
above the law big law

above the law big law is a phrase often associated with the prestigious and
high-pressure environment of large law firms, commonly referred to as "big
law." These firms operate at the pinnacle of the legal profession, handling
complex corporate cases, mergers and acquisitions, and high-stakes
litigation. The term "above the law" can evoke a sense of exclusivity, power,
and sometimes controversy surrounding these firms. This article delves into
the world of big law, exploring its culture, career paths, challenges, and
the ethical considerations that shape the legal landscape. Understanding the
dynamics of big law is essential for aspiring lawyers, clients, and legal
professionals aiming to navigate this competitive sector effectively. The
discussion will cover the definition and characteristics of big law, the
career trajectory within it, the work environment, and common misconceptions
associated with the phrase "above the law big law."
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Understanding Big Law: Definition and
Characteristics
Big law refers to large law firms that typically have hundreds or thousands
of lawyers and operate across multiple cities or countries. These firms are
known for their high-profile clients, extensive resources, and complex legal
work. They often specialize in areas such as corporate law, securities,
intellectual property, and litigation involving multinational corporations or
government entities.

Key Features of Big Law Firms
Big law firms distinguish themselves through several defining
characteristics. These include a large attorney workforce, significant
revenue generation, and a hierarchical organizational structure. They tend to
offer a wide range of legal services, often divided into specialized practice
groups.



Extensive client base including Fortune 500 companies

High billable hour expectations for associates

Robust support staff including paralegals and legal assistants

Global presence with offices in major financial centers

Structured promotion tracks leading to partnership

Career Path in Big Law Firms
The career trajectory in big law is well-defined but highly competitive. It
generally begins with entry-level associates who undergo rigorous training
and mentorship. Advancement depends on performance, business development
skills, and the ability to manage increasingly complex legal matters.

Stages of a Big Law Career
Individuals entering big law firms typically progress through several stages
before securing partnership status or choosing alternative career options.

Associate: Newly hired lawyers responsible for research, drafting, and1.
client support under supervision.

Senior Associate: Lawyers with more experience who handle more2.
responsibility and complex cases.

Counsel or Special Counsel: Experienced attorneys focusing on niche3.
areas or serving as senior advisors without partnership.

Partner: Equity or non-equity partners who share in the profits and4.
participate in firm management.

Challenges in Career Advancement
Despite the prestige, the path to partnership in big law is demanding. High
billable hour requirements, intense competition, and client demands create a
challenging environment. Many associates face pressure to balance work and
personal life while maintaining exceptional performance standards.



Work Culture and Environment in Big Law
The work environment in big law firms is characterized by professionalism,
long hours, and a focus on results. The culture can vary between firms but
generally emphasizes client service, collaboration, and continuous learning.

Typical Workload and Expectations
Associates in big law often work extensive hours, particularly when managing
deadlines or complex transactions. The firms expect high productivity levels,
often measured by billable hours, which can exceed 2,000 hours annually.

Support and Resources
Big law firms provide substantial support to their lawyers, including access
to research tools, administrative assistance, and professional development
programs. This infrastructure helps lawyers manage heavy workloads and
develop their skills.

Comprehensive training programs

Mentorship and career counseling

Advanced legal technology and databases

Well-established human resources policies

Ethical Considerations and Controversies
The phrase "above the law big law" sometimes hints at ethical debates and
controversies involving large firms. Despite their commitment to legal
compliance and ethics, big law firms occasionally face scrutiny over
conflicts of interest, billing practices, and influence on legal processes.

Common Ethical Challenges
Big law firms must navigate various ethical dilemmas, including maintaining
client confidentiality, avoiding conflicts of interest, and ensuring fair
billing. Firms invest heavily in ethics training and compliance to uphold
professional standards.



Public Perception and Accountability
While big law firms wield significant influence, they are subject to
regulatory oversight and professional discipline. Transparency and
accountability remain essential to maintaining public trust and the integrity
of the legal system.

Common Misconceptions About Big Law
There are several myths associated with big law, often fueled by media
portrayals and anecdotal stories. Clarifying these misconceptions helps
provide a balanced understanding of the sector.

Myth: Big Law Lawyers Are "Above the Law"
Despite the phrase, lawyers in big law firms are bound by the same legal and
ethical standards as all legal professionals. The concept of being "above the
law" is more reflective of a perception of power rather than reality.

Myth: Big Law Is Only About Billable Hours
While billable hours are a critical metric, big law firms also emphasize
quality, client relationships, and professional development. Many firms are
adapting to promote work-life balance and alternative billing arrangements.

Myth: Big Law Is Not Suitable for Work-Life Balance
Although the workload can be demanding, many firms now implement policies and
programs to support wellness and flexible work schedules, recognizing the
importance of sustainable career practices.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does 'above the law' mean in the context of big
law firms?
'Above the law' in big law firms refers to situations where attorneys or
firms act with a sense of immunity from legal or ethical rules, believing
their status or power shields them from accountability.



Are big law firms often perceived as being 'above
the law'?
Some critics argue that big law firms sometimes operate with privileges that
make them appear 'above the law,' due to their influence, resources, and
connections, though they are still subject to legal and ethical regulations.

What ethical challenges contribute to the perception
that big law is 'above the law'?
Challenges include conflicts of interest, aggressive billing practices, lack
of transparency, and prioritizing profits over client interests, which can
create a perception that big law firms are not held to the same standards as
others.

How do regulatory bodies ensure big law firms comply
with the law?
Regulatory bodies like bar associations and legal oversight committees
enforce ethical rules, conduct investigations, and impose sanctions when big
law firms violate professional standards or laws.

Can big law firms be held accountable for unethical
behavior?
Yes, big law firms can face disciplinary actions, lawsuits, and reputational
damage if found guilty of unethical or illegal conduct, despite their size
and influence.

What role does public perception play in the 'above
the law' narrative about big law?
Public perception often shapes the 'above the law' narrative, as high-profile
cases of misconduct or systemic issues in big law can lead to generalized
distrust and skepticism about their accountability.

Are there reforms aimed at reducing the 'above the
law' image in big law?
Yes, reforms such as increased transparency, stricter ethical guidelines, and
enhanced regulatory oversight aim to improve accountability and reduce the
perception that big law firms operate above legal standards.

How can clients protect themselves from being



exploited by big law firms perceived as 'above the
law'?
Clients can protect themselves by thoroughly vetting firms, understanding fee
structures, seeking second opinions, and staying informed about their rights
and the ethical obligations of their legal representatives.

Additional Resources
1. The Firm by John Grisham
This legal thriller follows a young, ambitious attorney who lands a job at a
prestigious law firm, only to discover that the firm is involved in illegal
activities. The story delves into the complexities of big law, ethical
dilemmas, and the high stakes of corporate legal work. Grisham's insider
perspective provides a gripping look at the pressures and moral challenges
faced by lawyers in powerful firms.

2. Above the Law: Police and the Excessive Use of Force by Geoffrey Alpert
This nonfiction book examines the controversial issue of police misconduct
and the systemic problems that allow officers to act "above the law." It
provides a critical analysis of legal protections afforded to law enforcement
and the challenges in holding them accountable. The book is essential for
understanding the intersection of law, power, and justice in modern society.

3. Big Law and the New Legal Order: The Transformation of the Legal
Profession by Richard L. Abel
Abel explores the evolution of large law firms and their impact on the legal
profession and society. He discusses how economic pressures and globalization
have reshaped legal services and firm culture. The book provides a
comprehensive overview of the forces driving change in big law and the
consequences for lawyers and clients alike.

4. The Paper Chase by John Jay Osborn Jr.
A classic novel about the trials and tribulations of a first-year law student
at Harvard Law School, this book highlights the intense pressure and
competition inherent in elite legal education. While not directly about big
law firms, it offers insight into the formative experiences that prepare
students for careers in top-tier legal practice. The story also addresses
themes of mentorship, ambition, and the pursuit of justice.

5. Lawyerland: A Journey Through the American Legal System by Steven Lubet
Lubet provides a candid look at the American legal system from the
perspective of lawyers working in various contexts, including big law firms.
The book demystifies legal processes and examines the ethical challenges
lawyers face. It offers valuable commentary on how legal professionals
navigate the tension between law, morality, and business interests.

6. Corporate Law’s Limits: The Paradox of Big Law by Elizabeth Chambliss
Chambliss analyzes the role and influence of large corporate law firms,



focusing on their power and limitations within the broader legal and economic
systems. She explores how big law firms shape corporate behavior and public
policy, often operating behind the scenes. This book is a critical resource
for understanding the complex relationship between law, business, and
society.

7. Chambers: The Rise and Fall of Big Law by David Lat
Written by a former big law attorney, this book offers an insider’s view of
the culture, politics, and economics of large law firms. Lat provides
anecdotes and analysis on why some firms succeed while others fail,
highlighting the intense pressures of billable hours and client demands. It’s
a revealing look at the realities behind the glamorous image of big law.

8. The Legal Analyst: A Toolkit for Thinking About the Law by Ward Farnsworth
Though not focused exclusively on big law, this book provides essential
analytical tools for understanding complex legal issues frequently
encountered in large firms. Farnsworth’s approach helps readers think
critically about legal arguments, strategies, and the broader implications of
legal decisions. It is highly recommended for anyone interested in the
intellectual rigor behind top-tier legal practice.

9. Unequal Justice: Lawyers and Social Change in Modern America by Jerome
McCristal Culp Jr.
Culp addresses the disparities in legal representation and the role of
lawyers in promoting or hindering social change. The book critiques the legal
profession, including big law firms, for their contributions to systemic
inequality. It offers a thought-provoking perspective on how lawyers can
either uphold or challenge the status quo within the legal system.
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