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Women Lawyers in Republican
Shanghai (1927-1949)

Huei-min Sun

Abstract

This paper discusses how gender difference was perceived, manipulated, and
illustrated, by exploring the formative process, the marketing strategies, the
images in the media, and the social expectations of women lawyers in Republican
Shanghai. The first Chinese Lawyers’ Regulations, which was copied from the
Japanese Lawyers’ Law, stated that only adult men had the right to be lawyers.
However, no one argued that women were unsuited to practice law until the ban
was lifted in 1927. This may be a key factor explaining how Chinese women
gained entrance to the legal profession with fewer struggles than their Japanese
counterparts experienced.

As “outstanding women,” the earliest women lawyers often became famous
more easily than their male colleagues, but these newcomers were clearly less
experienced and competitive than senior male lawyers. In the 1930s, some women
lawyers became legal consultants for the legal advise columns in women’s
magazines. Most of them wrote in a serious and rational tone, showing that they
were as professional as their male colleagues were. Han Xuezhang FBEEE, the
legal consultant for Shanghai Women ( L ¥§iF2z), pioneered a new approach to

popular legal writing. With her simple but warm words, Han showed her
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sympathy for suffering women and taught them to protect themselves with the law.

For women lawyers in Republican Shanghai, to undertake women’s cases
was not a kind of right but a kind of obligation. Most expected to devote time to
defending the rights of women, and many women lawyers became members or
directors of women’s associations, providing free legal services to poor women

who asked the associations for help. This service ideal is still seen today.

Key Words: women lawyers, Shanghai, legal profession





