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Abstract 
 
The national Unified Justice Examination is the gateway to the professions of judge, 
procurator and lawyer in the People’s Republic of China. The examination includes a 
component relating to professional ethics and conduct. This paper will first introduce 
the history and structure of the Unified Justice Examination. Then it will examine the 
place of professional ethics and conduct in the examination, and the sources covered in 
the questions. The presentation will include a discussion of the materials used by 
candidates in preparation for the examination, and recent sample questions. 
 
 
Introduction: work in progress 
 
Utopian communism dominated the first quarter century of the People’s Republic of 
China, and in this period only limited attention was paid to the construction of a legal 
system. The utopian vision collapsed in the rubble of the Great Proletarian Cultural 
Revolution, usually dated as 1966–1976. Since 1979, the Chinese Communist Party and 
the government of the People’s Republic of China have made many policy changes, 
modifying or even reversing the previous directions. Two of these changes are 
significant for this presentation. The first is the re-establishment and further 
development of a functioning legal system, including a variety of legal workers such as 
judges, procurators and lawyers. The second is the development of a new socialist ethic, 
implemented in a variety of spheres including professional ethics and responsibility. 
There are important limitations and fluctuations in the implementation of these two 
changes, but in general both party and government have been committed to the changes. 
Goals have been set, such as the perfection of the legal system by 2010, but both 
changes are in fact far from complete, and both the development of a legal system and a 
socialist ethic must be regarded as ‘work in progress’. 
 
One aspect of the re-establishment of a functioning legal system has been the 
introduction of qualification examinations as a gateway to the legal professions. One 
aspect of the development of socialist ethics has been the development of legal ethics as 
a discipline, with codes of ethics and systems for dissemination and implementation of 
those ethics. These two aspects intersect at the point of the inclusion of questions of 
legal ethics in the Unified Justice Examination. 
 
This paper, which is part of a wider study of professional ethics and responsibility of 
China’s lawyers, is intended to introduce those developments at the point of intersection. 
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The Unified Justice Examination 
 
In 1986, as part of the re-establishment of the legal professions, China established an 
examination for the professional qualification of lawyers. This examination was first 
held every two years, and then annually.1 The examination became very popular, and 
became one of the largest examinations in China, and possibly the largest legal 
examination in the world. The current Lawyers Law 1996 provides in article 6: 
 

Anyone who wants to obtain the qualification of lawyers shall pass the 
uniform national judicial examination. Anyone who has completed four-
year courses of law in institutions of higher education, or has completed 
four-year courses in other fields of learning in institutions of higher 
education and has professional knowledge of law may be qualified for a 
lawyer after passing the national judicial examination.  
 
Where there are really difficulties in applying the requirements for 
educational background prescribed in the preceding paragraph, the 
requirements may be lowered, within a certain period of time, to be two- 
or three-year courses of law in institutions of higher education upon 
examination and approval by the administrative department of justice 
under the State Council.2  
 

By 1995 the examination included questions on professional ethics.3  
 
In 2001, the examination was merged with the separate professional examinations for 
judges and procurators as the Unified Justice Examination4 (sifa kaoshi 司法考试).5 
The 2001 examination was held over until early 2002 to allow for the transition. 
 
In March 2002, the number of entrants was around 340,000.6 Of these, over 24,800 
passed: a pass rate of about 7 per cent. 
 
In 2003, the number of candidates was reduced because the entry requirement for the 
examination was raised to bachelor degree level. Entrance to the examination is now 
generally restricted to candidates holding a bachelor degree (学士 xueshi) in law, but 
this requirement is relaxed for specified areas where it is difficult to graduate at 
bachelor level. In these specified areas, candidates with only a sub-degree qualification 
in law (大专 dazhuan) can continue to enter for the examination. 
 
The 2003 examination was held in October of 2003, and attracted about 190,000 
applicants. Of these, about 19,000 passed.7 Altogether 550,000 entrants sat for the 2002 
and 2003 unified examinations conducted by the Ministry of Justice for entry to the 
professions of judges, procurators and lawyers, and about 44,000 of these passed. The 
examination was held over two days, and the papers cover a variety of subjects. The 
total possible score was 400 points, and a candidate must reach 360 points to qualify. 
The qualifying score was set at 335 points in the western regions of China.8  
 
The 2004 Unified Justice Examination was held in September 2004. Statistics for the 
outcome became available in December of that year.9 Of the total possible score of 600 
points, only 8 points were allocated to legal ethics, less than in the previous year.10  
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More than 195,000 students registered for the 2004 examination, and over 179,000 sat 
for the examination. This was an increase of about 10,000 over the previous year. 
Candidates from areas where the entrance qualifications were relaxed were over 15,000, 
only 8.05% of the national total. Among these, over 1200 used minority languages to 
write the examination. 11  There were 460 entrants from Hong Kong and 62 from 
Macau.12  
 
Of the candidates, those across the country attaining 360 points were 20,000, 
constituting 11.22% of those who sat the examination. Over 19,700 of these had 
bachelor degrees, and most of the remainder held qualifications above bachelor degree. 
Thus it seems that very few of the candidates entering on relaxed criteria, with sub-
degree qualifications, passed. Over 3,500 of the candidates came from the court organs, 
17.3% of the total; and over 2,100 came from the procuracy organs, 10.73% of the total. 
 
Since 1986, first the Lawyers Qualification Examination, and now the Unified Justice 
Examination, have seen gradually rising standards both for the entry of candidates and 
in marking the examination. But the number of candidates has also risen as a 
remarkable witness to China’s re-establishment of its legal professions. The 
examination is very important, and one writer has suggested that the examination now 
shapes law teaching.13 The examination also has its critics, and some commentators 
claim that it advantages students who are accustomed to the study drills over working 
justice personnel such as police, procurators and judges, who have difficulty passing the 
examination.14  
 
As might be expected, there are many preparatory courses to prepare candidates for the 
examination. These may be offered by well-known universities or by independent 
institutions. The charges can be higher than for a year of study at university.15 Along 
with the costs of law studies, these costs may eliminate poorer students, especially those 
from the rural areas or from the poorer provinces. 
 
A related problem is that, although some concession is made for areas with limited 
educational opportunities, relatively few candidates from the poorer western provinces 
pass the examination. The small percentage of candidates who pass the examination are 
mostly in the coastal and middle provinces, and in the cities or larger towns. This leaves 
the provision of legal advice and services in more remote areas in the hands of 
unqualified or less qualified legal advisers, who are not subject to the same professional 
standards as lawyers.  
 
 
The ethics and professional conduct component of the Unified Justice Examination 
 
For candidates who have not previously studied legal ethics and professional conduct, 
the Unified Justice Examination will provide their first encounter with the subject. 
 
The examination is divided into four papers, one on each morning and afternoon of two 
days. At present, the topic of ethics is included in general in the jurisprudence section, 
but there are also specific sections on professional ethics in the fourth paper. The large 
number of candidates attracts publications to assist candidates in their preparation. An 
examination of the one of the publications16 suggests that candidates are expected to 
have an overall knowledge of ethics, and then a detailed knowledge of regulation of 
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each of the three legal professions covered by the examination. The general knowledge 
touches on the history of ethics (Chinese and western), and the place of professional 
ethics. These legal ethics are grounded in socialism, are legal in character and are 
specialist. The candidate is expected to balance rule by law and rule by ethics.  
 
Of the professions of judges, lawyers and procurators, we can take lawyers as the 
example. The particular section on lawyers’ professional ethics draws on the Lawyers 
Law, the Measures relating to Administrative Penalties for Lawyers 《律师违法行为处

罚法》, and the Standards on Lawyers Professional Ethics and Practice 《律师职业道

德和执业纪律规范》 , and other stipulations by government and the lawyers’ 
associations. The candidate should be familiar with criminal law specifically applicable 
to lawyers, and the criminal penalties, civil responsibility and administrative penalties 
for various actions. These last relate to professional issues such as acting for both 
parties in a case, relations with parties, relations with judges and procurators during 
their term of service and after, failure to carry out professional responsibilities, and 
relations with the law firms in which the lawyer works as a partner or an employee. 
 
The very large number of candidates for the Unified Judicial Examination makes 
administration of the examination difficult. The questions in the first three papers are of 
the single choice or multiple choice types. In the single choice, the candidate is given a 
question and must choose one answer from four possibilities (A, B, C or D). In the 
multiple choice, the candidate can choose more than one answer from four possibilities. 
In the fourth paper, there are short questions and essay questions. The questions in the 
area of legal ethics and responsibility have all been of the single choice or multiple 
choice types.  
 
The overall point score in the paper was orginally 400 points, but since 2004 has been 
increased to 600 points. In the lawyers’ examination from 1997 to 2000, the value of the 
questions was between 3 and 5 points.  
 
In 2002, questions relating to the following topics were included: 
 
1 point  Legal professional ethics and legal professional responsibility 
3 points  Judges’ professional ethics and responsibility 
3 points  Procurators’ professional ethics and responsibility 
3 points  Lawyers’ professional ethics and responsibility.17 
 
At the 2003 examination, the value of the questions in this section was again 10 points. 
One commentary suggested that the questions in the area of legal ethics and 
responsibility were very simple, and that it was easy to get the marks.18 After the 2004 
examinations, the same commentator suggested that the questions in the area of legal 
ethics and responsibility were again simple, mostly about the new regulations, and that 
it was easy to get the marks.19 The questions included the new regulations on the 
relationship between judges and lawyers, which had been drafted after some well-
publicised cases of corruption.20  
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Examples of questions 
 
The following questions are taken from the 2003 and 2004 question papers for the 
National Judicial Examination21:  
 
Question 1 (2004): 
In the following examples concerning lawyers’ professional conduct standards, indicate 
in each case which item is correct. 
 

A. Relying on the situation during the progress of a case, a lawyer can, while the 
case is still proceeding, give the client an undertaking as to what the result in the 
case will be. 
 
B. When a lawyer is conducting a criminal defence according to law, and in the 
course of representation puts forward an analytical opinion which is not successful, 
it can certainly be concluded that the lawyer’s opinion is a sham undertaking. 
 
C. A lawyer receives instructions that time is of the essence, and the client clearly 
stipulates two aspects of the limits of authority: the procedural method and the 
substantive method. If the limits of authority are not clear, the lawyer may treat 
the instructions as giving unlimited authority. 
 
D. A lawyer can openly publish information when the client has approved this 
publication by giving approval. 

 
(answer: D) 
 
Question 2 (2004): 
In the following examples which conditions violate the regulations concerning the 
mutual relations of judges and lawyers? 
 

A. Lawyer Chen in a case addresses the directing judge as his university fellow 
student. 
 
B. Judge Wang invites the defendant to go to seek advice from Lawyer Tian. 
 
C. A certain law firm invites Judge Yang take part in celebrations on moving 
offices. 
 
D. A certain law firm invites all the personnel of the trial chamber in a certain 
court to go out on a tour. 

 
(answer: A, B, D) 
 
Question 3 (2004): 
In the following examples, which conduct violates the lawyers’ professional conduct 
standards? 
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A. Lawyer Jia of his own initiative offers an opinion to a party to a case, 
demonstrating that the case has been decided incorrectly, and offers support to 
appeal the decision. 
 
B. Lawyer Pan writes a letter to the presidents of a number of courts and trial 
chambers, offering an introduction fee if they recommend cases to him. 
 
C. Lawyer Liu, with full knowledge that the evidence put forward by a party is 
false, still submits that evidence to the court. 
 
D. Lawyer Han has printed on his name card ‘former chamber president of the 
economic chamber of “X” court’. 

 
(answer: B, C, D) 
 
Question 4 (2003): 
According to China’s Lawyers Law and related laws and regulations, a lawyer in the 
course of practice must protect which of these secrets? 
 

A. Information about national security interests. 
 
B. A party’s commercial secrets. 
 
C. A party’s private matters 
 
D. The name list of all the members of a court. 

 
(answer: A, B, C) 
 
Question 5 (2003): 
When a judge is in charge of opening the process in a certain criminal case, the 
procurator and the defence lawyer have launched sharp arguments about the points at 
issue. The judge a number of times stops the lawyer from speaking. The lawyer objects 
to this, but the judge refuses the objection. At once, the lawyer withdraws from the 
court. As the lawyer is leaving the court, the procurator says to the lawyer: ‘You be 
careful!’ After this, the lawyer feels anxious about the possibility of reprisals, and 
suggests to the defendant that the defendant ought to terminate the representation 
relationship.  
 
In the example above, which conduct ought not be done by persons practicing the law? 
 

A. The conduct of the judge in many times stopping the lawyer from speaking. 
 
B. The conduct of the lawyer in leaving the court. 
 
C. The procurator’s speaking thus to the lawyer. 
 
D. The conduct of the lawyer in suggesting to the party that the representation 
relationship be terminated. 
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(answer: A, B, C, D) 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
As the gateway for entrance to the professions of lawyer, judge, and procurator in China, 
the Unified Justice Examination provides a certain encounter with questions of ethics 
and professional responsibility. In a positive way, the topic is firmly linked to entry to 
the professions. Moreover, by unifying the examination, the government has signalled 
that the ethics and professional responsibility of lawyers, procurators and judges are on 
the same footing. But the impact of the examination is limited by two factors: first, the 
examination relies on memorisation largely tested by single or multiple choice questions, 
and second, the allocation of points to ethical and professional questions is very small.  
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