
why is it called bar exam
why is it called bar exam is a question that many aspiring lawyers and curious
individuals ask when they encounter this crucial step in the legal profession. The term
"bar exam" is deeply rooted in legal history and tradition, symbolizing the gateway to
practicing law in a given jurisdiction. This article explores the origin and meaning of the
term "bar exam," its historical context, and how it has evolved over time. Additionally, the
article delves into the structure and purpose of the bar exam in contemporary society,
highlighting its role in maintaining professional standards. Understanding why it is called
the bar exam provides insight into the legal profession's customs and the significance of
this rigorous assessment. Readers will gain a comprehensive understanding of the
terminology, its background, and its relevance in today's legal landscape. The discussion
also includes comparisons to similar legal traditions worldwide and the symbolic nature of
the "bar" in legal settings.
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The Historical Origin of the Term "Bar"
The term "bar" in the context of law dates back several centuries and has its roots in
English legal tradition. Originally, the "bar" referred to the physical barrier or railing in a
courtroom that separated the area where judges, lawyers, and court officials sat from the
public spectators. This physical demarcation symbolized a boundary between those
authorized to participate in the legal process and the general public. Over time, the
concept of "passing the bar" came to represent the act of being admitted to practice law,
signifying that an individual had met the necessary qualifications to cross this boundary
and engage in legal advocacy.

Origins in English Courtrooms
In English common law courts, the bar was an actual wooden or metal railing positioned in
front of the judge's bench. Attorneys and barristers stood "behind the bar" when
addressing the court, while non-lawyers remained on the other side. This physical
separation underscored the exclusivity of legal practice, ensuring that only those



authorized could speak and participate in formal proceedings. The phrase "passing the
bar" thus evolved from the literal act of moving beyond this barrier to represent
professional admission to the legal community.

Evolution of the Term in America
As English legal customs were adopted and adapted in America, the concept of the bar
was maintained. Early American courts also featured a physical bar, and the phrase "bar"
came to denote the legal profession itself. The bar became synonymous with legal
practitioners collectively, and the examination process to join this group was termed the
"bar exam." This usage solidified the term's place in American legal culture as both a
symbolic and practical reference to legal licensing.

Legal Traditions and the Physical Bar
The physical bar in courtrooms serves not only as a spatial divider but also as a symbol of
authority and professionalism within the legal system. Understanding the role of the bar in
courtroom design and legal tradition helps explain why the licensing examination is named
after it.

Function of the Bar in Courtrooms
The courtroom bar acts as a boundary to maintain order and decorum during judicial
proceedings. Lawyers who have been admitted to the bar are granted the privilege to
stand within this area, signifying their recognized status and responsibility. This spatial
division reinforces the idea that legal professionals operate under specific ethical and
procedural rules, distinguishing them from laypersons.

Symbolic Importance
The bar also symbolizes the broader legal community and the standards that govern it.
Crossing the bar signifies acceptance into a body of professionals who uphold the law and
advocate on behalf of clients. In this way, the bar represents both inclusion and
accountability within the legal field.

The Development and Purpose of the Bar Exam
The bar exam is a formal assessment designed to evaluate a candidate's knowledge and
competence to practice law. Its development reflects the need to maintain high
professional standards and protect the public interest by ensuring that only qualified
individuals are licensed to provide legal services.



Historical Development
Bar examinations have evolved from informal evaluations conducted by judges or senior
lawyers to standardized, rigorous tests administered by state or national bar associations.
Early methods often involved oral questioning or apprenticeships, whereas modern bar
exams typically combine multiple-choice questions, essays, and performance tests. This
progression illustrates the legal profession's commitment to objective and comprehensive
evaluation.

Purpose of the Bar Exam
The fundamental purpose of the bar exam is to assess whether candidates possess the
necessary legal knowledge, analytical skills, and ethical understanding to practice law
effectively. Passing the bar exam confirms that an individual meets the jurisdiction's
requirements and is capable of upholding the law and serving clients competently. This
gatekeeping function is essential for maintaining public trust in the legal system.

Modern Bar Exam Structure and Requirements
Today, the bar exam varies by jurisdiction but generally includes multiple components
designed to test a broad range of legal competencies. Understanding the structure and
requirements of the bar exam clarifies its role in legal licensure.

Common Components of the Bar Exam

Multistate Bar Examination (MBE): A standardized multiple-choice test covering
core subjects such as contracts, torts, constitutional law, criminal law, evidence, and
real property.

Essay Questions: Jurisdiction-specific essays that require candidates to apply legal
principles to hypothetical fact patterns.

Multistate Performance Test (MPT): Practical tasks that simulate real-world legal
work, such as drafting memos or client letters.

Multistate Professional Responsibility Examination (MPRE): A separate ethics
exam required in most states to assess knowledge of professional conduct rules.

Admission Requirements
In addition to passing the bar exam, candidates often must fulfill other criteria such as
completing a law degree (Juris Doctor), undergoing character and fitness evaluations, and
sometimes passing ethics examinations. These requirements collectively ensure that



lawyers admitted to the bar are qualified both academically and morally.

Symbolism and Significance of the Bar in Law
The bar represents more than a physical structure; it embodies the legal profession's
values, responsibilities, and community. Appreciating this symbolism enhances the
understanding of why the licensing examination carries the name "bar exam."

Representation of Legal Authority
The bar symbolizes the authority granted to lawyers to act on behalf of clients and
participate in judicial processes. It marks the transition from legal student or layperson to
a recognized advocate with rights and duties within the legal system.

Community and Professional Identity
Passing the bar exam grants entry into the legal community, often referred to simply as
"the bar." This community is bound by codes of ethics, continuing education requirements,
and mutual accountability, reinforcing the notion that crossing the bar is a significant
professional milestone.

International Perspectives on the Bar Exam
The concept of a "bar exam" or legal licensing test exists in various forms internationally,
with differences in terminology, structure, and tradition. Exploring these perspectives
highlights the universality and diversity of legal qualification processes.

Comparative Legal Licensing
In many countries, legal professionals undergo examinations or assessments before
admission to practice. For example, in the United Kingdom, aspiring solicitors take the
Solicitors Qualifying Examination (SQE), while barristers complete the Bar Professional
Training Course (BPTC) and are called to the bar. Although the terms and processes differ,
the underlying principle of a qualifying exam remains consistent worldwide.

Cultural and Legal Tradition Variations
The symbolism of the bar and its associated examinations reflects each country's legal
culture and history. In civil law countries, formal exams and state licensing are common,
but the metaphor of a "bar" as a physical or symbolic boundary may be less pronounced.
Understanding these variations enriches the appreciation of the American and English
legal traditions that emphasize the bar's significance.



Frequently Asked Questions

Why is the professional test for lawyers called the 'bar
exam'?
The term 'bar exam' originates from the physical barrier, or 'bar,' in courtrooms that
separates the judges and lawyers from the public. Passing the exam allows a candidate to
'pass the bar' and be admitted to practice law.

What does the 'bar' in bar exam literally refer to?
The 'bar' refers to the wooden barrier in a courtroom that separates the area where judges
and lawyers conduct proceedings from the area where spectators sit.

Is the bar exam named after a specific object or
concept?
Yes, it is named after the courtroom bar, symbolizing the boundary that lawyers must
cross to practice law officially.

How did the term 'bar exam' come to be associated with
legal licensing?
Historically, only those who passed a test and were allowed past the courtroom bar could
represent clients legally, leading to the licensing exam being called the 'bar exam.'

Does the 'bar' in bar exam have any symbolic meaning?
Yes, it symbolizes the threshold one must cross to become a licensed attorney authorized
to practice law in court.

Are all legal licensing exams called bar exams because
of the courtroom bar?
In many common law countries, yes. The term 'bar exam' is widely used to denote the
examination required to practice law, derived from the courtroom bar tradition.

Why is passing the bar exam necessary to become a
lawyer?
Passing the bar exam demonstrates that a candidate has the necessary knowledge and
skills to practice law, allowing them to be admitted past the courtroom bar to represent
clients.



Is the bar exam a modern or historical term?
The term 'bar exam' has historical origins dating back to when courtrooms physically had
a bar separating legal professionals from the public, a tradition that continues today.

Does the bar exam relate to a physical location?
Yes, it relates to the 'bar' in a courtroom, which is a physical barrier that lawyers must be
admitted past to practice law.

How did the courtroom bar influence legal terminology?
The courtroom bar became a symbol of legal authority and professionalism, influencing
the term 'bar exam' to describe the test lawyers must pass to gain that authority.

Additional Resources
1. The Origins of the Bar Exam: Tracing the Legal Tradition
This book explores the historical roots of the bar exam, examining how the term "bar"
originated from the physical barrier in courtrooms that separated lawyers from the public.
It provides a detailed account of the evolution of legal qualifications and how the
examination process became standardized in various jurisdictions. Readers gain insight
into the symbolic and practical reasons behind the term "bar exam."

2. Behind the Bar: The History and Meaning of the Bar Exam
Delving into the cultural and legal significance of the bar exam, this book explains why
passing the "bar" signifies admission to the legal profession. It covers the development of
the exam from medieval England to modern-day practices, highlighting key changes and
their impact on the legal community. The author also discusses how the bar exam serves
as a gatekeeper for legal practitioners.

3. Crossing the Bar: Legal Licensure and Its Origins
This title investigates the metaphorical and literal meanings behind the "bar" in legal
contexts. It analyzes how the bar exam functions as a threshold for aspiring lawyers and
the implications of this tradition in contemporary law. The book also compares different
countries’ approaches to legal licensure and the terminology used.

4. From Courtroom Bars to Legal Exams: The Story Behind the Name
Focusing on courtroom architecture and its influence on legal terminology, this book
reveals how the physical bar in courts gave rise to the term "bar exam." It traces the
transformation of legal licensing from informal apprenticeships to formal examinations.
The narrative includes anecdotes from historical legal figures and their experiences with
early bar exams.

5. Why Is It Called the Bar Exam? A Legal Historian’s Perspective
Written by a legal historian, this book provides an academic yet accessible explanation of
the term "bar exam." It covers the etymology of "bar" and how it came to represent the
legal profession’s entry point. The book also discusses the social and professional
implications of the bar exam throughout history.



6. The Bar Exam Explained: Origins, Evolution, and Significance
This comprehensive guide breaks down the origins of the bar exam and its role in
maintaining legal standards. It offers a timeline of key developments and explains why the
exam is crucial for legal practice today. The book also addresses common misconceptions
about the exam’s purpose and name.

7. Legal Barriers: Understanding the Bar Exam and Its Name
Examining the bar exam as both a literal and figurative barrier, this book discusses why
the term "bar" is used to denote the legal profession’s entry exam. It provides insights into
the symbolism of the courtroom bar and how this concept influenced legal traditions
worldwide. The author also explores the psychological and professional challenges
associated with the exam.

8. Passing the Bar: The Historical Context of the Bar Exam
This book offers a historical overview of how the bar exam became a standardized test for
lawyers and why it is called the "bar." It includes comparisons of different legal systems
and their admission processes, highlighting the common theme of the "bar" as a point of
entry. Readers learn about the exam’s role in shaping legal careers and professional
identity.

9. The Legal Bar: From Physical Barrier to Professional Milestone
Focusing on the symbolism of the "bar," this book traces the journey from the courtroom’s
physical barrier to the professional milestone marked by passing the bar exam. It
discusses how the exam functions as a rite of passage and its significance in maintaining
the integrity of the legal profession. The book also reflects on future changes in legal
licensure and the continuing relevance of the bar exam.
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