
NAME REMOVED 
Assignment 3 - Legal Reasoning 

a) The defendant was being charged with premediated first-degree murder. According to the 

Cornell Law School website, first degree murder is defined as “the intentional killing of another 

person by someone who has acted willfully, deliberately, or with planning.” A state’s exact 

definition of the crime may vary, with some states like New York completing eliminating 

premeditation as an element of the murder. The website FindLaw adds that some states also 

recognize certain murders as falling under first degree murder, such as the killing of a law 

enforcement officer or a homicide occurring during the commission of another violent crime. 

!
b) One piece of evidence brought to the trial was a unique switchblade knife, that had an 

“unusual carved handle and blade.” The storekeeper who sold the knife said it was the “only one 

of its kind in stock.” There was also the testimony of a downstairs neighbor, who said that he 

heard the defendant shout, “I’m gonna kill you,” then seconds later heard the body hit the floor. 

The old neighbor ran to his front door and says he saw the defendant running downstairs and out 

the building. Then there was the testimony of a woman who lived across the street. The woman 

testified that after tossing and turning in bed for an hour, at around 12:10am she casually looked 

out the window and saw the killing through the windows of the last two cars of a moving 

elevated train on the L tracks. Finally there’s the defendant’s testimony, who said that after a 

fight with his father he left the house at around 8pm. and bought a switchblade knife. At around 

8:45pm he met up with some friends and talked with them for about an hour, during which time 

the friends admitted to seeing him with the knife. After this the boy arrived home at about 10pm, 

then left the house again at about 11:40pm to see a movie. He says he returned home at 3:10am 

to find his father dead. 

!
c) The incriminating evidence was the old man’s testimony, the testimony from the woman 

across the street, the switchblade knife with the “unusual” carved handle and blade that the boy 

admitted to buying, and the defendant not remembering details about the movies he said he saw 

earlier that night. The exculpating evidence was the switchblade knife not being as unique as was 



thought, the witnesses’ testimonies had holes, the fingerprints being wiped off the knife in such a 

short time, the defendant’s testimony that he wasn’t in the house at the time of the murder, and 

the stab wound being in an unusual spot for a switchblade wound. The way that I distinguished 

between incriminating evidence and exculpatory evidence was that if the evidence makes the 

defendant appear guilty then it’s incriminating, and if the evidence makes me question if the 

defendant could have committed the murder at that specific time and in that specific manner, or 

if it makes me doubt something as actual evidence, then it’s exculpating. For example, the 

“unusual” switchblade knife that was used in the murder is the same type of knife the defendant 

admitted to buying before the murder. That was incriminating evidence for me because it makes 

the defendant look guilty. On the other hand, I questioned certain aspects of the witnesses’ 

testimonies, such as if it the woman across the street could have really saw the defendant 

committing the murder through the last train cars that late at night. Then when I found out that 

most of the jurors were able to infer that the woman wore glasses, it made her testimony seem 

even less reliable, which is why I considered it exculpatory evidence. 

!
d) The incriminating evidence, considered on its face, would warrant the finding of guilt because 

if I considered what was said about the physical evidence as true and the witnesses’ testimonies 

as reliable, then the defendant does appear to be guilty. If I trusted what the storekeeper said 

about the knife being a unique item and the only one in existence, and I take into account the 

defendant’s admission of buying that knife, then it seems very likely that he is the one who 

committed the crime. If I considered the downstairs neighbor’s testimony as reliable and 

trustworthy then everything he said about hearing the defendant scream “I’m gonna kill you,” the 

sound of the body hitting the floor, and seeing the boy flee down the stairs convinces me that the 

boy committed the murder. If I consider the woman’s testimony on its face then what she said 

about looking out her bedroom window and seeing the murder take place through the last two 

cars of the moving train, plus her positive identification of the boy, makes the defendant seems 

guilty. 

!



e) The jurors acquitted the defendant because ultimately there was too much reasonable doubt in 

each juror’s mind for a guilty verdict. In the beginning of the film all but one juror believed in a 

guilty verdict, but that one juror was able to convince the others to closer examine the evidence 

before making a decision. One of the first pieces of evidence to be examined was the switchblade 

knife. Many of the jurors argued for a guilty verdict because they believed the storekeeper’s 

testimony about the uniqueness of the knife on its face, however, Juror 8 was able to make them 

doubt that testimony by producing a similar looking knife. That was enough to convince a couple 

of jurors to switch to a not guilty vote. Another reason many of the jurors argued for a guilty 

verdict was because they took the witnesses’ testimony as truthful and reliable. They argued that 

the witnesses were located in close proximity to the crime, they were both able to clearly identify 

the defendant as the murderer, and the witnesses had no reason to lie. Juror 8, with the help of 

the older man juror, were able to raise some doubt about the testimonies. They were able to 

reenact what the old downstairs neighbor said and concluded that with his bad leg, it would have 

taken him too long to make it to his front door and see the murderer fleeing the scene. In terms of 

the woman’s testimony, the elderly man juror noticed that the woman had marks on her nose that 

most likely came from wearing eyeglasses. Other jurors also noticed that and after talking it out 

they came to the conclusion that if she had been trying to sleep for over an hour she wouldn’t 

have her glasses on, meaning that she couldn’t have put them on in time to clearly see the crime 

taking place across the street. In terms of the defendant’s testimony many of the jurors didn’t 

believe his story because it didn’t make sense that he couldn’t remember what movie he saw 

when he was questioned, but Juror 8 was able to get them to consider that it can be difficult to 

remember exact details, especially in stressful situations. All these arguments were able to raise 

enough doubt in the jurors’ minds that they couldn’t give a guilty verdict.   

!
f) I agree with the jury’s not guilty decision mostly because of the reasons I listed in question (e). 

Just as those examinations of the pieces of evidence were able to raise some doubt in the jurors’ 

minds, they also raised some doubt in my mind. The main reason why the jurors wanted a guilty 

verdict in the beginning of the movie was because they considered all the evidence at face value, 

which is not something I would have done. After hearing the witnesses’ testimonies, I would 



have considered how likely is was that they saw and heard the things they said they did. 

Knowing that the old man who lived downstairs had a bad leg, it didn’t seem likely enough that 

he was able to make it to the door quick enough to see the murderer running down the stairs 

away from the crime. The testimony from the woman across the street didn’t make sense to me 

when I first heard it because was further away from the crime scene, and it had been dark and 

difficult to see what was happening outside. Then when it came out that she most likely wore 

glasses, it made her testimony even less reliable. Since most of the prosecution’s evidence was 

based on the two witnesses’ testimonies, which I have already found as unreliable, it wasn’t 

enough to convince me beyond a reasonable doubt that the defendant was guilty.


