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Introduction  

 Scott Turow is a writer and attorney who was born in Chicago in 1949. Turow graduated 

with honours from Amherst College in 1970. That same year he received an Edith Mirrieless 

Fellowship to the Stanford University Creative Writing Center which he attended for two 

years. From 1972 to 1975 he taught Creative Writing at Stanford. In 1975 he attended 

Harvard Law School and received a contract to write a book about law from the student’s 

perspective which resulted in One L. One L is Turow’s journal of his first year at Harvard and 

has since then become a virtual bible for prospective law students. Turow graduated with 

honours in 1978, that same year he became an Assistant U.S. Attorney in Chicago and served 

in that position until 1986. Since then he has been a partner in the Chicago office of 

Sonnenschein, Nath & Rosenthal, a national law firm, concentrating on white collar crime 

defence while also devoting time to pro bono matters. His first book Presumed Innocent was 

published in 1987 and since then he has released eight best-selling novels and one book that 

reflects on the death penalty. Turow has won a number of literary awards including the 

Heartland Prize in 2003 for Reversible Errors which will be discussed in this essay.1  

 The purpose of this essay is to show and discuss how different problems in American law 

are depicted in three novels by Scott Turow. The themes that will be discussed are corruption, 

abuse of power and the idea of truth, themes which are frequently portrayed in his novels. The 

essay is based on three texts, Presumed Innocent which is his first published novel, Pleading 

Guilty his third novel, and Reversible Errors which was his sixth novel.  

 In chapter one of this essay the problem of corruption is discussed and how ambiguity 

affects the characters and that no individual is above temptation. Chapter two deals with abuse 

of power. This chapter discusses and explains how many characters in the American legal 
                                                 
1 Kay Bonetti, “An Interview with Scott Turow.” (The Missouri Review 13:1, 1990): 103-126  
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system use their positions and power to influence cases and people. The third chapter reflects 

upon the elusiveness of truth and how ineffective the criminal-justice system really is as a 

truth-finding mechanism. This chapter illustrates how complicated it can be to find out the 

most simple truth and how the truth can sometimes both help and destroy guilty as well as 

innocent people.  

 Presumed Innocent was published in 1987 and deals with Rusty Sabish, the number-two 

prosecutor of Kindle County. He is asked to investigate the rape and murder of a fellow 

prosecutor, Carolyn Polhemus, only to find himself becoming the accused. Rusty’s superior, 

Raymond Horgan, is in the middle of a campaign and unaware of Rusty’s and Carolyn’s 

affair, assigns the case to Rusty. Evidence mounts and Rusty is accused of murdering his 

colleague and former lover. He hires a sharp intuitive defence lawyer, Alejandro “Sandy” 

Stern. Sandy, with the help of his associate, demonstrates to the court the possibility of a 

frame-up and wins the case. A friend and police officer, Dan ‘Lip’ Lipranzer, helps Rusty in 

proving his innocence.  

 In Pleading Guilty, published 1993, the reader is following the first-person narrator 

McCormack “Mack” Malloy who is a former police officer turned lawyer. Mack has been 

given the assignment to discreetly locate the whereabouts of a missing law partner in his firm, 

Bert Kamin. Also missing is $5.6 million designated to settle a class-action suit against the 

firm’s largest client, a civil case where TransNational airlines is being sued by the victims of 

an airline crash. Mack, a recovering alcoholic whose usefulness to his firm has been 

questioned, finds the money and now has to make a decision to return the money or to steal it 

and start a new life as a millionaire.  

 Reversible Errors was published in 2002 and the plot idea comes from case studies Turow 

had examined while working for George Ryan’s Commission based in Illinois on Capital 

Punishment. Turow represented Alejandro Hernandez in the appeal that preceded 
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Hernandez’s release after nearly twelve years in prison, including five on death row, for a 

murder he did not commit. The novel is about Rommy “Squirrel” Gandolph’s final appeal. 

Rommy is an inmate on death row for a triple murder. He was convicted of a crime where 

three people were shot to death and placed in the freezer of a restaurant. The female victim 

was apparently sexually violated after death. Rommy insists on his innocence despite his 

original confession. New information has surfaced and corporate lawyer Arthur Raven is 

enlisted to prevent the execution. Arthur turns for help from the former judge on the case, 

Gillian Sullivan who has since the trial been convicted for corruption and has served her 

sentence. Arthur’s opponent in the case is chief deputy prosecuting attorney Muriel Wynn and 

detective Larry Starczek who worked on the case ten years before. 2 

 

                                                 
2 Gina MacDonald, & Andrew F. MacDonald, Scott Turow: A Critical Companion (Greenwood Press. 2005) 
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Corruption  

 White-collar crime and corruption are themes widely explored in Scott Turow’s novels. In 

his books there are several characters who are on the brink of corruption as there is a thin line 

between bending the rules and being corrupt. In Turow’s first novel he created a fictional 

town called Kindle County where all his novels are set. That is the scene where he explores 

the type of “municipal and judicial corruption with which he had been dealing in his real 

workplace.”3 Corruption is obviously a widespread problem is Turow’s line of work; 

therefore it is always dealt with to some extent in his novels. 

 In Presumed Innocent “Turow uses Carolyn’s grotesque death as a means of exposing the 

trail of municipal corruption that has spread through Kindle County.”4 During the murder 

investigation, Rusty learns that Carolyn was using her sexuality, flirting her way to the top. 

This becomes more obvious to Rusty as the trial proceeds. Carolyn was assigned a so called B 

file, which is a case involving bribery of law enforcement officials, because of her 

relationship with Prosecuting Attorney Raymond Horgan, although she normally does not 

handle such cases. Rusty is talking to a police officer, trying to find out information about the 

involved parties in the B file and he informs Rusty that: “she was everybody’s pal back then. 

… Sometimes she’d get the judge to lay off. Sometimes she’d get Molto to take two steps 

back. She was kinda the referee.”5 This indicates that despite the fact that she did not have the 

most ‘high profile’ job at the time she had a lot of friends and relied on personality to 

influence for instance her lover, who was Judge Larren Lyttle at the time, and her friends like 

Tommy Molto who did everything she asked him. During a discussion with Dan ‘Lip’ 

Lipranzer, Rusty’s friend and a police officer, Rusty learns that at that time these things were 

not unusual:  “We’re talking twelve, fourteen years ago now … Everybody’s on the pad [take] 

                                                 
3 Gina MacDonald & Andrew F. MacDonald, 64 
4 Paul Gray, “Who Killed Carolyn Polhemus? Presumed Innocent.” (Time 20 Jul. 1987) 71 
5 Scott Toruw, Presumed Innocent. (London: Bloomsbury Publishing Ltd. 1987) 295 
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back then.”(312) Considering the B file, it is revealed while talking to a witness that Carolyn 

was the one who set it all up, furthermore, throughout this period Larren, who is the judge for 

Rusty’s trial, was going through personal issues. He was drinking, had a gambling problem, 

had a relationship with Carolyn who was described as a “self-seeking woman”(383) and his 

professional life was shattered. His situation was discussed between Sandy and Rusty and it 

was noted that he had been taking bribes, and the prospect of this still being true is also 

discussed between the two men:  

Larren was in an environment whose thoroughgoing corruption was always one of his 
city’s most distressing secrets. The bondsmen. The policemen. The probation officers. 
The lawyers. The North Branch was a beehive of illicit dealing. Do you think, Rusty, 
that Larren Lyttle was the first judge in the North Branch courthouse to fall by the 
wayside? --- But what happened happened in the past. Long in the past. Judge Lyttle, I 
tell you, would rather die–I mean this sincerely–die rather than corrupt his office in the 
superior court. (383)  

This example illustrates how easy it is to be corrupt, how widely spread the corruption is and 

how it is sometimes well-known to several people. Although Rusty is not corrupt he admits to 

Sandy that: “[n]o one is above temptation.” (389)  

 It is not only judges and lawyers that are corrupt in Presumed Innocent, the reader also 

encounters a character called Painless. Painless, Tatsou Kumagi, is the pathologist on the 

case. Initially it was thought that Carolyn was raped and murdered but further examinations 

showed that although she had had sex that evening the crime scene was staged. During the 

investigation Kumagi first announces that the perpetrator is sterile. He subsequently changes 

his mind, saying that the victim used spermicidal jelly and a diaphragm. In his own notes, 

from the autopsy he found that Carolyn had had a tubal ligation which makes it unnecessary 

to use any contraceptive. The defence can show that Kumagi made a mistake in ignoring his 

initial notes, using a specimen from another body and claiming it was taken from Carolyn’s 

body. The use of spermicide would explain why no live spermatozoa were found instead of 

saying that the perpetrator was sterile, because with the later description it is not possible to 
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prove that Rusty is guilty. Kumagi’s competence has earlier on been questioned “resulting in 

at least one memorandum being placed” (334) in his personnel file.  When Rusty is talking to 

his other lawyer, Jamie Kemp, he gets to hear what his lawyers feel about the situation. Kemp 

says: “[Sandy] thinks it was just a mistake. He feels Kumagi does everything half-ass. When 

he got the chemist’s result, he went on from there and forgot about the autopsy. I don’t buy 

that … I think you were set up.“ (350) Regarding Kumagi’s close relationship with the 

prosecutor it is likely that they were trying to set him up. With this in mind it is understood 

why Kumagi is described as corrupt. In forgetting his initial notes and relying on the 

chemist’s result it is made clear why his competence has been questioned.  

 The main character in Pleading Guilty, Mack Malloy, is far from happy in his current 

situation both privately and professionally. He does not feel valued at work and the 

circumstances in his personal life are not much better. He finds himself in a situation which 

makes him tempted to steal money. Regarding work: “[h]e finds colleagues and associates 

bound in conspiracy and manipulating junior associates and would-be partners like himself to 

carry out the dirty work of the firm.”6 Mack is assigned to find Bert, a partner gone missing 

who is suspected of stealing money and even from this point in the book it is clear that Mack 

is unhappy with his life.  He declares this while heading out to find Bert: “[i]magine! … Just 

imagine. A guy who worked down the hall. A foul ball. Now he was off roistering with a 

stolen fortune while I was still landlocked in my squalid little life.”7  

 Mack is obviously not happy and wants something more from life. He repeatedly reveals 

this to Brushy, Emilia Bruccia, who is the one person Mack is close to. At one time he says: 

“I’m so tired of being myself–of fucking things up the way I do. It’s a tiredness not lost in 

sleep and only worse on waking. I can’t help thinking how great it would be to start new. A 

                                                 
6 Jay P. Pederson & Taryn Benbow-Pfalzgraf, St. James Guide to Crime and Mystery Writers. (Detroit: St. James 
Press. 1996) 992 
7 Scott Turow, . Pleading Guilty. (London: Penguin Books Ltd. 1993) 16 
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really clean slate. It’s the only thing left that excites me.” (199) He sees the money as his way 

out “[s]o when he arrives at a moral crossroads in the novel, it's a genuinely suspenseful 

question which way he'll go.”8 Although the reader is not sure what Mack will do, his 

constant battle is followed and the human greed that can overwhelm the ideal of professional 

integrity can be seen. The force of greed and self-interest holds sway over human obligations 

when the rules of proper legal and corporate behaviour are broken. Furthermore, when Bert 

slides into fixing games this demonstrates how “easily even a relatively honest person can end 

up corrupted.”9 This illustrates that it is not possible to guess and know who can be corrupted, 

because it is like a virus that can spread throughout society.   

 Mack, who is a recovering alcoholic states that: “[m]oney was worse than booze or 

cocaine.”(200) He feels that the yearning for money and a new life is more powerful than his 

addiction to alcohol. He continues to talk to Brushy, letting her know that he feels 

undervalued, especially when it is clear that Bert did not steal the money and that Mack was 

never supposed to have found him. These feelings are made even stronger when the firm’s 

income is divided and every year his cut is reduced. Mack explains: “[y]our partners tell you 

each year what they think you are worth. By now I can live without everything the marginal 

dollar buys, except self-esteem.” (243) When his share is reduced every time he feels that he 

has lost his self-esteem and status. He makes his decision but not without feeling a bit guilty. 

He eventually starts hearing his dead mother, a strict Catholic whose accusatory voice is 

hovering over him but he explains that: “it wasn’t the devil that made me do it. All in all, I 

think I’m just sick of my life.” (291)  

 While the novel progresses Mack feels more and more used and: “[w]hen corpses start 

turning up, backstabbing and cover-ups and his sense that he has been played for a ‘patsy’ 

                                                 
8 Christopher Lehmann-Haupt, “Books of The Times; Lawyer is Missing. Now the Bad News.” (The New York 

Times 3 Jun. 1993) 
9 Gina MacDonald & Andrew F. MacDonald, 114 
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make Malloy feel stealing stolen money is not only justified but somehow right.” 10 

Nevertheless Mack reasons that the deed is already done and he is ultimately corrupt. In 

Pleading Guilty: “Mr. Turow has caught the ambiguity of white-collar crime”11 and shown 

that it is not always a black and white case and secondly that it can spread to people who no 

one would have expected.  

 The complicated situation concerning taking bribes is also dealt with in Reversible Errors. 

Former judge Gillian Sullivan is the character who has been corrupt; she was caught but has 

now served her sentence and is trying to put her life back together. When the corruption 

started she was addicted to heroin, but known as a drunk who was an easy target. Proposals 

started to come in from a lawyer with the suggestion to: “[t]ake his advice from time to time 

about the outcome in a case. There would be money.”12 Her choice to take bribes is seen as 

far more sympathetic compared with the characters in the other books under discussion 

because of the fact that “Gillian’s downfall was not greed, however (taking money for fixing 

cases was so common that she simply went along with the majority when pressured to do 

so).”13 She collapsed under the pressure and her addiction did not help her to make the right 

choice. She is repeatedly asking herself why she did it, but she is not able to come up with an 

answer. She tells Arthur, who is defending Rommy, that it: “began in Common Pleas, where it 

seemed to be the order of the day.” (34) When regarding the effect on the cases, Gillian does 

not think the money changed anything. She is talking to Arthur about the bribes and makes it 

clear that:  

I don’t think the money changed the outcome of any of those cases. No one can say for sure, 
least of all me, and that’s what makes what I did so insidious. But it was a system, Arthur, 
almost like tax. The lawyers got rich, so the judges were entitled to a share. I was never 
conscious of taking a fall on a case, not because I was so honorable but because no one would 
ask me to. None of us wanted to risk arousing suspicions. (161)  

                                                 
10 Jay P. Pederson & Taryn Benbow-Pfalzgraf, 992 
11 Christopher Lehmann-Haupt, 
12 Scott Turow, Reversible Errors, (London: Pan Macmillan. 2002) 40 
13 Gina MacDonald & Andrew F. MacDonald, 199 
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She means that it is not possible to be bribed on a case where the evidence shows that the 

suspect is guilty without a doubt because it would raise too much suspicion if he was freed, so 

therefore she believes that the money did not make that much of a difference. Her own 

explanation for why it all started is not very simple, she reflects: “Why? Why had she allowed 

a life of limitless promise to subside into dependency and, in short order, crime? ... Why 

didn’t people understand that it was unfathomable to her?” (35) Gillian deepens the 

understanding that it is not a simple choice and that a seemingly easy question or situation can 

be viewed from many different angles. Corruption is depicted by Turow in a way in which he 

“describes people crossing the divide from good to bad by momentary lapses, some split-

second loss of control that changes their lives forever. He sees the possibility of some sort of 

redemption for even the blackest heart.”14 Gillian lost control and paid the price.  

It is obvious that the motives can vary from greed to pressure from others but nonetheless 

the act is committed and then it does not matter why. Although Gillian seems far more 

sympathetic than Kumagi or Mack she still commits the same deed. The difference is that the 

reader gets to follow a remorseful Gillian who has done her time and wants to start over. The 

other characters are in the middle of corruption, with the exception of Judge Lyttle but the 

reader never learns about his attitude or point of view, which makes him more difficult to 

relate to. Whatever the motives, it is obvious when looking at the different characters that 

“frail humans sit on both sides of the bench, and legal decisions may well hinge on bare-

knuckle politics.”15 The fact that most characters in the novels are having some kind of life 

crisis when beginning to take bribes or steal makes the word-choice ‘frail humans’ more 

understandable. Vulnerability and personal problems affects the characters to commit deeds 

they would not normally commit and people like Carolyn takes advantage of that weakness. 

                                                 
14 Peter Guttridge, “Why Heroes Should Pack a Paunch.” (The Observer 24 Nov. 2002) 
15 Gina MacDonald & Andrew F. MacDonald, 74 
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Abuse of power  

 A person has power when they can influence the reality of others. Power can be abused by 

means of weapons, social position, knowledge and wealth. In all three of Turow’s books 

under discussion, there are characters that use their power or position to control and influence 

the outcome in cases, trials and different situations. Some characters take it upon themselves 

to conceal evidence; others use rather unconventional methods to obtain information and 

acquire what they want. Despite the methods used, all characters in the novels are in a 

position to influence people and different circumstances.   

 In Presumed Innocent, the main character Rusty Sabish, comes across the B file. The 

contents of this file are used by the defence when Rusty is on trial for murder. This particular 

file concerns the judge of Rusty’s trial, Larren Lyttle who has been taking bribes. Such a 

sensitive matter could end Judge Lyttle’s career. During the trial Rusty’s lawyer, Sandy Stern, 

uses every opportunity to mention the file in order to intimidate the judge. Rusty does not 

grasp the importance of the file until he learns that the file concerns Larren Lyttle. Before 

Rusty learns the significance of the file, he has trouble understanding and is puzzled by 

Sandy’s persistence. The file is used by Sandy to sway the judge. After the trial when Rusty 

has been acquitted, this subtle threat is discussed between Rusty and Sandy and Rusty says: 

“Larren Lyttle’s career was over if the circumstances of the B file were fully explored. And 

you used every opportunity to tell him that you intended to do just that.” (387) Sandy 

repeatedly makes his intentions clear to the judge, which involves revealing the content of the 

file. Judge Lyttle is not pleased about the file being mentioned on more than a few occasions:   

‘Mr Stern. I have told you on too many occasions that I do not wanna be hearing any more 
about that file during the prosecutor’s case …’  
‘Your honor, this evidence is critical to our defense. We intend to continue exploring the matter 
of this file when it is our turn to present evidence.’ (303)  
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Sandy has an advantage over Judge Lyttle and he uses the power the information gives him to 

benefit his client. Sandy claims that the case has been manufactured against Rusty which 

allows him to persistently mention the file.  

 All lawyers come up with a theory which will best protect and finally acquit their client. 

Sandy uses a theory which, earlier on in the trial, was rejected by him as well as by his client. 

However when he understands the effect that the file might have on the judge Sandy 

continues to hope it will have the positive outcome it does. Focusing on the file has such an 

influence on Judge Lyttle, this influence ultimately leads him to dismiss the case without 

Sandy “overtly threatening him”.16 The power used by Sandy consequently leads to Judge 

Lyttle exercising his power. The dismissal of the case illustrates “the subtle influence a judge 

can exercise on the outcome of a case.”17 Judge Larren uses his position of power to prevent 

the information in the B file from surfacing and dismissing the case is the only way to be sure 

of this never happening. If the judge does not dismiss the case, the defence will have an 

opportunity to explore the file and: “a directed-verdict ruling is unreviewable; the state may 

not appeal. As a result some judges–Larren quite notoriously–use this as a device for 

imposing the result they favour.” (297) It is known that Judge Lyttle uses this opportunity 

more often than some others and can, in that way make sure that the matter of the B-file will 

never be brought to light. The abuse of power is clear regarding both Sandy and Judge Lyttle. 

Both of these men are very subtle when using their power. Not even Rusty understands what 

is going on until the very end of the trial when he, through his own investigations, learns that 

the B file regarded Judge Lyttle and that he was the one taking bribes.  

 There are others in Presumed Innocent who are prepared to do everything in their power to 

help Rusty and one of those characters is his friend and police officer Dan ‘Lip’ Lipranzer. 

                                                 
16 Gina MacDonald, & Andrew F. MacDonald, 70 
17 Paul Gray, 71 
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Lip has a strict code of honour and detests police officers who use their position. This is 

illustrated when he tells Rusty about witnessing an officer forcing a prostitute to perform oral 

sex and declares: “[h]e ain’t my kinda cop.” (313) During the trial a glass is lost which has 

Rusty’s fingerprints on it. After the trial Lip comes to visit Rusty and brings a present to 

congratulate him on the acquittal. The box contains the missing glass. Lip has taken a 

tremendous risk by concealing evidence from a crime-scene in order to help his friend. 

However, in Lip’s eyes he has not done anything wrong, as he explains to Rusty:  

I didn’t do a goddamn thing. It was them that fucked up. … I get a call from the lab, the test is 
done, I can come pick up the glass. When I get down there somebody’s signed the receipt 
‘Returned to Evidence.’ You know, the idea is that I’ll put it back in. Only I don’t got any way 
to put it anywhere, since it’s not my goddamn case anymore. So I tossed it in a drawer. Figured 
sooner or later somebody’s gotta ask me. Nobody did. (418) 

Keeping Lip’s strict code of honour in mind, it is obvious that he could never have gone 

through with such an act if he did not believe that it was someone else’s mistake. He intended 

to give back the glass, but when no one asked for it he simply decided not to speak up. This 

indicates the depth of loyalty to and trust he has for Rusty.18 In some ways Lip uses the power 

that the misunderstanding gives him to help his friend. In contrast to Sandy’s decision, Lip’s 

is not as calculated and deliberate but he knows that it will have an impact on the case which    

will work in Rusty’s favour.  

 There are two main categories of characters in Pleading Guilty: “those like Toots Nincio 

… whose only interest in law is as a cash cow for wealth and as a route to power, and those 

… who practice law for nonpecuniary motives.”19 Toots has a lot of power, which he uses to 

benefit himself, his clients and also many public officials: “folks came to him with certain 

problems and their problems were solved.” (105) The main character Mack Malloy represents 

Toots in a Bar Admissions and Discipline (BAD) hearing. Toots has been paying a judge’s 

country club dues for fourteen years. It has not been proven that any matters in the courtroom 

                                                 
18 Gina MacDonald, & Andrew F. MacDonald, 79 
19 Gina MacDonald, & Andrew F. MacDonald, 115 
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have been influenced by this, but a number of ethical provisions have been violated. Because 

of some questionable choices made by Mack and his partner, Toots cuts a deal with the BAD 

commission which involves, at the age of eighty-three, promising to never practice law again, 

to give up his office at the firm and not to receive any more money from firm income. Due to 

winning the case, Toots offers Mack a favour, saying: “so you know: you need, you got. Call 

Toots.” (298) The offer is later called upon and Toots is asked to get Mack’s colleague Bert 

out of trouble, which he does. Mack reflects over Toots and says: “[i]t was all geometry to 

him, and power.” (326) The matter is taken care of but for a sum of money, Toots calls Mack 

and explains: “[a]ll square. Your fellas are in the clear. Had to remind one or two guys a some 

things. … Only one thing, … is the money. We gotta talk about that.” (335) A price is set, the 

money paid and the situation has been taken care of. This illustrates how much power Toots 

has and how he uses it to return favours although the help is not without a cost.  

 In Reversible Errors police detective Larry Starczek is the one bending things his way to 

get the result he believes in. He has arrested Rommy ‘Squirrel’ Gandolph who is a suspect in 

a murder case where three people were shot dead and Larry is questioning him. During the 

arrest Larry cannot find the missing jewellery that a witness has seen on the suspect. It is 

made clear later on that another officer has lifted the evidence from the suspect the previous 

night. Larry tidies up the evidence to make it look like the piece of jewellery was found in 

Rommy’s pocket although this cannot be known for sure; 20 Larry can only trust the police 

officer who claims to have found it on Rommy the previous night. It is during the questioning 

that Larry uses his power and position to secure the confession. During the questioning 

Rommy informs Larry on several occasions that he needs to go to the restroom but this 

request is ignored. After being disregarded for more than an hour Rommy has soiled his pants 

and the request for a lawyer is ignored. After the accident: “Larry returned with a garbage bag 

                                                 
20 Gina MacDonald, & Andrew F. MacDonald, 192 
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and a newpaper[!]. He had Gandolph, who wore no underwear, peel of his trousers and toss 

them in the bag. ‘Don’t I get a lawyer or nothing?’ ‘I’ll get whoever you want, Squirrel. But 

what do you need a lawyer for? How do you think that looks?’” (101) After this incident the 

window is opened and the radiator turned off and is not turned on until Rommy confesses. 

This incident is clearly a situation where a police uses his power and position to gain 

advantages over the suspect. As mentioned in an article written by Scott Turow: “[m]ost cases 

of police perjury are not related to corruption or self-protection. Police officers usually just 

want to convict the guilty.”21 The same can be said for using less ethical methods to get a 

confession as Larry does, the confession is not gained with a beating but with psychological 

pressure and because of Rommy’s shame at soiling his pants.22  

 Later on Larry hides another piece of evidence but comes clean soon after and tells the 

prosecutor Muriel Wynn. Larry hides the fact that the murder weapon has been found and that 

Rommy’s prints are not on it, instead they belong to Erno Erdai who on his deathbed has 

confessed ten years after the murders and claims that he set up Rommy. Muriel tells Larry: 

“hiding fingerprints on the murder weapon isn’t the same thing as tightening up the case.” 

(378) She reflects upon his mistakes and concludes that they might have been: “either a 

failure of integrity or a lapse in competence. Or a little of both.” (419) At this point the reader 

can clearly see that the so called “tightening” up of a case is widely accepted but as mentioned 

in the article Lying to Get the Bad Guys it is one thing framing a reputed thief for burglary but 

framing him for murder would be going too far.23 Larry adopts methods like opening the 

window in the middle of the winter to speed up the confession because he is certain that 

Rommy is the murderer. The excuse is that he has to get rid of the smell, but turning off the 

radiator will not help the smell at all. When the fingerprints tell another story he destroys 

                                                 
21 Scott Turow, “Lying to Get the Bad Guys.” (The New York Times 20 Feb. 2000) 13 
22 Gina MacDonald, & Andrew F. MacDonald, 201 
23 Scott Turow, “Lying to Get the Bad Guys.”, 13 



15 

 

them in a moment of panic; he is unable to separate his professional life and his feelings for 

Muriel, the prosecutor on the case. This is illustrated in the moments before the report is 

destroyed. Larry is alone and reflects upon the events and we find out that: “[h]e wasn’t ready 

for any of this. Not for Muriel. Or to read in the press about some new … breakthrough in a 

murder case that was solved a decade ago. --- Then he tore the report into several pieces and 

dropped it in the trash.” (364) This illustrates how a seemingly easy decision can be very 

ambiguous. Nonetheless he takes advantage of his position which is something that could 

have had disastrous consequences. Larry is letting his feelings for Muriel and their 

relationship influence the decisions he makes as a police officer.  

 In conclusion it can be said that the different characters have used their wealth, and 

knowledge in combination with their social position to influence the reality of others. Their 

motives have often been good, with attempts to help out a colleague or a friend but, 

unfortunately the course of actions has not always been as honourable. 
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The Idea of Truth  

The idea of truth is a theme widely explored in the three Scott Turow’s books that are 

under discussion. In all three texts the complexity of truth is examined and it is obvious that 

finding out the truth is a very intricate process, if not an impossible one. In an interview with 

Turow, this theme is discussed and he explains his thoughts about how the truth is frequently 

concealed:  

[i]t’s not concealed deliberately. It’s manipulated and certainly it’s not fully discovered ... [the 
mystery] delivers answers that life and certainly the courtroom cannot ... You know beyond a 
reasonable doubt, but you don’t know beyond any doubt at all that that’s what really occurred. 
Only in the mystery novel are we delivered final and unquestionable solutions. The joke to me 
was that the fiction gives you a truth that reality can’t deliver.24 

As Turow states in the interview, it is not possible to find out the truth in the courtroom, only 

the truth beyond a reasonable doubt. In the three books examined in this essay the theme of 

truth is dealt with and in all of them it is stated that the truth is complicated and sometimes 

impossible to reveal, “[m]oral ambiguity is at the heart of Turow’s fictional Kindle County, 

where the truth is never the whole truth and justice is often merely a point of view.”25  

Scott Turow states his opinion about the justice system in an interview in The Missouri 

Review where he talks about the trial in the book Presumed Innocent and why it comes out the 

way it is supposed to: “It’s not for all the right reasons, it never is, but in a rough, approximate 

way the justice system labours on. It’s near-sighted, it’s awkward, but it’s not totally blind.”26 

He states that the justice system, although sometimes unable to find out the whole truth, is not 

totally obsolete. This is illustrated in Presumed Innocent where “the final understanding is the 

impossibility of ever really knowing the full truth... There seem to be no real innocents–only a 

                                                 
24 Kay Bonetti, 116 
25 Terry McCarthy, “Dead Men Walking Free.” (Time 28 Oct. 2002) 64 
26 Kay Bonetti, 118 



17 

 

presumption of innocence.”27 It is not until the very end that the reader learns what has really 

happened and all the details that are missing in the trial make it impossible for the court to 

know for sure; they can only determine without a reasonable doubt. Throughout the novel 

“Rusty Sabich is the embodiment of Turow’s theme, the evanescence of truth.”28 The reader 

gets to understand the complexity regarding the legal system where it is quite impossible to 

find out the whole truth and “just as circumstantial evidence might incriminate an innocent 

man, so we learn that missing evidence, confused testimony, or private matter played out 

beyond the courtroom might interact just as easily to free the guilty.”29  

In the first chapter the reader learns how Rusty addresses the members of the jury and he 

always starts by saying: “[y]our job is to find out the facts. The truth. --- If we cannot find the 

truth, what is our hope of justice?” (4) This statement reveals the difficulties with the legal 

system where truth is ”a commodity fought over and manipulated in the arena of the 

courtroom.”30 It is illustrated on several occasions how evidence can be bent to serve a 

specific purpose. On the subject of Rusty’s testimony, the truth might make it look more 

probable that he killed her, which is why Sandy does not want Rusty to testify. The problem 

of telling the truth is something both Rusty and Sandy are acquainted with and when 

discussing it Rusty concludes: “[t]he problem of my testimony. The problem, he means, of 

telling the truth.” (174)  

In Presumed Innocent nothing is what it appears to be and what truly is, “is ultimately 

impossible to know.”31 Not even Rusty’s own lawyers will know for sure what really 

happened and nowhere during the trial does Sandy ask if he is innocent, something which 

Rusty reflects upon: “[p]erhaps he does not ask because he is not certain of the verity of 

                                                 
27 Dave Mote, Contemporary Popular Writers, (Detroit: St. James Press. 1996) 400 
28 Gina MacDonald, and Andrew F. MacDonald, 76 
29 Gina MacDonald, and Andrew F. MacDonald, 72 
30 Ibid. 
31 Jay P. Pederson, and Taryn Benbow-Pfalzgraf, 991 
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answers he may get. It is a given of the criminal justice system, an axiom as certain as the 

laws of gravity, the defendants rarely tell the truth.” (161f) This illustrates how complicated 

the truth is and how it is a known fact that most people lie. The ultimate question in the novel 

is “whether man and his institutions are really ever capable of finding even the simplest 

truths.”32 The fact which Turow sees as the principal irony of American law is also dealt with: 

“that in defending the innocent, the system serves too often to protect the guilty and conceal 

the truth.”33 Furthermore, depending on the questions, the truth can be concealed in other 

situations. During the trial when Lip is giving his testimony he interprets questions and gives 

a truthful answer but if asked differently he would have to reveal more. He is not lying but 

nonetheless volunteering information. When Lip is asked whether Rusty told him about 

having an affair with Carolyn he says no and Rusty reflects:  “[h]e asked if I told him, and 

Lipranzer has responded correctly. Hedged in by the formalities of the rules of evidence, our 

truth-finding system cuts off the corners on half of what is commonly known.” (300) Lip 

could have told them that he suspected it but when asked if Rusty told him about it, ‘no’ is the 

honest answer. The trial casts light on the difficulty of asking the right questions and how the 

truth can further complicate matters.   

The concept and complexity of truth is also dealt with in Pleading Guilty where Mack, 

among others, is hiding facts and shading the truth in order to ensure that everything turns out 

the way he wants it to. In Pleading Guilty: “there is the suggestion here of layers of 

information hidden from the reader and even from the narrator, and the impossibility of ever 

knowing the full truth of even the simplest act concerning G & G’s manipulations.”34 During 

the process of trying to find Bert, Mack finds out that he has not been told the entire truth. 

However, he thinks the lies are more advanced and complicated than they actually are and he 

                                                 
32 Jay P. Pederson, and Taryn Benbow-Pfalzgraf, 990f 
33 Jeff Shear, “A Lawyer Courts Best-sellerdom.” (The New York Times 7 Jun. 1987) 
34 Gina MacDonald, and Andrew F. MacDonald, 123 
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only learns the full truth at the very end. When Mack is discussing the events and lies with his 

boss, Martin, and reveals that the secret concerning the missing money is coming out, he lets 

Martin know that the events are revealed in a fashion which exonerates him. Mack declares: 

“I covered your butt, if that’s what you’re asking. Which is more than you deserve. You were 

fucking around with me, Martin.” (345) Mack feels that he has been kept in the dark 

regarding some things concerning both Bert and the money. Although, when Mack discusses 

this with Martin he learns that: “[h]e had not been fooling with me, he said. Not intentionally. 

I gave him far too much credit. Circumstances had mounted. Combined. His honesty as he 

spoke was beguiling.”(347) The information given to Mack was true except about the person 

who really took the money.  

Mack is the one frequently lying to change events his way. He lies to his partners, to Gino, 

an act which is not as successful. In order to succeed with his plan he tries to avert Gino’s 

attention and to cover himself and he realises “[n]ot that he believed me particularly. He knew 

better than that. But he was clearly afraid the prosecutor’s office would toss him out in his 

keester because he was nowhere near beyond a reasonable doubt.”(341) Past history between 

Gino and Mack is complicated and Gino would want more than anything to arrest Mack and 

see him convicted but he knows that he has to have solid evidence to do so which makes it 

impossible at the time. The one character who knows almost everything about Mack is Brushy 

and she is disturbed when noticing how easy Mack is able to lie: “Brush, when I glanced her 

way, was sunk back in her desk chair regarding me with an uneasy eye. It troubled her, I 

suspect, to see me lying with such deception and ease.”(339) Although lies and fraud are 

common not everyone is willing to behave in such manner. One of Mack’s partners in the 

firm is used by Mack because of his truthfulness. Mack is using Carl in order to reveal the 

person who actually stole the money and he describes him in the following way: “Carl 

Pagnucci – man of grit and integrity. Forthcoming with the truth, even when it was 
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devastating to his firm.”(333) Carl was given an excuse and opportunity to step forward and 

reveal sensitive information and takes it but not without knowing that he is being used: “He 

considered me soberly. We both knew I was manipulating him shamelessly. But I’d given him 

what he needed – a good excuse.”(334) Not everyone is willing to lie and deceive but a few 

characters use every opportunity which illustrates how difficult it can be to sort out the truth 

from all the lies and how complex the circumstances can be. 

Reversible Errors deals with the idea of truth in the sense that knowing the truth is 

essentially what makes us able to sentence someone to death, however, it is not possible to 

know without a doubt that the suspect is guilty. Therefore the question is asked if it is right to 

give someone the death penalty. In the book it is made clear that: “we can never know what 

truly happened, even in a case with a confession, a motive, and physical evidence of guilt. 

Witnesses shade the truth or lie outright; confessions may be coerced; different multiple 

motives may underlie apparent good reasons for murder; physical evidence alone lacks a 

context.”35 Witnesses learn to: “[a]nswer the question you are asked. Briefly, if possible. Do 

not volunteer.” (34) This illustrates that if the right question is never asked or if it is 

formulated in a way which is open to interpretation, it can lead to information being lost. That 

is if the witness is willing to hide something or commit perjury. The same can apply to the 

suspect, who might not want to tell the whole truth because some situations can be interpreted 

the wrong way. Rommy makes Arthur understand this, as Arthur has asked about the case and 

finds out about some new information: “ ‘Why didn’t you tell us this, Rommy? Any of it? 

We’ve talked with you about this case I don’t know how many times.’ ‘You didn’t never ask. 

I tole all them lawyers what asked.’ “(292) He knows how the information makes it look like 

he committed the crime which is why he conceals unfavourable information. This illustrates 

that not only witnesses lie with different motives for doing so.  

                                                 
35 Gina MacDonald, and Andrew F. MacDonald, 203 
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Confessions can be coerced or influenced in different ways. As discussed in chapter one, 

Larry’s approach to obtain a confession from Rommy was not achieved without using 

somewhat unconventional methods. Arthur is discussing this with Muriel and tells her: “don’t 

think Larry didn’t provide some incentives. Most of the time when a grown man craps his 

trousers, it’s because something’s scared him to death – not because he has a guilty 

conscience.” (247) When Larry neatens up evidence “[a] villain like Erno can and does 

manipulate these tendencies to his own ends, leaving truth by the wayside, in some cases 

permanently.”36 Erno can use the situation in his attempt to frame Rommy and Larry is 

unknowingly helping him to do so. The evidence that Larry said was found on Rommy the 

night of his arrest was actually lifted by another police officer the previous night. It is not 

possible to know for sure if the police officer who searched Rommy the night before is telling 

the truth, it is only possible to determine if he is a credible witness and assess if he is telling 

the truth. Other physical evidence can also have explanations. It had for instance been a 

known fact that one of the murder victims did not like Rommy and would throw him out of 

the restaurant when he appeared which could explain Rommy’s fingerprints on the scene. It is 

not possible to know if the prints were made on the night of the murder. Arthur’s associate on 

Rommy’s case, Pamela Towns, reflects upon this fact when the Court of Appeals states that 

there is no forensic proof that Erno, who has confessed, was at the scene on the night of the 

murder and argues: “[f]unny they don’t care about forensic corroboration when it comes to 

the case against Rommy.”(320) It is true that “our knowledge is always incomplete, our 

understanding blinkered by our roles and prejudices, so even the rigorous discipline of the law 

provides only approximations of the final truth.”37 The idea of truth in Reversible Errors 

makes the reader reflect upon the death penalty, although “nowhere does Errors deliver a clear 
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judgement on the death penalty. Instead it conveys a deep sense of unease. A wrongful 

execution, after all, is one legal error that can never be reversed.”38 

In conclusion, the books under discussion all deal with the complexity of truth and what 

the consequences can be if the truth is not found. Lies are used by lawyers, judges, the 

accused, witnesses and police officers for multiple reasons. The consequences might vary but 

can undoubtedly have devastating effects. The lies can serve to protect the guilty or the 

innocent; it can destroy people’s lives. However, it is quite clear that the idea of truth is far 

more complicated when scrutinised. If the correct questions are not asked, the truth will stay 

buried forever because some characters are not willing to lie but they are able to leave out 

some information. This is illustrated on several occasions where a question is answered 

truthfully but if asked differently the whole truth would be known. The final understanding is 

that truth is complex. It is used by Turow to make remarks and discuss the problem of finding 

the truth and why that makes the law awkward. The problem of finding the truth is used to 

show how circumstantial evidence might lead to a wrongful conviction or how lies can avert 

the attention from the real issue or plan.  

                                                 
38 Terry McCarthy, 64 
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Conclusion  

Almost all corrupt characters in chapter one are undergoing personal problems. They have 

addictions to alcohol or other substances which casts a different light on the phenomenon and 

complexity of corruption. One character who the reader does not get a personal explanation 

from is Painless in Presumed Innocent. He is described as the corrupt coroner but being 

careless might as well be just as accurate a description. Whether he is corrupt or careless is 

not known for sure, however his career is shattered because of it. Carolyn in Presumed 

Innocent is also described through the eyes of other characters such as Rusty. Carolyn wants a 

career and she wants it quickly which leads her to do everything it takes to get there. She uses 

her sexuality and the connections she gets through her friends and boyfriends. Carolyn was 

involved in bribing Judge Lyttle who at the time was going through personal problems. Judge 

Lyttle also had gambling problems and an addiction to alcohol when he was taking bribes. At 

the same time, he was involved with a self-centred woman. In addition, characters such as 

Mack in Pleading Guilty and Gillian in Reversible Errors are both going through personal 

problems which make them more susceptible to taking bribes.  

Mack in Pleading Guilty wants a better life for himself; he is tired of feeling used and not 

valued by his co-workers and thinks that the money would provide the fresh start he needs. 

When thinking that his partners have tricked him and that he is being used he feels that 

stealing the money is the right thing to do. Gillian Sullivan in Reversible Errors was 

convicted for taking bribes. At the time of the crime she had personal problems with a drug 

addiction and she felt like she was doing the same thing as everyone else. She justifies her 

decision by saying the money never changed the outcome of any of her cases. Although these 

characters were going through personal problems it is not an excuse for their decisions but it 
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sheds a different light on the discussion and proves that a decision, which at first glance seems 

simple, it is more complex and affected by more than simply greed or evil. As Rusty says in 

Presumed Innocent: “[n]o one is above temptation” (389). This is more easily understood 

when we look at the circumstances of the different characters. Some explanations or excuses 

for being corrupt are given by some of the characters, and all of them give some kind of 

explanation to justify their actions. The deeds are not done without thought. For instance, 

Gillian thinks that the money did not change anything. She explains that in the most obvious 

cases it is not possible to let someone go because that would be too revealing, although in 

other cases the money just made it certain what she already knew or would have judged. 

Mack uses his feelings of uselessness and not being appreciated, combined with his partner’s 

lies, as an excuse to take the money. The motives and justifications are used to blur the 

severity of his behaviours.  

In chapter two the theme of power and its abuse was discussed. Several characters in the 

texts use different methods to acquire what they desire. Both Sandy in Presumed Innocent and 

Larry in Reversible Errors pressure judges and suspects and use methods that ultimately 

achieve the desired result. Sandy uses the frame up theory to make Judge Lyttle understand 

that he does not want the information in the B-file to be revealed. Larry in Reversible Errors 

uses different methods to secure a confession from Rommy and eventually succeeds in 

obtaining the confession. However, Larry takes it too far when he tries to “neaten up” the case 

by hiding fingerprints. However, he soon regrets his actions and thereafter he reveals the 

information to Muriel.  The result is that the situation is soon sorted out and the information 

about the fingerprints comes to light. Both Sandy in Presumed Innocent and Larry in 

Reversible Errors use their power, no matter the result, to influence situations to benefit 

themselves or their clients.  
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Toots in Pleading Guilty is also a character who exploits the methods necessary in order to 

acquire the results he wants. He is the one person others come to with their problems and 

although their problems are solved, his help is not without a cost. In Presumed Innocent Lip 

helps Rusty by hiding a glass that was found at the crime scene which has Rusty’s fingerprints 

on it. Lip has a very strict code of honour, yet he is able to hide the glass because he feels that 

it was not his fault the glass went missing. A mistake made by others is used by Lip to 

Rusty’s advantage. He decides not to speak up and for this reason he is able to hide the glass 

from the prosecution. After the trial he explains to Rusty that if someone would have asked 

him for the glass he would have given it to them, but when no one ever inquired he simply 

decided to put it out of his mind because its disappearance was helping his friend. The 

evolving circumstances and situations are used and manipulated to benefit specific people in 

the novels. Their agendas can be purely selfish or they can be attempts to help someone else, 

however the methods used are usually not as honourable as the motive. 

The concept of truth is complex, which is dealt with in chapter three, because although 

details are left out the truth can still be told. In Presumed Innocent it is clear that the law is 

incapable of finding the truth because it can be tainted by various things. There is the matter 

of telling the truth. As Rusty makes clear, it is far from easy to be honest because although he 

is innocent that might give the impression that he is guilty. If Rusty would have taken the 

stand and told everybody about his affair with Carolyn and his obsession with her, it would 

not have helped his case whatsoever. The truth is sometimes not the best thing. Not even 

Sandy wanted to ask Rusty if he killed her because he was not sure the answer would be ‘no’.  

In Pleading Guilty Mack is lying and shading the truth to get what he wants. His partners 

at the law firm are shamelessly manipulating each other and Mack in an attempt to get back 

the money. These incidents and lies are what gives light to the difficulty of truth and how 

intricate the lies can become. It illustrates how complicated it can be to find the truth.  
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In Reversible Errors the reader is faced with the question of whether we can sentence 

someone to death when it does not seem possible to be certain that the truth has been found. 

Rommy, just as Rusty, is withholding information because he knows it would hurt his case. 

The truth makes it look more likely that he killed her though he did not. Erno in Reversible 

Errors, who ten years later confesses to the murder, is capable of lying and twisting the story 

throughout the book to fit his motives. At the time of the crime he is able to lead the 

investigators to the circumstantial evidence that makes Rommy look guilty. Erno manipulates 

Larry’s techniques of “neatening up” the case to fit his own needs. The incapability of finding 

the truth is because of the human factor. Witnesses like Erno can lie or shade the truth and 

Physical evidence alone lacks a context. Confessions like Rommy’s may be coerced and what 

seems as an apparent good reason for murder can have different motives which is why 

Rommy did not reveal that he had threatened one of the murder victims. Despite the different 

situations in the texts all circumstances makes it obvious that the truth is far more complicated 

than at first glance and reveal how difficult it can be to clear out misunderstandings and lies. 

Answers are not given in any of the three novels. The reader is left with an uneasy feeling 

because the criminal-justice system is depicted as not being able to find the truth.  

Corruption, abuse of power and truth are themes widely explored in books by Scott Turow 

where he gives an understanding of the complexity of these themes. Throughout the American 

legal system people can be found who become corrupted, abuse power and shade the truth. 

This essay illustrates that it is impossible to know and predict who commits these deeds; it 

depends on circumstances and the person’s vulnerability.  
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