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DISSONANCE AND DISTRUST:
WOMEN IN THE LEGAL PROFESSION

AUTHOR’S FOREWORD TO CHINESE EDITION

It is a great honour for Dissonance and Distrust to be translated
from English into Chinese and published by the Law press. While the
book is based on interviews with women in the legal profession in Aus-
tralia, I believe that the sentiments expressed by them, together with
the theory and analysis, transcend national boundaries and ‘speak’ to
women elsewhere. This is not to suggest that there is an essentialized
and one-dimensional concept of ‘woman’ that is good for all time and
circumstances. Postmodern scholarship has warned against making
such insensitive and universalizing claims. However, in talking to
women lawyers and legal scholars in China, I have been struck by the
way that their experiences have resonated with my work in Australia.
Similarly, observations made by my Australian interviewees have
evinced flashes of recognition on the part of Chinese women lawyers
and scholars. The common tension arising from the balancing of work
and family is an obvious example, and one which continues to beset
professional women everywhere.

The restoration of the rule of law in China, the modernization of
institutions and the move to a free market economy carry with them
the hallmarks of progress, but it would seem that outdated patriarchal

notions continue to inform the cultural underpinnings of these institu-
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tions. Thus, as in the West, the outward appearance of modernity be-
lies the problematic relationship between women and public life, no-
tably the relationship between the feminine and law’s authority. I do
not purport to have the answer to this conundrum, that is, how things
can change, yet simultaneously stay the same. However, it is hoped
that the insights and experiences of women in law in Australia, toge-
ther with the causal explanations developed in this book will illuminate
the experiences of women in law in China. It is hoped that women will
be empowered by the realization that their struggle for justice and
equality is one that crosses national borders.

My heartfelt thanks are extended to Professor Xin Chunying and
Professor Wang Li for translating this book. The role of translator in a
cross-cultural enterprise should not be underestimated. It is not simply
a case of providing equivalent words for those that appear on the page
of the original text, but of constructing a meaningful new text by re-
ference to two cultures. This is an awesome responsibility and I am
most appreciative of their endeavours on my behalf. I am also deeply
grateful to Professor Xin Chunying for taking the initiative in ap-
proaching the publisher and to Dr Wang Weiping for bringing my work
to the attention of Professor Xin Chunying.

Margaret Thornton

Professor of Law and Legal Studies
La Trobe University

Melbourne, Australia

November 2000.
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