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OBSTRUCTION OF JUSTICE
The common law supplemented bribery, extortion, and perjury with a fourth crime designed to 
protect the integrity of the justice system, obstruction of justice. MPC Section 242.1 includes a 
broad statute on obstruction of the administration of the law or other governmental function that 
provides that a person commits a misdemeanor “if he purposely obstructs, impairs or perverts the 
administration of law . . . by force, violence, physical interference or obstacle, breach of official 
duty, or any other unlawful act.”

The central federal statute is 18 U.S.C. § 1503. The first two sections of the statute criminalize 
(1) individuals who by force or threat endeavor to influence a juror or judge or court officer and 
(2) injuring a juror, judge, or court officer. The third section is the “omnibus clause” and broadly 
punishes an individual who

corruptly or by threats or force, or by any threatening letter or communication, influences, 
obstructs, or impedes, or endeavors to influence, obstruct, or impede, the due administra-
tion of justice. 

Other provisions prohibit bribing witnesses,31 witness tampering,32 the destruction of corpo-
rate financial records,33 and corrupt persuasion, which involves interfering with an individual’s 
testimony, the destruction of documents, and preventing communication with a federal official 
relating to the commission of a federal offense or parole.34

State statutes on obstruction of justice punish the same types of acts prohibited under federal 
statutes. The Illinois statute reads as follows35:

A person obstructs justice when, with intent to prevent the apprehension or obstruct the 
prosecution or defense of any person, he knowingly commits any of the following acts:

(a)	 Destroys, alters, conceals or disguises physical evidence, plants false evidence, fur-
nishes false information; or

(b)	 Induces a witness having knowledge material to the subject at issue to leave the 
State or conceal himself; or

(c)	 Possessing knowledge material to the subject at issue, he leaves the State or con-
ceals himself.

In an Illinois case, Jason Brake was pulled over for a driving offense, and the officer observed 
him stuff something into his mouth. Brake was transported to a hospital where his stomach was 
pumped and he expelled a bag of heroin. Brake, in addition to unlawful possession of narcotics, 
was convicted of obstruction of justice for concealing evidence. An appellate court explained that 
Brake’s actions were intended to “destroy, alter, conceal or disguise physical evidence.”36

As you might recall, in addition to statutes punishing obstruction of justice, most states have 
statutes punishing accessoryship after the fact, which declares it a crime to “prevent, hinder, or 
delay” the apprehension or prosecution of an individual who has committed a criminal offense.

Appeals upheld Williams’s conviction. The court 
observed that Williams was involved in suborning per-
jury; that both Williams and his cousin would have com-
mitted perjury had they testified that Williams was 
involved in a drug deal at the time of robbery; and that 

the lawyer would have suborned perjury had he deliv-
ered the note to the cousin. Would you overturn 
Williams’s conviction for suborning perjury based on the 
lawyer’s alleged unethical behavior? See United States 
v. Williams, 698 F.3d 272 (7th Cir. 2012).
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