
 
Whatever Happened to Atticus Finch? 

By Roger A. Stetter 
 
“There is a vague popular belief that lawyers are necessarily dishonest . . . . Let no young man 
[or woman] choosing the law for a calling, for a moment yield to this popular belief. Resolve to 
be honest at all events; and if, in your own judgment, you cannot be an honest lawyer, resolve to 
be honest without being a lawyer.” 
—The Portable Abraham Lincoln (Notes on the Practice of Law, 1850) 
 

Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird is the most widely read novel about a lawyer ever 
written in the United States, and Atticus Finch — so marvelously portrayed by Gregory Peck in 
the film adaptation of Lee’s novel — will always be considered a hero who nobly fights against 
oppression and injustice.  
 

A Reluctant Hero 
 

Atticus was a small-town country lawyer who 
never attended college or law school. He went to 
Montgomery, Ala., to read law. After he was admitted to 
the bar, he returned to his home town in Maycomb, Ala. 
— an imaginary town in the rural South — to begin his 
practice and opened his office in the county courthouse.1 

Atticus was not a criminal defense lawyer and 
could not have welcomed the appointment by Judge 
Taylor to defend a black man accused of raping a white 

woman in the rural South in 1935.2 He was new to the law and would have himself chosen a 
more seasoned defense lawyer. Speaking to his brother, Jack, he said: “You know, I’d hoped to 
get through life without a case of this kind, but John Taylor pointed at me and said, ‘You’re It.’” 
Atticus knew it was a case he could not win and that he would risk his law practice and endanger 
his family by putting up a zealous defense. But being a morally courageous lawyer and a fine 
human being, he gave Tom Robinson the best defense possible under the circumstances.   

As he explained to his daughter, Scout: “. . . This case, Tom Robinson’s case, is 
something that goes to the essence of a man’s conscience — Scout, I couldn’t go to church and 
worship God if I didn’t try to help that man . . . before I can live with other folks I’ve got to live 
with myself.” 
 
Popular Fiction and Current Reality 
 

There are likely thousands of lawyers who have the courage and moral character to do 
what Atticus Finch did for Tom Robinson. But times have changed dramatically over the past 
half century.  

Atticus did not have to pay any tuition to obtain his law license. In 1968, when I entered 
law school, my tuition was $1,000 a year. Without the burden of student loans to pay off, I had 



the true freedom to try my wings, starting my career however I pleased. I chose to work as a 
legal aid lawyer, getting my feet wet and my hands dirty right away — writing pleadings, 
working directly with clients and, best of all, going it alone before real judges to plead my 
clients’ cases. I was never “second chair” or associate to anyone. My starting salary was $8,700 a 
year.  

I was also fortunate that, while in law school, I was able to take elective classes of no 
practical value in a courtroom, but which helped me understand the whole picture and to become 
more of a whole person, more than a law machine. 

Back in 1971, the brightest law grads could immediately get on an escalator heading up, 
and the very top law firms encouraged them to spend 20 percent of their time doing pro bono 
work while collecting a starting salary of $35,000 a year, equal at that time to the pay received 
by a Justice on the United States Supreme Court. Even students graduating at the bottom of any 
top law school were offered good jobs in major corporate law departments — jobs which are 
very difficult to find today.  

Now there is no escalator except for the select few. Even they are more often than not 
burdened with exorbitant student loans and expected to bill an average of at least 2,000 hours a 
year. A lawyer working six days a week needs to work at least 10 hours a day to produce 2,000 
billable hours a year. It is not possible to work these hours and maintain a personal life. Not 
surprisingly, associates working in these “elite” law firms are far from happy in their work — 
unless their particular goal is to reap the benefits of power, money and fame as soon as humanly 
possible.  

The understood goal of working hard and learning the practice of law is not to get stuck 
doing work you do not enjoy and having to sometimes exaggerate your time sheets because you 
have student loans to repay. Yet how does one walk away from a six-figure income at a 
prestigious law firm? After years of high expectations and ramen noodles, it’s understandably 
hard to say no to the immediate gratification of such rewards. After all, you’ve earned it, right? 

It’s not an easy decision to give up the financial rewards and other benefits of working in 
a big law firm. And some lawyers are perfectly suited to such a practice. But for those who are 
not, there are a wide range of options to consider.   

If you are fortunate to be working, determine to pay off your loans as soon as you can 
while practicing law the way you want to.3 If you are bored with your work, don’t be too star- 
struck that you find yourself afraid to change your practice area or your practice setting. You can 
even look beyond the private practice of law to other worthy pursuits. Public service work 
(which might offer the option of loan forgiveness) and teaching come immediately to mind; 
professional full-time mediating or writing (including law publishing and journalism) are other 
options for lawyers.    

If you do work for a big law firm and feel that it is not fully meeting your emotional and 
intellectual needs, discuss your concerns with a senior partner in the firm and request more time 
to do pro bono legal work, write, teach and/or spend more time with your family. Even if by 
doing so you may not be invited to join the partnership, you will earn the respect of your 
colleagues and eventually move on to a career that allows you to be the kind of lawyer you were 
always meant to be.   

A growing number of major law firms offer career associate positions which enable 
lawyers to work fewer hours and spend more time with family and friends while still doing 
interesting work. These non-partner-track positions pay less money but offer a healthier, more 
balanced lifestyle.   



 
Conclusion 
 

Whatever you do, don’t settle for anything less than a satisfying career and a clear 
conscience. You do not have to own a Porche. You do not have to play golf if you don’t want to. 
You may have to postpone a family but not forever.  

Don’t believe that there aren’t enough jobs for law graduates. All persons living in 
America who are charged with a serious crime have the right to counsel, but what about law-
abiding people who are confronted with legal problems of a civil nature? What about the 
millions of Americans and others throughout the world who are in dire need of legal services, 
have no civil rights or cannot afford to exercise them? Not since the Great Depression has there 
been a greater need for men and women trained in the law and dedicated to the proposition that it 
must be used to promote the common good.4  

I believe that it is absolutely possible to have a fulfilling legal career and encourage you 
to set your sights on a law practice that you truly enjoy. The choice is yours.  
 
FOOTNOTES 
 

1. The story of Atticus Finch is narrated by his daughter, Scout, who is undoubtedly the 
author herself of To Kill a Mockingbird, Harper Lee. Atticus is modeled after Lee’s father, an 
Alabama lawyer who once represented two blacks who killed a merchant and were hanged in the 
county jail. Harper Lee attended law school at the University of Alabama but did not graduate. 
See Timothy Hoff, “Influences on Harper Lee: An Introduction to the Symposium,” 45 Ala. L. 
Rev. 389, 392-96 (1994).   

2. Not long before Tom Robinson’s trial, the United States Supreme Court held that 
indigent defendants are entitled to counsel in capital cases. See, Powell v. Alabama, 287 U.S. 45 
(1932).  

3. Prospective law students should consider going to less expensive law schools of which 
there are many that provide a quality education in law. Great law teachers abound in virtually all 
law schools accredited by the Association of American Law Schools (AALS). See, e.g., The Best 
Cheap Law Schools; The Top 10 Least Expensive Public Law Schools: Law Schools that Won't 
Break the Bank; Paying for Law School (on the Internet).   

4. “In civil proceedings like divorces, child support cases, home foreclosures, 
bankruptcies and landlord-tenant disputes, the number of people representing themselves in court 
has soared since the economy soured. Experts estimate that four-fifths of low-income people 
have no access to a lawyer when they need one . . . .” See Editorial: Addressing the Justice Gap 
(New York Times, Aug 23, 2011).  
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