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from the chief

People rely on the court system 
to resolve disputes in a peaceful 
manner. Our Constitutional form 
of government, in turn, relies on 
the public’s adherence to the rule 
of law. If the public has no respect 
for the law, it can lead to chaos. To 
engender respect for the law, those 
of us who work in the legal system 
must respect each other and the 
public and promote civility.

This summer, the oath that law-
yers take when they are admitted 
to the practice of law is expanding 
to include a pledge to “conduct 
myself with integrity, dignity and 
civility and show respect toward 
judges, court staff, clients, fellow 
professionals and all other per-
sons.” On May 17, 2021, all five 
Supreme Court Justices joined 
Thomas Scarr, president of The 
West Virginia State Bar, and Jason 
Pizatella, president of the West 
Virginia Board of Law Examiners, 

as they took the oath in a ceremony 
in the Supreme Court Chamber.   

The Supreme Court is not 
changing the oath because Justices 
believe there is a “civility crisis” 
in our profession here in West 
Virginia. On the contrary, as Justice 
Bill Wooton said that day, “Civility 
has always been a hallmark of the 
legal profession.” We are pledging to 
be civil to and respectful of others 
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because, as attorneys, we are the 
protectors of our Constitution. 
We also have a responsibility to be 
civic leaders.

The West Virginia Code of 
Judicial Conduct requires judicial 
officers to “be patient, dignified, 
and courteous to litigants, jurors, 
witnesses, lawyers, court staff, court 
officials, and others with whom the 
judge deals in an official capacity.” 
It also requires judicial officers to 
demand the same conduct from 
“lawyers, court staff, court officials, 
and others subject to the judge’s 
direction and control.”

The West Virginia Rules of 
Professional Conduct state that a 
lawyer “should demonstrate respect 
for the legal system and for those 
who serve it, including judges, 
other lawyers and public officials.”

The Supreme Court is respon-
sible for ensuring West Virginia 
judicial officers and attorneys live 
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PLEDGING TO ACT WITH 
INTEGRITY, DIGNITY AND CIVILITY

Chief Justice Evan H. Jenkins and WVSB 
President Thomas E. Scarr visit in the 
state Supreme Court Chamber in May.
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up to these requirements and for disci-
plining those who do not. The Court 
has always taken that responsibility 
seriously. For example, in 1998 the 
Court stated in an unsigned opinion 
concerning the conduct of a judge 
that “[a]s judicial officers, it is our 
duty to set an example of the kind 
of conduct necessary for an effective 
and productive adversarial system.” In 
2013, the Supreme Court suspended 
another judge who repeatedly was 
intemperate with litigants. In a case 
just last year, the Supreme Court 
reprimanded another judicial officer, suspended him 
without pay for 90 days and fined him $2,000 because 
he was belligerent with and tried to intimidate a Division 
of Natural Resources officer who issued him a citation.  

Thankfully, disciplinary cases alleging this type of 
behavior reach the Supreme Court rarely. The vast ma-
jority of attorneys and judges in West Virginia conduct 
themselves properly. All attorneys and judges, however 
— even those whose own behavior is above reproach — 
should intervene when they see others behaving badly. 
It is our responsibility to police our own profession. 

The Supreme Court recognizes 
that practicing law is a stressful oc-
cupation. Attorneys must juggle the 
demands of their clients, strictures of 
the law, limitations of court sched-
ules, expectations of their superiors, 
responsibilities to their staff and needs 
of their own families. Judges suffer 
from many of these same stressors. It 
can be overwhelming. In 2013, the 
Court established the West Virginia 
Judicial & Lawyer Assistance Program 
(WVJLAP), a free and confidential 
assistance program for lawyers, judges, 

bar applicants and law students who are struggling with 
emotional health issues. Justice Beth Walker has been a 
champion of this program, which strives to protect the 
public by improving the integrity of the legal profession.

Attorneys are required to be zealous advocates for 
their clients. Zealousness should not, and need not, 
involve inflammatory remarks or disrespectful behavior. 
The expansion of the attorney’s oath puts attorneys and 
the public alike on notice that attorneys are not just 
expected to act appropriately; they are required to act 
with integrity, dignity and civility.  WVL

From left, Justice John A. Hutchison, Justice Elizabeth D. Walker, Justice Tim Armstead, Chief Justice Evan H. Jenkins, Justice William R. Wooten, 
WVSB President Thomas E. Scarr and WVBLE President Jason C. Pizatella take their oaths of office on May 17, 2021.

Evan H. Jenkins joined the Supreme 
Court of Appeals in 2018, becoming Chief 
Justice earlier this year.


