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What If You Were a Lawyer?
So, you want to be a lawyer. You want to know the rules people live by so well that you
can step in when those rules turn against someone. Picture it. A person walks into your
office, scared and certain that something has gone badly wrong. You listen. Then you tell
them exactly what is happening, what their choices are, and how you can help. You
become the person they call on the worst day of their year, because you are the one who
knows what to do next.
The law itself is enormous and ancient. Judges, lawmakers, and scholars have been
building it for centuries, until it now fills millions of pages of rules, decisions, and
arguments. A lawyer is someone who has learned to find a path through that vast
structure, use it, and, when it is being used unfairly, push back on behalf of someone who
cannot push back alone.
Most people do not realize there is no single thing called being a lawyer. There are
dozens of kinds. A lawyer who defends a person accused of a crime is doing very different
work from one who helps a startup company write its founding documents. The attorney
fighting for tenants facing eviction looks little like the one structuring a billion-dollar
corporate merger (when two companies join into one).
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There are family lawyers, immigration lawyers, environmental lawyers, prosecutors, public
defenders, patent lawyers, civil rights lawyers, tax lawyers, constitutional lawyers, and
specialists who spend entire careers on one narrow corner of the law.
Lawyers turn up in the strangest places. There are lawyers who only handle horse sales,
lawyers for video-game studios, and lawyers who spend whole careers on a single comma.
A judge once had to decide, in a real case, whether a burrito legally counts as a sandwich.
(The judge said no.) Some lawyers work in fields you might not expect: copyright lawyers
for musicians and filmmakers; sports lawyers; sports lawyers who handle athletes’
contracts; and technology and privacy lawyers who fight over what companies can do with
your data.
Almost all law splits into two big rivers. Criminal law is when the government accuses
someone of breaking a law, and the punishment can be jail. Civil law is everything else —
disagreements between people or companies over money, contracts, property, or harm. In
civil law the loser usually pays, rather than going to jail. Most lawyers work in one river or
the other.
One thing unites all of them. Somewhere, somehow, they are using the law to help a
person, a company, a community, or a cause. And they are doing it with words — on paper
and out loud — because the law is the rulebook we all live by, and it is the lawyers who
have learned how to read it.
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What a Lawyer Actually Does
Put simply, a lawyer applies the law to facts to help someone. But the work behind that
simple sentence is immense.
A lawyer must first understand the facts. These include what actually happened, who said
what, what was signed, what was promised, what was broken. That alone can take weeks
or months of investigation: interviewing witnesses, reading documents, asking questions,
finding the things no one mentioned at first, like the receipt in a coat pocket, the text
message everyone forgot, the line in a contract no one read. Then the lawyer has to find
the law itself: the statutes passed by legislatures, the decisions handed down by judges,
and the regulations (the detailed rules) written by government agencies. The hard part is
figuring out how all of that applies to this one situation. The facts are unique. The law is
general. The lawyer’s job is to put them together.
In the United States, most laws are written by legislatures — Congress for the whole
country, and a legislature in each state. Courts then decide what those laws mean when
people disagree, and presidents and governors carry them out. Lawyers work at every step:
helping write the laws, arguing over what they mean, and holding the powerful to them.
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