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Civil Law
Civil law deals with disputes between 

individuals or organizations and typically 
seeks some type of compensation for the 
harmed party (see Figure 3.2). Civil law 
developed from the Roman Empire and 
typically deals with matters of law imposed 
by the state rather than moral law. Civil 
law addresses many areas, including torts 
(e.g., personal injury), estates, contracts, 
and property. A tort action may arise from 
intention, negligence, or strict liability. 
An intentional tort involves a party who 
acted purposefully to cause harm. In con-
trast, negligence is the lack of action to 
prevent harm. In strict liability cases the 
corporation, agency, or person is respon-
sible for any harm, whether the action 
was intentional or negligent.

Since the Orenthal James Simpson 
case, civil proceedings are becoming more 
common for victims of crime to pursue in 
order to receive monetary compensation 

or, some might argue, a sense of justice. In 1994, O. J. Simpson, once a famous football player, 
was accused and acquitted of the savage killing of his former wife, Nicole Brown Simpson, 
and her friend Ronald Goldman. At the criminal trial, a jury using the higher standard of 
proof beyond a reasonable doubt voted to acquit Simpson in what legal experts and scholars 
consider the trial of the 20th century. The families of the victims, however, filed three wrong-
ful death civil lawsuits seeking redress (later consolidated into one case). The burden of proof 
in a civil case is less cumbersome and requires only a preponderance of evidence. The jury 
found that Simpson was financially liable for the deaths and awarded the families compen-
satory damages of over $8 million and punitive damages of $25 million.14 Compensatory 
damages are awarded to replace the loss suffered by the victim, whereas punitive damages 
are punishment for the wrongful action and may serve as a deterrent for future bad behavior.

Class action lawsuits are civil cases involving large numbers of victims. In a class action 
suit, the court authorizes a single or small faction to represent the interests of the larger 
group. Class actions often are undertaken when a large corporation or industry engages in 
wrongdoing harmful to so many victims that individual actions are impractical. The harm 
caused by white-collar crimes frequently is resolved through class action lawsuits. In 2002, 
a nationwide class action suit was filed against Wyeth Pharmaceuticals. The drug Prempro, 
manufactured by Wyeth, was designed to treat menopausal symptoms, such as hot flashes 
and mood swings, using a combination of hormones. Prempro was prescribed to more than 
6 million women, despite research evidence that its use is linked to breast cancer. Beginning 
in the 1990s, hundreds or perhaps thousands of class action lawsuits were filed against big 
tobacco firms such as Philip Morris and R. J. Reynolds seeking billions of dollars in compen-
sation for wrongful deaths and health-related harms. Plaintiff attorneys argue that tobacco 
companies intentionally manipulated the amount of nicotine in cigarettes to cause addiction.

The problems in pursuing civil cases, despite the lower burden of proof, are numerous. 
The high cost of legal representation, the investment of time away from work and family, and 
the idea that class action lawsuits will result in adequate compensation for losses represent 
major obstacles. Settlements with federal agencies offer some sense of restitution to victims 
of financial crime. In April 2013, news sources reported an agreement among federal agencies 
and some of the largest banks in the United States designed to compensate the millions of 
Americans who were targeted in wrongful foreclosures during the housing crisis. The settle-
ments place no guilt on the banks and require no admission of criminal conduct. Bank of 
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Smoking marijuana in public remains illegal in Colorado. Across the United States, 

crowds of people gather to smoke pot on April 20 at 4:20 p.m. What should law 

enforcement do to stop this illegal behavior?

civil law: Law that deals 
with disputes between 
individuals or organizations 
and typically seeks some 
type of compensation 
for the harmed party.

compensatory damages: 
Money awarded in a 
civil lawsuit for loss or 
injury suffered as a result 
of unlawful conduct.

punitive damages: 
Money awarded in 
addition to compensatory 
damages to punish the 
defendant for recklessness, 
malice, or deceit.

class action lawsuits: 
Civil cases involving large 
numbers of victims in 
which courts authorize 
a single individual 
or small faction to 
represent the interests 
of the larger group.


