’s famous—and, largely, descriptively accurate,14 if 
controversial15—articulation: “[A]n advocate, in the discharge of his 
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duty, knows but one person in all the world, and that person is his client. 
To save that client by all means and expedients, and at all hazards and 
costs to other persons . . . is his first and only duty . . . .”16 Indeed, various 
statements in both the preamble and other sections of the Model Rules 
support a conception of the primacy of the lawyer’s duty to zealously 
represent the interests of the client.17  

Applied to Professor Tremblay’s scenarios, at first glance, the 
lawyer’s duty to serve the best interests of the client would seem to 
require that that lawyer accede to the client’s request to assist in unlawful 
but noncriminal conduct.18 To the extent that the substantive law permits 
the lawyer to facilitate the client’s noncriminal activity, the prevailing 
norm of zealous advocacy would obligate the lawyer to take whatever 
legal action is necessary to help further the client’s goals.19 In short, may 
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implies must.   
Yet, as Professor Tremblay further notes, the application of the norm 

of zealous advocacy loses much of its force in the context of the scenarios 
he examines, because, in each of these cases, the lawyer is involved in 
assisting the client in unlawful conduct20 and the lawyer plays a 
transactional role rather than an advocacy role.21 Thus, even if, as 
Professor Tremblay maintains, the lawyer is permitted to engage in this 
form of legal practice—and even under an approach that maintains a 
robust emphasis on client-centered lawyering—it seems unlikely that 
adherence to a duty of zealous advocacy would mandate that the lawyer 
assist a client in these unlawful activities.22 Instead, Professor Tremblay 
concludes, in the absence of a clear answer based in substantive law, it 
appears that the ethical response to the question of whether to assist a 
client in unlawful conduct remains at the discretion of the lawyer.23 

For legal ethicists, the conclusion that a lawyer has discretion over 
whether to undertake a particular mode of conduct is not the end of the 
conversation, but instead raises further questions—specifically, in this 
context: “should” the lawyer assist a client’s wrongdoing?24 The answer 
to this question entails a further conversation, taking into account 
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 22. Some proponents of a client-centered approach might understand the duty of zealous 

advocacy to include assisting a client’s criminal activity—at least in the context of advocating on 

behalf of a client who is exercising constitutional rights, such as a criminal defendant who is 

testifying falsely. See Monroe Freedman, Professional Responsibility of the Criminal Defense 

Lawyer: The Three Hardest Questions, 64 MICH. L. REV. 1469, 1475–78 (1966).   

 23. See Tremblay, supra note 1, at 283–84. 

 24. Id. at 297. 
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additional levels of ethical deliberation and analysis.25 As Professor 
Tremblay puts it, “[t]he answer to the . . . question is relatively easy to 
state but maddeningly complicated to implement. A lawyer ought to 
exercise the permitted discretion to assist clients in unlawful conduct 
when doing so achieves desirable results but should refuse assistance 
when that contribution leads to undesirable results.”26 

Accordingly, Professor Tremblay’s scenarios may call for a 
consideration of the lawyer’s other competing duties, such as the duty to 
promote justice.27 Although often inconsistent with the arguably 
overarching duty to zealously represent the best interests of the client, the 
lawyer’s duty to promote justice underlies many aspects of ethics rules,28 
and, at least in the view of some leading scholars, may comprise the 
lawyer’s primary ethical obligation.29  

Professor William Simon, who may be the most prominent proponent 
of this position, sets forth a “Contextual View,” rooted in the “basic 
maxim . . . that the lawyer should take such actions as, considering the 
relevant circumstances of the particular case, seem likely to promote 
justice.”30 Under this view, when a legal rule’s “underlying purpose . . . 
would be frustrated by the invocation of the rule,”31 the lawyer should 
look to the “spirit” of the law to determine the extent to which the 
contours of the rule should govern a lawyer’s conduct.32  For example, 
according to Professor Simon, in evaluating the ethics of pleading the 
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 32. William H. Simon, Introduction: The Post-Enron Identity Crisis of the Business 

Lawyer, 74 FORDHAM L. REV. 947, 953–54 (2005). 



18 FLORIDA LAW REVIEW FORUM [Vol. 70 

 

statute of limitations when the debtor admits to the lawyer to not having 
repaid the debt, “a lawyer who concluded that the basic principle of the 
statute was to spare judicial determination of claims on unreliable 
evidence might infer it inappropriate to plead the statute.”33  

Applied to Professor Tremblay’s question, it would seem that the 
lawyer’s obligation to promote justice would preclude assisting a client 
in unlawful conduct. After all, according to Professor Simon, pleading 
the statute of limitations, though unquestionably legal, may prove 
inconsistent with the lawyer’s role in promoting justice.34 If so, outright 
assistance of unlawful conduct, which would subvert justice, should 
generally be off-limits to a lawyer. To be sure, Professor Simon’s 
approach incorporates additional layers of complexity, allowing for 
subversion of the law when necessary to promote justice.35 Yet, Professor 
Simon’s contextual analysis would not appear to justify assisting the 
client in unlawful activity that is merely designed to further the client’s 
financial goals, without the added virtues of civil disobedience.36  

A similar result seems to obtain under Professor Tremblay’s 
application of an alternative approach to ethical discretion, “moral 
philosoph[y],” which “explore[s] whether a lawyer ought to be ‘morally 
activist’ and refuse to aid clients when doing so would achieve immoral 
(or unjust) ends.”37 Based on this approach, Professor Tremblay closes 
his article with the declaration that the “license to collaborate with client 
unlawfulness is not a license to evade moral responsibility for the acts of 
their clients.”38  

Notwithstanding the appeal of these conclusions, however, neither 
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 35. For example, Professor Simon calls for violating the duty of confidentiality when 
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709, 721 (2012))). 

 36. See Tremblay, supra note 1, at 302 (referring to “assisting [clients] with much 
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 37. See id. at 298–303 (footnotes omitted). 
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Professor Simon—whose model, as Professor Tremblay notes, purports 
to be based on principles of justice39—nor the “moral activists”40 appear 
to find support for their approach either in the substantive law or within 
mainstream and prevailing norms of lawyering.41 Accordingly, it would 
seem unlikely, as Professor Tremblay prescribes, that “[l]awyers who 
choose to participate in clients’ unlawful activity, taking advantage of the 
state’s license to do so” would be “judged by their peers, and the rest of 
the relevant community, by the nature of the harm that participation 
produces and its effect on the justice of the resulting action.”42 

As an alternative, perhaps Professor Tremblay’s analysis can find 
support in an application of yet another of the lawyer’s ethical duties: the 
duty to the lawyer’s own sense of ethical morality.43 In contrast to 
approaches that impose upon the lawyer ethical determinations based in 
preconceived notions of justice or morality, relying upon the lawyer’s 
duty to self has the advantage of employing the lawyer’s own views of 
morality as a basis for ethical decision making.44 Moreover, unlike an 
approach that calls upon the outside judgment of the lawyer’s peers to 
evaluate the lawyer’s decisions, the duty to self defers to the lawyer’s 
own professional judgment as the primary source of guidance.45  

Perhaps most significantly, as acknowledged in the preamble to the 
Model Rules, the lawyer’s responsibilities to “remain[] an ethical person” 
and to “exercise . . . sensitive professional and moral judgment” are a key 
component of the principles underlying the Model Rules, and as such, 
comprise the third of the lawyer’s competing ethical duties.46 Thus, while 
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Professor Simon’s approach unlikely to result in a substantive conception of justice). 
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 45. Id. at 444. 
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incorporating and building upon elements of Professor Tremblay’s 
discussion, conceptualizing the analysis through the prism of the lawyer’s 
duty to self may strike a suitable balance, deferring the lawyer’s 
discretion in deciding whether to assist clients in unlawful conduct, while 
at the same time expecting that lawyers will exercise this discretion in a 
way that allows them to remain true to their own moral commitments.47  

                                                                                                                      
CONDUCT Scope para. 14 (AM. BAR ASS’N 2018) (describing lawyer’s “discretion to exercise 

professional judgment”).  

 47. Cf. sources cited supra, note 25 (supporting the view that gives lawyers discretion to 

determine how to represent their clients when faced with unlawful conduct). 


