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Abstract: China’s legal education plays a  unique and vital role in the national strategy to
modernise its legal system, a  foundation that has underpinned the country’s rapid ascent.
This  paper analyses this often-overlooked facet of China’s development by situating legal
educationwithinthebroaderframeworkofgovernmentalinitiatives.Facedwiththechallengeof
establishing a  functional legal infrastructure with extremely limited resources, China’s
policymakers have adopted two primary approaches since the late 1970s. First, they have
concentratedmost legislativeeffortsonthe large-scaletransplantationofWesternlaws.Second,
theyhaveeffectivelytransformedlawschoolsintohubsforgeneratinglegislativeknowledgeand
traininglegalprofessionals.TheForeign-RelatedRuleofLawinitiative,thelatestmanifestationof
thestate-directedstrategy,continuestoshapelegaleducationbyintroducingnewobjectivesand
challenges.ThispaperarguesthattofullycomprehendChina’spathtomodernisation,onemust
understand how legal education is embedded within its grand national development strategy.

Keywords: legaleducation,modernisationwithChinesecharacteristics,Foreign-RelatedRuleof
Law,nationalstrategy,legaltransplantation,condensedtransition

1. Introduction

The conventionalWestern wisdom holds that legal reform in China was short-lived
mainly during the 1990s and has now faded (Zhang & Ginsburg, 2019).1 On the 
contrary,China’s spectacular rise since 1978 hasbeenaccompaniedandbuttressedby

1 To their credit, Zhang & Ginsburg (2019) offers a compelling, though partial, rebuttal of  such prevalent views in 
the West.
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the establishment of a modern legal infrastructure from scratch.During theCultural
Revolution(1966–1976),2 thenascentSoviet-style legalsystemoftheyoungrepublic3 
quicklycollapsed,courtsbecameeffectivelydysfunctional,andlawschoolsnationwide
wereclosed.Upontheclosingofthetumultuousdecade,thenationfounditselfdeeply
miredina stateofgovernanceparalysis,withneitherminimallyadequatelawsonpaper
norinstitutionalstrengthtomaintainorderandmoveforward(Lubman,2000,p.383).
Anunprecedented, full-on initiative for legal capacity-buildingensued,withextensive
legislativeeffortsatitscore.

Theresultinglegislativesuccesscanhardlybeoverstated.ByAugust2011,thestate-
directedprojectproduced240 laws,706 administrativeregulations,andover8,600 local
regulations, covering all legal areas and aspects of social relations.A  comprehensive
“socialistsystemoflawswithChinesecharacteristics”wasofficiallydeclaredtobesolidly
inplace(IOSCC,2011).Sincethen,thebodyoflegislationhasbeensteadilystreamlined
whilemaintaininganoveralltrendofgrowth.AsofJuly2024,Chineselegislationconsists
of320 laws,595 administrativeregulationsand16,022 localregulations(NationalPeople’s
CongressofChina,2024).Inaddition,thosenumbersdonotfullycapturetheextentof
effortsandtheamountofresourcesChinadevotedtoitslegislativeenterprise,asmany
majorlawswentthroughmultipleroundsofsignificantrevision.4Overall,therapidly
evolving legal framework has served as a  key source of strength facilitatingChina’s
developmentfornearlyfivedecades.

HowhasChinamanagedtonavigatethepathoflegalmodernisationdespiteits
challengingstartingpoint?TwostrategiesadoptedbytheChineseGovernmenthavemade
this“greatleapforward”possible.First,indraftingsubstantivelaws,China’spolicymakers
have allocatedmost of their limited legislative resources towards learning from and
engaginginadaptivelegaltransplantationofWesternlaws.Itisa cost-effectivechoice
becauseChina’s chosen journey of “Reform andOpening-up” aims to transition to
a marketsystem,whichhasevolvedovercenturiesindevelopedcountries,providingrich
experienceinbothlegaltextsandtheoreticalfoundations.Second,intermsofmarshalling
intellectual talents, the government has effectively transformed law schools into
powerhousesforproducingknowledgeandtraininglegalprofessionalswhocloselyfollow
legaldevelopmentsanddisseminatethemthroughoutsociety.Inotherwords,Chinese
laws,aspublicgoods,havebeenproducedanddistributedthroughconsciouslyleveraging
legaleducationasa drivingforcepoweredbyforeignenlightenment.

Thesetwoapproacheshadbeenemployedina pragmaticmannerfordecadesbefore
theywererecentlypubliclyacknowledgedandelevatedtoa nationalinitiativeintheirown

2 The Cultural Revolution in China was a tumultuous socio-political movement initiated by Mao Zedong. It aimed to 
enforce ideological purity and eradicate perceived bourgeois influences within Chinese society. This period severely 
disrupted China’s social fabric and economic development, leading to widespread instability and institutional 
damage. Its aftermath underscored the urgent need for reform. The subsequent pursuit of  reform and opening up 
under Deng Xiaoping, starting in  1978, aimed to restore stability, rebuild institutions and revitalise the economy, 
marking a pivotal shift away from the Cultural Revolution towards modernisation and international engagement.

3 The first formal Constitution of  the People’s Republic of  China was passed in  1954. Between  1956 and  1966, 
China’s legislature enacted over  130 laws and decrees. See IOSCC (2011).

4 For example, after the Company Law was enacted in  1993, it was amended four times between  1998 and  2018, 
before being extensively revamped in  2023.
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right.InNovember2023,thePoliticalBureauoftheCommunistPartyofChina(CPC)
CentralCommittee,thetoppoliticalbody,helda meetingtodeliberateonstrengthening
thedevelopmentofthe“foreign-relatedruleoflaw”(Xinhua,2023).Thiseventsignalled
thatfurtherunderstandingandutilisationofforeignlawisa long-termrequirementfor
buildingChinaintoa powerfulcountryandachievingnationalrejuvenation.Notably,
improvinglegaleducationwasemphasisedasanindispensablepillarofthisnewscheme.

Tounderstandthetrajectoryandimplicationsofthisnewnationalstrategy,itis
crucialtoviewChina’slegaleducationinthebroadcontextofgovernmentinitiatives.
These initiatives have shapedChina’s growth and limitations, thereby affecting the
governanceefficacyoftheChinesepolity.Thispaperaimstoexploretheuniqueroleof
China’slegaleducationtoilluminatethisoftenunder-appreciatedaspectofthecountry’s
rapidmodernisation.First,a sketchisprovidedoftheevolutionofChineselegislation,
heavilyinfluencedbyforeignlaw.Thisisfollowedbyananalysisoflegaleducationinthe
growthofChina’slegalsystem.Ananatomyisthengivenoftheadditionalfunctionsthat
lawschoolshaveundertakenaspartofthenewinitiativetostrengthentheforeign-related
rule of law. Finally, the conclusion offers some reflection on the future of legal
education in China.

2. China’s long march to foreign-related rule of law

TheinfluenceofforeignlawsonChina’slegaldevelopmentsincethelate1970scanbe
dividedintothreestages,eachaddinga newlayerofforeigndimensiontotheChinese
legalsystem.

2.1. Layer one: Revival by transplanting foreign laws since  1978

Inthelate1970s,Chinaembarkedona “legalrevolution”(Yeetal.,2012,p.144)driven
bytheCPCtomoderniseitsbrokenlegalinfrastructure.Thisstrategicshifttowardlaw
was signalled inMarch 1978,whena newConstitutionwas adoptedby theNational
People’sCongress(NPC).Laterthatyear,ina landmarkspeechwhichformallyheralded
China’s “Reform andOpen-up” era,DengXiaoping, the head of the new leadership,
calledforenhancedawarenesstostrengthen“legality”and“focusedefforts”toaddress
theproblemofthelackofa widerangeofnecessarylegislation.

Large-scale legislativeworkinChinaquicklyproceededontwofronts.Thefirst
centred on creating almost all the foundational statutes necessary for a  functional
economicandsocialorder,includingcriminallaw,criminalprocedurallaw,civillaw,civil
procedural law, contract law, administrative litigation law, to name just a  few.
Contemporaneously,lawstogoverntheemergingareaofinternationaleconomicrelations
were also produced with accelerating steam, such as those on foreign investment
enterprises,foreigncontracts,foreigntrade,foreignexchangeandtaxationofforeign
businessactivity.
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Throughout this comprehensive law-making project up to the present day,
a resoundingconsensushasguidedtheworkofallinvolved:Chinamustactivelyreachout
todrawthewisdomofforeignlaw.Itreflectsboththeprevailingsentimentinthefaceof
thedauntingchallengeofoverallreconstructionandtheparticularlackofknowledgeof
modernlaw.Earlyonanunwrittenyetindispensableproceduralstepwasintroducedinto
thelegislativeprocesswithintheNPCandtheStateCouncil.5Billproposals,whenever
submittedforinternaldeliberationbythedecision-makers,mustbeaccompaniedbya full
reportonrelevantforeignlaws.Inaddition,whenimportantlawsandregulationsare
beingdrafted,thenationalandlocallegislatureswouldroutinelyseekinformationof
similarlegislationfromoverseas(Yeetal.,2012,p.146).

During this stage, the legislatorsmainly sought to examine the laws of various
countriestoidentifythebestsolutionfortheissuesfacingChina.Forexample,duringthe
draftingoftheGeneralRulesofCivilLaw,thelegislatorscarefullystudiedandreferenced
civilcodesandstatutesfromcountriessuchasGermany,France,Japan,Mongoliaand
Hungary.Similarly,duringthedeliberationofsomebasicadministrativestatutes,intensive
researchwasconductedtofindmodelsfromdevelopedcountriesinEurope,America
and Asia.Thishybridapproachenabledthelegislatorstocomparevariousalternativesand
identify themost suitable template,whichcouldbe easilymodified tomeetChina’s
specificneeds.

2.2. Layer two: Deeper legal integration with the WTO since  2001

China became a  member of the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001.  This
membership immediately brought an overwhelming challenge to realign much of
China’slegalsystemwithitsWTOcommitments.6A newwaveofextensivelegislation
beganaround2001,specificallyaimedatresolvinginconsistencieswithWTOlaw.

Between 1999  and 2005  alone,more than 3,000  statutes and regulationswere
enacted,revised,orrepealedatthenationallevel(D.Chen,2023).Duringthefirstthree
yearsafterChina’sentryintotheWTO,morethan190,000 localrulesandmeasureswere
reviewedandstreamlined( Ji,2021,p.43).Morethana decadelater,theStateCouncil
stillemphaticallyrequiredthat“anyregulationsanddocumentsrelatedtotradeingoods,
tradeinservicesandtrade-relatedintellectualpropertyrights,eitherbyministriesunder
theStateCouncilorbylocalgovernments[…]mustbeincompliancewiththeWTO
Agreement,itsAnnexesandsubsequentagreements,andChina’sAccessionProtocoland
WorkingPartyReport”(GeneralOfficeoftheStateCouncilofChina,2014).

5 The State Council functions as the executive branch of  China’s central government. It has the authority to pass 
regulations on its own, and many important statutes formally passed by the NPC are first drafted by the State 
Council.

6 In the working document about China’s WTO entry, the Chinese representative declared that, by accession, 
China would repeal and cease to apply all such existing laws, regulations and other measures whose effect was 
inconsistent with WTO rules on national treatment. Sec.  22, Working Party on the Accession of  China, WT/ACC/
CHN/49 (2001). Online: https://tinyurl.com/w3j7mtws

https://tinyurl.com/w3j7mtws
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Ascommentedbya scholar,itisthroughthislarge-scale,centralised,campaign-style
and uniform regulatory clean-up that China was able, within a  short period, to
comprehensivelyadjust,enrich,andimproveitspre-existingforeign-relatedeconomic
legislationinlinewithWTOrulesandChina’scommitments( Ji,2021,p.42).

In the meantime, the legislative work involved in WTO alignment has had
a significantimpactonChinathatextendswellbeyondmerelyfulfillingitscommitments.
One important aspect is how the WTO principle of transparency has reshaped
the  functioning of theChineseGovernment.WTO-compliant statutes, such as the
LegislationLaw,haveintroducedsignificantconstraintsonthelaw-makingprocessto
enhancefairnessandreduceopacity.Gu Yong jiang,oneofChina’searliestnegotiators,
observedthat“[f ]ranklyspeaking,theconceptsoffairness,openness,andtransparency
wereincorporatedintoourapproachtoworkentirelyasa resultofChina’snegotiations
torejointheGATTandjointheWTO”(Liu,2021,p.33).Anotherpositivechange
occurredregardingjudicialreview.Aroundthetimeofaccession,revisionsinlawsand
judicialinterpretationrulesenabledmoredisputestobelitigatedincourtratherthan
beingdecidedsolelybyadministrativeauthorities(Yang&Zhuang,2004;Liu,2021,
p. 33).Simplyput,the“WTOeffect”transformedChina’sapproachtoforeignlawfrom
a referenceforcomparativeanalysisintoa setofhardstandardsforself-reformation.

2.3. Layer three: Seeking rejuvenation since  2012

Chinareacheda landmarkin2010 whenitbecamethesecondlargesteconomyinthe
world.Twoyearslater,theCPC’s18thNationalCongresssetnewnationalgoalsforthe
country’s futuredevelopment, including the targetof reaching the levelofmoderately
developedcountriesby 2049 (Hu, 2012).Thenew leadershipalsoarticulateda grand
visionof “achieving the great rejuvenationof theChinesenation” as a  fresh sourceof
inspirationforthepublic.

Aspartoftheeconomicagendainthenewphase,a policyof“mutualpromotionof
domesticand internationalopenness” (CentralCommitteeof theCommunistParty
of China, 2013)wasadopted,whichsignificantlyadvancedtheintegrationofdomestic
andinternationalmarkets.Chinahascontinuedtoupdateitslawstofacilitatehigherlevels
ofopennessbydrawingonforeignexperience.A notableexampleisthepassageofthe
ForeignInvestmentLawin2019,whichsubstantiallyexpandedmarketaccesstoforeign
investorsbyshiftingtoa negativelistapproach.

AdistinctivefeatureofthisperiodisthatChinacanno longerrelysolelyondrawing
legalknowledgefromothercountriestomeetitsneeds.Economicrealitiescreatenovel
demandsforlawswhereforeignexperienceoftenprovidesonlypartialsolutionsatbest.
Forexample,the“BeltandRoadInitiative”hasledtocomplexlegalarrangementsbetween
Chinaandover150 countriesaswellas30 internationalorganisations.Domestically,
a totalof22 FreeTradeZoneshavebeenestablishedaspilotprograms,routinelygranted
leewayformajorinnovationsasnewpoliciesemerge.Inbothareas,Chinaoftenfindsitself
inunchartedwaterswithoutoverseasreferencetodrawwhendealingwithlegalissues.
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Another significant development disruptedChina’s previously stable economic
interactionswith theworld and alteredhowChinautilises foreign legal knowledge.
In 2018,theTrumpAdministrationoftheUnitedStates(U.S.)imposedpunitivetariffs
onChineseproducts,initiatingwhatChinahastermed“thebiggesttradewarineconomic
history”betweenthetwoleadingglobalpowers.TheBidenAdministrationnotonly
retainedTrump’stariffsbutalsointroducedadditionaltargetedsanctionsandexport
controlstoimpedeChina’stechnologicalprogress.SincetheoutbreakoftheRussia–
Ukrainewar,ChinahasobservedincreasingdiscussionsintheWestaboutapplyingsimilar
sanctions on China in the future, specifically if China attempts unification with
Taiwan “byforce”.

Inresponsetorisingexternalrisks,Chinahassoughttoincorporatea newelement
into its legal architecture: laws enabling measures of retaliation ( Jia, 2024, p. 82).
In adoptinglegislationsuchastheAnti-ForeignSanctionsLawandtheUnreliableEntity
ListRegulations,ChinahasprimarilylookedtotheU.S.,thecountrymostlikelytouse
coercivepowersagainstothers,asa modelfortheseself-protectivemeasures.Inthissense,
Chinaviewssuchlegaltransplantationfromitsarchadversaryasa crucialwaytodevelop
defensiveorprecautionarytoolsinitsarsenal,markinganunprecedentedaspectinthe
evolutionofitslegalsystem.

3. Legal education in China’s grand rule of law scheme

Thevastandcontinuallygrowingdemandforforeignlegalknowledgeisonlypartofthe
challenge China faces in revamping its legal system.The explosion of legislation in
Chinawouldnothavebeenpossiblewithouttheconsistentcontributionsofa dedicated
and stable force of knowledge providers. To marshal scarce expertise into legislative
work and ensure legal professionals stay closely aligned with social progression, the
ChineseGovernmenthasactivelytransformedlegalschoolsintoa generativesourceof
officially desired knowledge, which has long been predominantly foreign-oriented.
Consequently, legaleducationhasbeenprofoundlyshapedandultimatelyconstrained
byitsmissionasassignedbythegovernment.

3.1. Condensed transition: Legal education with Chinese characteristics

WhenChina’s law schools reopened in 1977, only three were in existence, which
togetheradmitteda totalof189 students(Xuetal.,2018,p.3).Despitethismodest
restart, educational institutions emerged as the only viable source for generating
legalknowledge.Legislatures,courtsandexecutiveagencieshadallbeenstrippedof
their legalexpertiseduringa decade-long lawlessvoid.Lookingahead,thesubstan-
tial volume of laws to be enacted would primarily rely on imported information,
rather thantraditionalknowledgeor local realities familiar togovernmententities.
Undertheseuniquecircumstances, legaleducation inChinaentered intowhatcan
bedescribedasa “condensedtransition”(Chang,2010).Simplyput,legaleducation
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was vigorously driven by the government to both expand its own capacities and
maximise the dissemination of legal knowledge across society in an astonishingly
shortperiodoftime.
Thenumberoflawschoolsrapidlyincreasedtomeetthesurgingdemandforlegalpro-
fessionals(seeFigures1 and2).Sincealmostalluniversitiesarepublicinstitutions,this
expansion resulted from government policy. During the initial stage, approximately
80 previouslyestablishedlawschoolswerereopened,forminga solidinstitutionalcore
forthenewlegaleducationalsystem.Subsequently,thegovernmentmanagedandfacili-
tated the creationof new law schools throughproactive incentives, lax approvals and
inter-schoolcollaborativearrangements.Bytheendof2023,Chinahad659 law schools,
witha studentbodyof390,000. Oversupply,ratherthanshortage,oflawgraduateshas
becomethenewprobleminlegaleducation.

Figure1
Number of law schools in China

Source: Compiledbytheauthor.

Figure2
Number of law students in China

Source: Compiledbytheauthor.
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For the most part, China’s legal education followed a  mass education model.
Formal full-timeeducationdevelopedalongsidevariousformsofsemi-formalorinformal
educationwithina two-tracksystem.Beyondtheestablishedlawschools,animportant
sourceofsemi-formaleducationincludesthewiderangeofpart-timeprogramsofferedby
partyschools,administrativeacademies,correspondencecollegesandeveninguniversities.
Anotherpathtoobtaininga lawdegreeisthroughthe“Self-StudyExamination”system.
Anyautodidactcanearna state-certifiedlawdegreebypassingtherequisitecourseexams,
whicharenationallyadministeredbythegovernment.Moreimportantly,until2018,the
uniformbarexamwasaccessibletoindividualswithno formallegaleducation.Thebar
exam,centrallyadministeredbytheMinistryofJustice,wasintroducedin1986. Passing
theexamistheprimaryprofessionalrequirementtobecomea practicinglawyer,7 and it 
hasconsistentlybeenchallengingduetoitssubstantiverigour.8Forthosepractitioners
withouta lawdegree,preparingforthebarexamcouldbetheironly,albeitintensive,
educationalexperienceinlaw(Xuetal.,2018,p.8).Nonetheless,lawschoolscontinueto
playa centralroleinshapingunconventionallegaleducationalprograms.Forboththe
well-regarded“Self-StudyExamination”systemandthebarexam,thenationalgovernment
setsallrequiredcourses,textbooksandexaminationsyllabi,delegatingthisauthorityto
prominentlawprofessors(Wang,2023,p.29).Bycontrollingtheminimumstandardsfor
the legal profession, government authorities and educators can disseminate a  set of
collectivelyformulatedlegalknowledgewellbeyondtheconfinesofformallawschools.

Thecondensedtransitionhasledtoa separationbetweenChina’slegaleducationand
professionaltraining.ManyscholarsagreethatChineselawschoolsemphasise“theoretical
teaching”andtakeprideinbeing“cradles”ofjuristsratherthanpracticaltraininggrounds
forlawyers(Fang,1996,p.133).Teachinghaspredominantlybeenconductedthrough
lectureswithminimaluseofinteractivemethods.Studentsareencouragedtomemorise
black-letterlaw,conceptsandspecificlegalconstructionswithoutexploringtheirpractical
implications(Shen,2008).Casestudieshavebeensoignoredinlawteachingthatin2018,
theMinistryofEducationspecificallymandatedtheenhancementofcase-basedteaching
(MinistryofEducationofChina,2018).Itiswidelyagreedthata significantgapexists
betweenlawschoolcoursesandreal-worldpractice,whichonescholarhasreferredtoas
“thepovertyoflegalstudies”(Shen,2008,p.128).Itisironicthatthemostpressingtask
forlegaleducationistoaddresspracticalneedsbyclosingthegapinprofessionaltalent.
Thisdefectisaninevitablepriceforthecrudeimportationofmassiveyetunsystematic
foreignknowledgebyscholarswhodonotprioritisesolvingactualproblemson the ground.

Another featureofChina’s legal education,also subject toheavycriticism, is its
fragmentedcurriculum.Inthe1980s,educationalinstitutionsbegandividingtheirlaw

7 According to Article  5 of  the Law on Lawyers, there are three other requirements: support for the Constitution, 
completion of  a one-year internship at a law firm and good moral character.

8 As of  now, the bar exam sets a passing grade each year based on the exam’s difficulty but does not (at least formally) 
establish a quota to limit the number of  passers. This is likely due to the fact that the demand for lawyers in the 
market has been expanding until recently. In the  1990s, the passing rate of  the bar exam was well below  10%. For 
most of  the last  20 years, the passing rate has typically hovered around  10%, with occasional exceptions reaching 
 20%. It should be noted that the rising passing rate reflects the improving quality of  legal education and the growing 
number of  law graduates in China, which has significantly intensified the competition to pass the bar (see Legal 
Analyst,  2019).
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programsintovarious“specialisations”.Forexample,PekingUniversity’slawdepartment
establishedfourspecialisedprograms:Law,EconomicLaw,InternationalEconomicLaw
andInternationalLaw.ThismodelrapidlyspreadtolawschoolsacrossChina,andby
1993,therewere163 specialisedprogramsin121 lawschools(Fang,1996,p.135).Under
thisprogrammaticstructure,evenundergraduatestudentsareadmittedintospecialised
programs,wheretheyreceivefocusedtraining ina particularareathrougha tailored
combinationofcourses.Inotherwords,whilelegaleducationisnotprofessionalised,itis
highlyspecialised.Lawstudentsareexposedtoa limitednumberofsubjectswithoutfirst
gaininga generalunderstandingandbroadviewofthelaw.Oneconsequenceofthis
fragmentededucationisthatbothinstructorsandstudentstendtofocusonlegislation
(ratherthancases)todefinetheircomfortzonesanddelineatetheirareasofinterest.This
reflects the influence of China’s legislation-driven model of legal development
on legal education.

ThebriefoverviewofChina’slegaleducationhighlightstwokeyfactorsthatshape
itsdevelopment.First,themassivelegislativeworkloaddrivestherapidexpansionofboth
formalandinformallegaleducation.Second,lawprofessorshavebeenthedominant
sourceoflegalknowledge.Unlikescholarsinmanyothercountries,theydonotpursue
researchsolelybasedonpersonalinterests;instead,theyparticipateinstate-directedlaw
projects. Some have significant influence over the education of law students and
professionalsthroughoutChina.Tofurtherunderstandhowlegaleducationhasbeen
integratedintoa nationalstrategy,thenextpartwillexplainhowtherolesoflegalscholars
onbothfrontsareinterconnected.

3.2. The special role of legal scholars in the legislative process

3.2.1. Institutionalised participation

Chinese legal scholars can, and often do, participate in the legislative process.
Legislaturesandadministrativeauthoritieshaveestablishedinstitutionalisedchannelsto
enlistacademicexpertsinbothshapinglegislativeagendasanddraftingbills.

Duringtheearlyyears,theNPCbeganinvitingleadinglawprofessorstodraftmajor
statutes,suchascivilandcriminallegislation,intheformofad hoc“workinggroups”.
In  these groups, scholars typically dominated deliberations on drafts due to their
comparativeadvantageinpossessinginformation.Thisarrangementhascontinuedtothe
presentday,withscholarlyinputthroughouttheentireprocess.A caseinpointisthe
ongoing drafting of the EducationCode,which is organised and supervised by the
LegislativeAffairsOfficeoftheNPC,withintellectualsupportprovidedbyanexpert
groupoflawprofessorsfromvariousinstitutions.

Gradually, authorities at all levels have also begun to engage inmore enduring
cooperationwithscholarsbyrecruitingthemasspecialadvisors,enlistingtheirinputfor
fixedtermsratherthanonindividualprojects.Forexample,aftertheAnti-MonopolyLaw
cameintoeffect,a specialisedacademiccommitteewasestablishedtoadvisetheState
Council on major issues related to this statute, including follow-up revisions and
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rule-makingproposals.Thisarrangementenablessustainedandflexibleexchangebetween
thetwosides,facilitatingunderstandingofissuesfrombothpragmaticandtheoretical
lenses.

3.2.2. Spontaneous participation

Thelegislation-drivenmodelofChina’s legaldevelopmenthasalsomotivatedscholars
toparticipate in legislativeprocesseson theirown initiative, as a particularly effective
meansofcontributingtosocietalprogresswhilealsogainingpersonalrecognition.On
rare occasions, legal scholars may choose to trigger public deliberation in a  critical
manner.ThemostfamousexampleoccurredinMay2003 followingthedeathofa young
man detained by local authorities in Guangzhou. Three young scholars publicly
requested the NPC Standing Committee to review the constitutionality of
a 1982 regulation,whichwasthebasisforthevictim’sdetention.Thisletter,followedby
anothersignedbyfiveprominentlawprofessors,broughttheissuetonationalattention
andledtotheswiftrepealoftheregulationbytheStateCouncila monthlater.

Inthevastmajorityofcases,however,legalacademicsaremorecomfortableintheir
roleofprovidingprofessionalassistancetolegislativeentities,particularlythroughoffering
comparativeanalysesof foreign legal systems.Whenevera major legislativeproject is
underway,suchasthedraftingoftheCivilCode,differentgroupsofscholarscompeteto
produceandcirculatetheirown“expertdrafts”,anglingforfavourableattentionfromthe
legislature.Themostrecenteffortshavefocusedontechnologyregulation.AsofMarch
2024,threeproposeddraftsoftheArtificialIntelligenceLaw – clearlydrawingonEuropean
Union(EU)andU.S.perspectives – havebeenannouncedbydifferentacademicgroups.

3.3. Legal education in the shadow of foreign-oriented legal research

Chineselawprofessorsfulfildualprofessionalroles:servingasknowledgeprovidersto
theparty-state,primarilythroughthelegislativeprocess,andaseducatorstolawstudents
inclassroomsorthroughtheirpublications.Becausethefirstroleasa providerhasbeen
givensuchemphasis,ithasbecometheprimaryone,whiletheotherroleasaneducator
hasbecomesecondaryandshapedbytheformer.

Since2017,theauthoritytograntacademicranksinChinahasbeendevolvedfrom
thegovernmenttoindividualeducationalinstitutions(MinistryofEducationofChina,
2017).However,theworkofscholarsremainslargelyinfluencedbythestate,though
indirectly, yet firmly. Government educational authorities appoint institutional
administratorsandassesstheperformanceofeachinstitutionbasedondetailedcriteria
andstandardstoadvancepolicygoals.9Undersucha system,asa knowledgeproviderto

9 Since  2002, the Ministry of  Education has conducted five rounds of  discipline-based evaluations of  educational 
institutions qualified to offer graduate-level degree programs. The results of  these evaluations are crucial for 
the institutions’ reputation, competitiveness, access to financial resources, and, not least, the career prospects of  
their administrators. For details on the latest round of  evaluation see Ministry of  Education of  China (2020).
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thelaw-makingauthorities,a legalscholar’sresearchiscloselydrivenbytheneedsofthe
policymakers.Researchtopicscomedirectlyfromlegislativeagendas,fundedbygeneral
publicfinance,orcommissionedbyspecificlegislaturesoragencies.Academicjournalsare
repletewithresearcharticlesfeaturinglegislativeproposalsorlegalinterpretationsofnew
terms recently introduced in official policy documents.Academic prestige is largely
derivedfromtheendorsementofa scholar’sproposalsintolegislationorofficialpositions,
morethanfromanyotherfactor(Chen,2011,p.19).Asnecessitatedbytheneedsof
foreign-orientedresearch,thebeststrategyforthescholar-provideristoimportknowledge
through translation.As one lawprofessor has reflected, “[s]ince themid-1980s, the
translationand introductionof foreign legalworksandtextbooks inChinahave far
exceeded any other period in history in terms of quantity, scope, and influence”
(Gao, 2007,p.129).

Thescholar-educatorisnaturallyshapedbythestrengthhehasbuiltasa scholar-
provider.LawcoursesinChinahavepredominantlybeenbasedontheintroductionof
foreign knowledge. A  prominent scholar and educator once noted, “[w]hen giving
a  lecture to Chinese students, Chinese professors talk about foreign law. For
example, when teachingcivil law,professors talkaboutGerman law,French lawand
Romanlaw;whenteachingcompanylaw,professorsintroduceUSlaw”(Fang,2012).
Moreover,schoolcurriculaaredesignedandrevisedtostayfocusedonsubjectsofhigh
legislativeimportance.Forexample,oftheroughly650 lawschoolsinChinatoday,about
halfofferspecialisedcoursesordegreesinWTOlaw.

Lawstudents are immersed ina vibewherepreference for foreignknowledge is
omnipresent.TheyareengrainedbytheirclassroomexperiencethatanswerstoChina’s
legal issues canmostly be found in other countries.When participating in research
projects,theyareexpectedtosearchformaterialsfromforeigncountries,whichnormally
formthemainpartofthefinalreports.Foreignlanguages,especiallyEnglish,areviewed
asparticularlyusefulprofessionalskills.Infact,forseveralyearsinthe1990s,thenational
barexamincludeda sectionofEnglishlanguage.Englishmootcourtordebatingcontests
attract the top students since they are considered to enhance their career prospects
after graduation.

Studentsperceivethatlawdegreesfromabroadarevaluedmorehighlythandomestic
ones. Foreign law degrees, like all academic degrees, can be recognised through
a  certificationprocedure administered by a  centralised entity under theMinistry of
Education.10 Upon successful certification, a  law degree earned from an overseas
educationalinstitutionisgrantedthesamevalidityandstatusasthoseawardedbyChinese
institutions.Certifieddegreesfromprestigiouslawschoolsinadvancedcountriescanoffer
holderssignificantadvantagesinsecuringemploymentorimportantbenefits,including
obtaining formal residence status in competitive cities like Shanghai.Recently, local
governments in advanced regions have encouraged lawyers to pursue degrees from

10 The procedure aims to “provide professional and technical verification and clarification on the legality, authenticity, 
and equivalence of  foreign (as well as Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan) higher education diplomas and degrees with 
their corresponding qualifications in China” (The Ministry of  Education’s Service Center for Overseas Study,  2018). 
The Degree Law, which takes effect on  1 January  2025, provides additional basis for this procedure in Article  44.
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internationally top-ranked law schools by providing generous funding, despite an
oversupplyofdomesticlawgraduates.11

Evenamongthosewhodonotpursuefurthereducationinforeigncountries,the
admirationforandcuriosityaboutlegaleducationinWesterncountriesrunhigh.In1997,
ProfessorFang Liufangpublishedanarticleaftera one-yearresearchtouratHarvardLaw
School,inwhichhehighlightedthestudent-runlawjournalsintheU.S.andexpressed
doubtthatsuchjournalswouldexistinChina(Fang,1997).Tohissurprise,studentsin
majorChinese law schools followed the example of theirU.S. counterparts. Similar
journalssoonemergeddespiteanunfriendlyenvironmenttowardssuchstudentinitiatives
(Gao,2020).Another,perhapsmoreunusual,examplecanbefoundinprogramsthatoffer
foreign legal education to Chinese students in China. Since 2008  the School of
TransnationalLawatPekingUniversity(Shenzhen)hasofferedanAmericanJurisDoctor
( JD) degreewith “a completeAmerican JD curriculum” taught by a  facultymainly
composedofU.S.lawprofessors.Inthiscase,notonlyisforeignlegalknowledgeimported,
buta wholesaleimplantationoftheU.S.JDsystemisendorsedwithgovernment permission.

4. New roles of legal education to buttress national capacity

AlthoughthethreelayersofforeignelementsdescribedaboveinSectionIIcontinueto
be coexistent and intertwined, themost recently added dimension is steeringChina’s
legalenterprise ina newdirection.Inthewakeofthe initial shockoftheU.S.–China
tradewar,China’sleadershipconfrontedtheharshrealitythatthecountrysuffersfrom
a  severe capacitydeficit in international lawfareor competition for shaping theworld
order.Asa bleakindicator,aninternalestimatein2018 suggestedthattherewerefewer
than 400  legalprofessionalsnationwide12 that couldbeeffectivelydeployed todefend
China’s interests in a  world order based on Western rules. As always, China’s top
decision-makershavereactedbydirectingthebureaucraticandintellectualapparatusto
focusonproactivelyaddressingthischallenge,asevidencedbythenewrolesassignedto
legaleducationinlightofshiftingstrategictrends.

4.1. Introduction of elitist training programs

Inrecentyears,theChineseGovernmenthasrepeatedlycalledformeasurestoaddress
the shortage of international law talent (Che, 2024). A  particularly strong catalyst

11 For example, the Shanghai Pudong Government covers  50% of  the tuition costs for individuals pursuing a law 
degree from a top foreign law school, up to approximately $40,000 per year (Justice Bureau of  Pudong New Area 
Government,  2023). Shenzhen, in Guangdong Province, adopted a similar policy shortly afterwards (Justice Bureau 
of  Shenzhen Municipality,  2023).

12 To understand how shocking this figure is, it is helpful to compare it with the large number of  lawyers in China. By 
the end of   2018, the number of  practicing lawyers reached  423,000. Notably, this sum does not include the legal 
professionals working inside the government who have passed the bar exam but not licensed to practice law (see 
Ministry of  Justice of  China,  2019).
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emerged in early 2023  when the “Opinions on Strengthening Legal Education and
LegalTheoryResearch in theNewEra”was jointly issuedby theCPCand theState
Council(GeneralOfficeoftheCentralCommitteeoftheCommunistPartyofChina
& General Office of the State Council, 2023). This top-level policy document
emphasisedtheurgentneedto“improvethestructureofdisciplinesandspecializations
offoreign-relatedlaw”andto“acceleratethetrainingofscarcetalentswithinternational
perspectives, proficient in international law and country-specific laws”.Theministries
responsible supplemented the mandate with a  series of plans and directives for
implementation.These actions clearly signalled a  resolve to shift the priority ofmass
legal education from providing general exposure to foreign law to nurturing a  select
groupofskilful,ready-to-deployspecialistspreparedtoengageininternational challenges.

Toachievethispragmaticgoal,a generalandtraditionalfocusonelitisteducationhas
been swiftly reinforcedwithin the legal community.First, the government identifies
educational institutions deemed most capable of producing ideal legal specialists.
In January2024,theMinistryofEducationissueda listof51 entitiesas“Collaborative
TrainingandInnovationBasesforInternationalLegalTalents”(Xiao,2024,p.60).This
designation immediately mobilised those schools and incentivised other entities to
participatebyformingcollaborationwiththelistedinstitutions.Forexample,theChina
InternationalEconomicandTradeArbitrationCommissionsoonannouncedthatithad
reachedagreementswithsevenofthelisted“bases”toshareitsrichexperienceintraining
high-levelinternationallegaltalents(ChinaCouncilforthePromotionofInternational
Trade,2024).

Internally, educational entities havedirected resources towards focused training
programs.For instance,RenminUniversityhasestablisheda specialised“Instituteof
Foreign-RelatedLegalGovernance”,prioritisingtalenttrainingasa keyobjective.Many
other institutions have introduced “experimental classes” at the undergraduate level
following a  selective elitist model. Typically, a  very small number of students
(Xiao, 2024, p. 60)areadmittedthrougha highlycompetitiveselectionprocess(Zhang
&Wei, 2022, p. 169).Once enrolled in the premiumprogram, these students gain
enhancedaccesstoeducationalresources,includingindividualisedsupervision,classes
taughtbyforeigninstructors,internshipwithpartnershiporganisations,andopportunities
toearnjointChina-foreigndegrees.Thegoalistoexposestudentsnotonlytosubstantive
foreignlawbutalsotoWesternteachingmethodsthatemphasisecriticalandinnovative
thinking – anareaoftenlackinginChina’straditionallegaltraining.Forexample,itis
withinthe30-studentForeign-RelatedExperimentalClassatSouthwestUniversityof
PoliticalScienceandLaw(SWUPL)thatthefirststudent-runEnglishlawjournalin
Chinawascreated.

Similareffortshavealsobeenextendedtograduate-levelprogramsandbeyond.Since
2021,thegovernmentcreatedmasterdegreeprogramsinforeign-relatedlawyeringand
internationalarbitration.TheMinistryofEducationalsosetupa “TalentDevelopment
ProgramforInternationalOrganisations”toprovidefullfundingforoutstandinggraduate
lawstudentstoprepareforworkingininternationalorganisations(Wang,2023,p.31).
Someinstitutions,includingChinaUniversityofPoliticalScienceandLaw,havelaunched
special programs designed to help future practitioners develop skills for addressing
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transnational legal issues. Such programs feature specialised curricula and a  deeper
understandingofcountry-specificlaws.13Moreover,thegovernmentenliststhetoplaw
schoolstoprovidetargetedtrainingforlawyerswithestablishedinternationalpractices.
Between2021 and2023,threelawschoolsinBeijing,commissionedbytheMinistryof
Justice, provided intensive foreign-related training to 300  lawyers selected
from across China.

It is no  exaggeration to say that foreign-focused practical training has been
significantlystrengthenedthroughoutthe“supplychain”oflegalprofessionalssincethe
“Trumpshock”hitChinain2018.

4.2. Strengthening of strategically focused research platforms

Chinese lawschoolshave long incorporatedresearchcentres.Yet, recentchangeshave
driven these centres to evolve into specialised platforms with narrower focuses and
new mandates.

Firstly,scholarsareshiftingtheirfocustoemergingissuesthatdirectlyreflectChina’s
currentstrategicneeds.Inthepast,researchcentrestendedtogravitatetowardsbroadand
generalstudiesofprioritisedareas.Representativeexamplesincludecentresfocusedon
China–U.S.law,China–EUlaw,China–Germanylaw,lawandeconomics,WTOlaw,etc.
Incontrast,recentyearshavewitnessedtheestablishmentofissue-drivenresearchentities,
including those dedicated to the Belt and Road Initiative, national security, data
governance and artificial intelligence.While the old-style research centres primarily
conductedcomparativeanalysestodrawinsightsfrom“maturelegalsystems”,thenewones
aremotivatedtoaddresschallengesforwhichforeignwisdomdoesnotofferclear solutions.

Secondly,manyofthenewresearchentitieshaveachievedindependentstatusasfully
functioninglawschools.Traditionally,researchcentresoperatedwithinlawschoolsas
looseassociationsofscholarssharingsimilarinterestsforadhocacademiccooperation.
In contrasttothis,someofthenewresearchcentreshaveevolvedintoindependententities
withtheirownseparatefaculty,studentbodyandorganisationalstructures.Forexample,
theSchoolofArtificialIntelligenceandLawatSWUPL,witha facultyof 32,offers
a comprehensiveeducationalprogramrangingfromundergraduatetodoctoratelevels
(SchoolofArtificialIntelligenceandLawatSWUPL,2020).Theemergenceofnew
researchplatformlawschoolshascreateda novelsourceofspecialisedlegaleducation,
equippingstudentswithexpertisecloselyalignedwithsocietalneeds.

Thirdly,since2016,thegovernmenthasstronglyadvocatedforthedevelopmentof
China’s “indigenous knowledge system”.This new policy has started to temper the
pro-Westernbiasthatwasonceprevalentinlegalacademia,havinga particularlysignificant
impactonthenewlyestablishedresearchcentres.The“OpinionsonStrengtheningLegal
EducationandLegalTheoryResearchintheNewEra”(2023)stressestheneedtomove
beyondscholarlyworkthat“merelyconveysWesterntheories”.Itcallsforthedevelopment

13 Training Program for the Master’s Degree in Law (Foreign-Related Lawyering) at the School of  Law, China 
University of  Political Science and Law (Trial Version), on file with the author.
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ofconcepts,viewpointsandtheoriesreflecting“thesocialistruleoflawwithChinese
characteristics”.Toachievethisshift,legalresearchisexpectedtodrawfromtwosources
ofindigenouswisdom:historicalexperienceandcurrentpractice.Inotherwords,looking
totheWestforguidanceisno longersufficient.Legalscholarsarenowurgedtodevelop
theoriesbasedonChina’sownsuccessfulpracticesandtoburnishChina’simageasa global
leaderratherthana follower.

4.3. The rise of new think tanks

ThinktanksemergedinChinainthe1980stoofferinternaladvicedirectlytotopCPC
leadership on advancing economic development.Over the subsequent three decades,
these think tanks evolved largely independently of educational institutions. They
remained enigmatic entities embedded within the party apparatus or other public
organs,conductingworkoutofpublicview.

To address the emerging challenges in the evolving domestic and international
landscapes, theCPCdecided in 2012 to“improvethedecision-makingconsultation
system”by“utilizingtheroleofintellectualthinktanks”(Hu,2012).In2015,theCPC
andtheStateCounciljointlyissuedthe“OpinionsonStrengtheningtheDevelopmentof
NewTypesofThinkTankswithChineseCharacteristics”,formallyinitiatinga national
strategytotransformChinesethinktanksthrougha top-downapproach.Subsequently,
25 entitieswereofficiallydesignatedasunitsindevelopmenttowardsbecoming“National
High-EndThinkTanks”.14A keyaspectofthereformisbreakingthepreviouslyclosed
systembyestablishingthinktanksinuniversitiesandprivateentities.Amongthosefirst
25 government-endorsedthinktanks,12 arebasedinuniversitieswithstrongresearch
capabilities in specific fields, including the International Law Institute of Wuhan
University.Thisnewpolicyhaspromptedgovernments at all levels to adopt similar
measures and promote the expansion of think tanks within universities in their
administrativeregions.

Inthisbroadercontext,Chineselawschoolshavefacedpressuretoadopta newrole
asthinktanks.Thisfunctionisoftenconsidereda “politicalmission”duetotheneedfor
expertisetosupportChina’srise.Theroleoflegalscholarshadbeenespeciallyprominent
duringeventssuchastheU.S.–ChinatradewarandtheoutbreakoftheRussia–Ukraine
war.Thetopleadershiphaverealisedthatmanyissuesingreatpowercompetitionare
framedaslegalruleswithinintensivelawfare.Forinstance,doTrump’stariffsonChinese
productsviolateWTOlaw?IfWesterncountriesattempttoexpelRussiafromtheUN
Security Council, how should China respond using legal reasoning? If the U.S.
Governmentforcesa saleofTikTok,whatcountermeasurescanChinaemploybasedon
itsdomestic law?Neithergovernmentofficialsnor lawfirmscouldprovideadequate
answers,sotheChinesepolicy-makershaveturnedtheireyestolawschools.Inrecent

14 In  2020, another five institutions were added to the list. Now, the total number stands at  29, due to the merger 
between two of  those institutions (see Zhihu,  2020).
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years,communicationchannelshaveopenedupbetweenthegovernmentandeducational
institutionstofacilitatedirectconsultationonlegalmatters.

The surge in demand for advice on handling legal issues, particularly in the
internationalarena,hastransformedthetraditionalroleoflegalscholars.Mostnotably,
theirexpectedcontributionshaveshiftedfromassistingwithlegislativeworktoengaging
inpolicy-makingandproblem-solving.Thistypeofworkismorechallengingandoften
requiresstrategicthinking,whichmanylegalscholarsmaylack.Whileevaluatingthe
qualityoflegislationtakestime,theeffectivenessofa proposedsolutiontoanurgentissue
canbeassessedimmediately,whichmakesthelatterfarmoredemandingforscholars.
Mostconsultationcommunicationsarekeptinternalandstrictlyconfidential,soscholars
donotgainfameinthesamewaytheydothroughpublishingarticlesorbooks.Overall,
theintegrationoflawschoolsandthinktanksisanirreversibletrend,butithasbeenboth
difficultandslow.

5. Concluding reflections

Theaccountabovehighlightsa recurringthemeinChina’seffortstomoderniseitslegal
system:Howcanthestateoptimise its limitedresourcestoestablisha  functional legal
infrastructurethatkeepspacewithitsremarkableeconomicdevelopmenttrajectory?In
retrospect, China has met the challenge by leveraging the full potential of its state-
directedgovernancemodel.First,theestablishmentofa legalsystemwasintegratedinto
the clear goals of national development, guided by a  consistently implemented,
legislation-drivenblueprint.Second,asaneffectiveshortcut,thewholesaleadoptionof
foreignlawsandlegaltheorieshaslongbeenthedominantapproachtoestablishingthe
foundationalelementsofChina’slegalsystem.Third,legalresearchandeducationhave
been consciously shaped and tightly aligned with China’s national strategy for
legal reform.

Seen through this lens, China’s recently announced foreign-related rule of law
initiativeposesdauntingchallengesforlegaleducators.Formorethanfourdecades,legal
academiahavebeenencouragedtoviewforeignlawsfavourably,ratherthanuncovering
the defects of imported knowledge or understanding their practical implications in
differentsettings.Legislativeimperativeshavepromotedsuperficialandmyopicresearch,
focusingoninformationfromonlya fewcountriessuchastheU.S.andmajorEuropean
nations.LopsidedinterestsinforeignlawalsotendtokeepChinesescholarsdetached
fromdomesticpracticesandtheactualproblemstheChineseGovernmentfacesonthe
globalstage.Theseissues,combinedwithinertialthinking,havesofarmadeitdifficultfor
lawschoolstofulfiltheirnewlydesignatedroles.Despiteanincreaseintrainingprograms,
thequalityofinstructionhashardlyimproved.Researchoncutting-edgeissues,suchas
datalawandartificialintelligence,stillreliesheavilyoncomparativestudiesofU.S.and
EUtheories.Issue-focusedresearchplatformsmayfurtherdisjointlegaleducation.Sofar,
mostscholarshaverespondedcoldlytocallsforservingasthinktankexperts.

Ontheotherhand,changesarecrucialforChinaanditslegalcommunity.Asa world
power,Chinaisincreasinglyhandicappedbyaninabilitytohaveitsvoicefullyheardand
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understoodinternationally.Lawisa commonlanguagethatcantranscendcultures,but
Chinastillneedstoformulateitsownlegaltheoryasthebasisforinternationaldialogues
(Y.Chen,2023,p.174).Toenhanceitssoftpower,Chinamustreverseitsrelianceonthe
simplisticadoptionofforeignlaws,anapproachthathasoutliveditsrelevanceasa matter
of expediency.Thenew initiativewill broaden thehorizons forChinese scholarsby
demandingmoresophisticatedresearchonthetheoreticalfoundationsoflawandthe
inspirationalarticulationofChina’sownexperiencesinitsjourneytowardstheruleoflaw.
China’s legaleducationwillundoubtedlybenefit froma  trulyglobalperspectiveand
a  confident understanding of its indigenous roots. With the translation-oriented
low-hangingfruitsgone,newopportunitiesariseforambitiousscholarstomakemore
lastingcontributionsinacademicandeducationalendeavours.Additionally,withTrump’s
re-electionasPresidentoftheU.S.,Chinafindsitselfconfrontedwitha renewedtradewar
thatdemandsheightenedlegalexpertise.

Atthispivotaljuncture,legaleducationinChinaagainfacesformidablehurdles.It
remainstobeseenhowChinesepolicymakersandthelegalcommunitywillovercome
thesechallenges.Asthebasicthemeofresourcelimitationpersists,theoutcomewilllikely
dependonhoweffectively thegovernmentcanmobilise the energyof legal scholars
throughnewingenuity.15
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