
from the editor

The Good Lawyer
B Y  M AY  M O N  P O S T

N
o TV show or feature film can genuinely capture 
what real lawyers do. Imagine filming a typical 
voir dire; imagine filming the fits and starts of 
the discovery process. Picture the “suspense” of a 

lawyer poring over a pile of legal documents. But occasionally 
a legal show comes along that approximates and breathes life 
into the mostly private drama of it all, a show that frees the 
legal issues from the rules of evidence and 
procedure that shackle traditional modes of 
storytelling. 

I’m a big fan of CBS’s “The Good Wife” 
(TGW), which concluded its fifth season in 
mid-May 2014. What I like about TGW is its 
fast-paced narrative and semi-adherence to 
genuine legal processes and problems, and 
its ubiquitous competitive spirit. In TGW, 
lawyers compete over legal issues, facts, 
clients, employees, office space, elevation to 
partner, the size of their bonus, you name it. 
TGW is a very good show about darn good 
lawyers. According to an old professor of 
mine, all decent lawyers can argue about the 
color of a brown paper bag. But a great lawyer 
will win the argument every time. Especially 
on TV! (If only we had a small army of writers 
behind our every word.)

TGW focuses on Alicia Florrick, wife of attorney-general-
turned-governor, who, in the aftermath of her husband’s Eliot-
Spitzer-like affair, restarts her profession at Lockhart-Gardner, 
a well-respected firm, becomes a partner at that firm, and then 
jumps ship to start her own practice. In addition to the ever-
present and fairly sophisticated legal jousting, which reaches 
a final disposition in nearly every episode, there is a love story 
that winds its way through marriage, affairs, reconciliation, 
temptation, and the whole messy aftermath of serious adult 
choices. It all makes for good TV. As a non-lawyer friend of 
mine recently posted on her Facebook wall: “How come lawyers 
are much more exciting to watch on TV than to actually date in 
real life?” Well, here are a few reasons why (in no particular 
order):

•  The legal profession is a marathon, not a sprint. Good 
attorneys find intrinsic value in “the process,” down in the 
trenches of their lonely offices, advocating positions, great 
and small, inching the case along. It is the power of language 
that is important, and yet, in most instances, the work will 
not find its way into any script or dating conversation. 
Sometimes we may look up from the piles of papers dotting 
our desk, gaze out the window, and ask: Is it all worth it?

•  Most lawyers never go to court. TGW has at least one 

“sizzling” courtroom scene in every episode. In TGW, 
like in most courtroom dramas, lawyers engage in repartee 
with opposing counsel, the judge, and witnesses, bending 
or breaking many court rules in the process. Most lawyers 
go through their entire legal careers without witnessing 
or participating in the stylized courtroom “fireworks” 
audiences see on TV.

•  Most lawyers do not come to work in 
designer suits. Most lawyers don’t work 
in large, prestigious firms with spacious 
offices, mahogany furniture, granite 
walls, and beautiful artwork. Most don’t 
drive fancy cars and live in big houses. 
The average real-life attorney is often a 
sole practitioner, or employed by a small 
firm. These hard-working attorneys often 
have more in common with the local 
tradesperson than with a partner at the 
nearest large firm.

•  Most lawyers are not perfect experts in 
everything. In TGW, many of the lawyers 
do a brilliant job and often know the 
nuances and complexity of the law across 
many practice areas. Most of the successful 
attorneys I know aren’t that smart, even 
after an hour on Lexis or West.

•  Most female attorneys cannot “do it all” by successfully 
balancing family and work. Most women (and men, to be 
honest) who become partners at law firms like Lockhart-
Gardner have made huge sacrifices along the way. They 
may have missed important milestones in the lives of their 
children and may have had to employ round-the-clock 
nannies. They may have been perpetually late for dinner 
with their loved ones. And they may have had to get on their 
laptops and work from home after their children and spouses 
have gone to bed. Part of the problem is the legal culture. 
For the most part, the profession tends to put a high value on 
long hours at the office. Furthermore, decision-makers often 
do not make nearly enough “room” for working moms and 
dads, especially for those with young children.

•  When a partner hands a file to an associate in TGW, the file 
always fits neatly into one manila folder. Ha ha ha! 

•  There are no Kalinda Sharmas in the legal profession. 
(Kalinda is the mysterious in-house investigator for 
Lockhart-Gardner who magically discovers ridiculously 
important facts just in time for every trial moment.) Kalinda 
is very good at her job – discovery – and her consistent 
success is a byproduct of her bi-sexual orientation and 
tactics. In real-life civil litigation, the discovery process is 
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often a tedious drawn-out obstacle 
course, where both sides object to 
pretty much every request. Kalinda 
is every civil attorney’s successful 
motion to compel on steroids, a 
complete package, with knee-high 
boots and an endless variety of 
leather mini-skirts.

What I love about the law cannot be 
gleaned from a TV show about lawyers. 
Sure, TV gets some of it right. Successful 
lawyers tend to be confident, competent, 
exude grace under pressure, and care 
about getting the words right. But TV 
will never show you what it takes to be 
a good lawyer. We battle over words, 
with words, usually over issues that few 
people outside the legal community care 
about. Most of us push nouns against 
verbs; write emails and motions; get 
some coffee; scrutinize documents; 

think, mull over an issue; read court 
opinions; read court opinions about court 
opinions; read other attorneys’ opinion 
about court opinions; revise; get some 
more coffee; talk to our clients, staff, 
or opposing counsel; and maybe bill if 
we’re on the defense side. Is it all worth 
it?

Yes, most of the time it is. There is 
something about the profession that 
inspires us to take each day as it comes 
and forge ahead along the nearly infinite 
topography of the legal marathon. So, get 
some coffee, read more articles in this 
magazine, and then get back to work!

May Mon Post (mpost@dmvnlaw.com), an 
associate with Deasey, Mahoney, Valentini 
& North, Ltd., is Editor-in-Chief of The 
Philadelphia Lawyer.
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