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D issonance and  D istru st is a goldmine 
of anecdotes about women in the legal 
profession. The word ‘anecdote’ may 
sound derogatory but it is not intended 
to be. The technocentric, pseudo-scien
tific masculine discourse o f law, that 
Margaret Thornton critiques so well, 
would have us believe that anecdotes or 
brief stories are a lesser form o f knowl
edge. They are subjective, specific and 
in this book, feminine, as opposed to 
real knowledge which is objective, non
specific and masculine.

Once we dismiss this false hierarchy 
o f knowledge we can appreciate the 
enormous value o f Margaret Thornton’s 
documentation of women’s experiences 
in the Australian legal profession. 
Thornton’s central thesis is that while 
women have been let into the legal pro
fession in ever increasing numbers, le
g a l k n o w le d g e  has rem a in ed  
unchanged. ‘Add women and m ix’ is 
not an adequate recipe to alter the mas- 
culinist institution o f law and its attach
m ent to the W estern  in te llec tu a l  
tradition ‘in which the feminine has tra
ditionally been debased’.

Thornton begins her book with an 
account o f the early attempts by women 
to enter the profession and the resis
tance that they encountered. She then 
focuses on the contemporary profession 
examining various sites o f legal knowl
edge. She argues that law schools oper
ate as education for corporatisation 
with their focus on technocratic or 
‘hard’ law and their denigration o f ‘soft’ 
or non-com m ercial, non-m asculine  
law. She draws on the experience of 
women students who to greater or lesser 
degrees experienced law school as a 
sexist, racist and/or classist assault on 
their psyches. She documents the all too 
familiar figure o f the confident, private 
school boy for whom legal education is 
an hereditary privilege.

Thornton then examines law schools 
from the other side —  the perspective 
of women academics. As an academic 
this chapter is fascinating, though  
somewhat disturbing when you recog
nise yourself in one o f the categories of 
women she defines. Thornton argues 
the relatively undisputable point that 
while women have been employed in 
law schools, they are still not accepted 
as ‘legal knowers’ in the way that their

male colleagues are. They are predomi
nantly employed in junior positions, 
teaching large compulsory courses that 
leave them little time for their own re
search. When they do have time to re
search, their work, particularly if  
feminist, may be trivialised and dis
missed by their colleagues because it is 
different from the benchmark male 
scholar’s.

The exception to this general rule is 
the Queen Bee, the token woman who 
has made it in a man’s world and has 
been co-opted by the organisation to 
up-hold its masculinist values. She is 
the ‘I made it, what are you complain
ing about?’ woman. It has to be said that 
Thornton displays real courage in her 
description o f academia. The political is 
o f course personal, so that while her 
comments about the Queen Bee make a 
general political point, they must also 
relate to individual women that Thorn
ton knows and possibly works with.

In the final half o f the book, Thorn
ton examines women’s experiences as 
judges, barristers, solicitors and public 
servants. Anecdotes from practising 
lawyers illustrate the exploitation of 
women in all kinds of legal practices, 
large, small, corporate and community. 
Women practitioners are expected to be 
docile and accepting of the benchmark 
male. Any attempts to step outside this 
role are not tolerated.

For women who have spent any time 
in the legal profession, none o f the an
ecdotes are surprising. We have heard it 
or experienced it all before. But that is 
the value o f this book. It actually docu
ments all those things that, God forbid, 
we may have begun to take for granted. 
It records all those insidious acts of 
discrimination that we know most male 
lawyers are oblivious to and would dis
miss as paranoia were they brought to 
their attention. Perhaps the best exam
ple o f this is Thornton’s discussion of 
the role o f sport in cementing homoso
cial bonds in law firms. Most men sim
ply would not accept that their rugby 
fraternity adversely affects the careers 
of their female colleagues. The exist
ence o f this book will not change this, 
but at least it represents an authority we 
can refer to when trapped in a dinner 
party argument with a successful male

solicitor with the IQ and imagination o f  
a rock.

Overall, D issonance an d  D istru st is 
a satisfying read. Thornton’s argument 
is well-structured and thoroughly docu
mented. It could be said that the book 
lacks subtlety but that is probably inevi
table given the subject matter. Discrimi
n ation  in the leg a l p ro fess io n  is  
anything but subtle —  it is obvious, 
all-pervasive and shows few signs of  
changing.

The anecdotes from women make 
for a distressing, anger-provoking but 
sometimes highly amusing read. One 
that could not fail to raise a smile from 
women in the profession stuck in my 
mind:

I think there were only about three 
women [at the Bar] and I felt uncomfort
able in social situations because it was all 
men and you know how men stand in 
groups with their hands in their pockets 
and they flex their buttocks and they rock 
backwards and forwards. They’re so big 
and it’s very difficult to muscle your way 
into the group. I think that’s just men, or 
maybe male lawyers are an extreme ex
ample of how men behave anyway.

So, beware men o f the profession, 
you may be trying to keep us out, but 
remember, we are laughing at your but
tocks.
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BITS continued

This book is written for a broad audi
ence —  it hopes to meet the needs of 
lawyers, professional advisers and 
those individuals actually running the 
associations and clubs. Overall, it suc
ceeds in this difficult task. The lan
guage and format are simple, but the 
content is sufficiently detailed to re
solve relatively complex legal issues.

The chapters cover general informa
tion on the implications application to 
both forms of association. Each head of 
discussion has a helpful in-depth analy
sis o f statutes and case law relating to 
the relevant area.

One of the best features o f this book is 
that it deals with relevant laws in all 
States and Territories in Australia, and 
New Zealand. Anyone trying to deal 
with associations interestate will find 
the comparative table o f statutes a help
ful companion. SL
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