
As lawyers in the fifth-largest American city, one with the 
24th-highest murder rate, we, too, face some risk each day 
of death by criminal violence, (See, e.g., “Celebrating the 
Life of Gerald Grandzol,” The Philadelphia Lawyer, Vol. 80, 
Winter 2018), but not at the hands of, and as targets of, our 
government.  Not yet, anyway.  

Governments have been taking legal and extra-legal action 
against lawyers seeking to help the weak and oppressed for 
over 500 years.  In the early 1500s, the Spanish monarchy 
prohibited lawyers from traveling to the Americas to prevent 
them from exposing and perhaps ameliorating abuses the 
Spanish authorities were then perpetrating on the native 
population.  

 “Cause Lawyers” is what they are often called.  From Egypt 
and Turkey, to Pakistan and China, a small number of brave 
members of the bar are literally risking their lives to protect 
the powerless from the brutality of their own governments, 

and to uphold the rule of law.  In Egypt, lawyer Ragia Orman 
faces down an authoritarian government which has zero 
tolerance for dissent.  A corporate lawyer, she defends activists 
as a volunteer, despite death threats and a well-orchestrated 
government smear campaign.  The 5-foot-tall legal dynamo has 
a local connection – she is a graduate of Bryn Mawr College.

In 2016, Pakistani militants, emboldened, if not supported, 
by their authoritarian government, killed prominent activist 
attorney, Bilal Kasi, president of the Baluchistan Bar 
Association, and then bombed a hospital gathering to mourn 
him, killing at least 74 more, mostly lawyers.    

At least one American lawyer is putting her life on the line 
in practice in Afghanistan.  Kimberly Chong Motley, the only 
foreign lawyer litigating in that war-torn, corrupt, dangerous 
nation, has been at the forefront of many key human rights 
cases.  She is the subject of an award-winning documentary, 
“Motley’s Law,” which aired recently on Al Jazeera America.  
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On Nov. 6, 2018, Philippine lawyer Benjamin Ramos was gunned down leaving his office for the 
night.  He was not a victim of random criminal violence.  He was assassinated – the 34th lawyer so 
killed in the last two years since President Rodrigo Duterte (ironically, a lawyer himself) took office.  

Ramos was one of the founders of the National Union of People, a pro-bono legal services organization for the 
indigent victims of Duterte’s police, soldiers and death squads purportedly fighting a “war on drugs.”

16   the philadelphia lawyer   Spring 2019



the philadelphia lawyer   Spring 2019 17

By sheer numbers and degree of malevolence, however, the 
Chinese government is by far the worst enemy of its nation’s 
lawyers.  Since 2015, a nationwide, systemic crackdown, 
known as “7-09 Crackdown,” on activist human-rights 
lawyers has resulted in the arrest, disappearance, jailing and/
or murder of hundreds of prominent, outspoken members of 
the bar.  Only the press, to the extent there is any other than 
their version of Fox News on steroids, is treated worse.  There 
is no independent judiciary.   The chief justice of the Supreme 
People’s Court of China, Zhou Qiang, himself has urged resolute 
resistance to “Western” notions of “constitutional democracy,” 
“separation of powers” and “judicial independence.”  Without 
saying so directly, the chief justice is rejecting the rule of law.  
Astounding.  And sad.  

Chinese President Xi Jinping, who presents like a benign 
Fortune 500 CEO smiling at meetings of international leaders, 
is a brutal tyrant who initiated and has led this campaign against 
lawyer activists who have the audacity to do what we take for 
granted – criticize their government and protect others who 
do likewise.  In 2016, lawyer Zhou Shifeng, in a show trial, 
was convicted of “spreading subversive thoughts.” (7-year 
prison term.)  Lawyers Yanmin and Li Heping, have suffered 
similarly.  Sadly, some crack.  Human rights lawyer Wang Yu 
broke down, “confessed” publicly and delivered an obviously 
scripted, scathing attack on her (our) profession.  

Activist lawyers Zie Yang and Li Chunfu have disclosed, 
in detail, their cruel torture and compelled confessions by 
the Chinese government.  Pu Zhi Quiang defended scores 
of political activists but was targeted, convicted of “picking 
quarrels and provoking trouble,” and had his law license 
revoked.  Wany Yu and Bao Longjun, husband and wife activist 
lawyers, were arrested in 2016 for “subversion of state power.”

At least 300 lawyers have been rounded up in this nationwide 
crackdown.  Many remain in “secret detention.”  Some have 
simply disappeared.  This, of course, pales in comparison to the 
Chinese government’s other crimes against humanity, such as 
its imprisonment of almost a million people in indoctrination 
camps.  But, do we care?  They fill the shelves of Walmart 
and Costco with so many items that we love, but do not need.  
China is our largest trading partner – selling to and buying 
from us more than Japan, Germany, South Korea and the 
United Kingdom combined.

Just in late December, the Tianjin Intermediate People’s 
Court held a secret, closed “trial” of human rights lawyer, 
Wang Quanzhang, who had disappeared into the Chinese 
Gulag 3-and-a-half years ago.  The United Nations Human 
Rights Council condemned this illegal detention, and a curious 
protest has arisen.  Families of imprisoned lawyers have been 
shaving their heads to protest the absence of law.  Apparently, 
the Chinese word for hair sounds like the word for law,  
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so, “No hair = No Law.” 
Shakespeare’s would-be revolutionary, Dick The Butcher 

(“Henry VI” (Pt. 2, Act 4, Scene 2)), advised, “First thing 
we do is, let’s kill all the lawyers.”  Most who have passing 
knowledge of this quote concur, thinking poorly of our 
profession.  But, they probably have not read or seen the play.  
Others, undoubtedly lawyers, who oddly enough may also have 
not read or seen the play, have concocted an interpretation that 
Shakespeare scholars find amusing, that is, that rebels wanted 
to eliminate lawyers not because the profession was viewed 
as sleazy and antithetical to a well-ordered society, but rather 
precisely the opposite, that it was feared lawyers would be at 
the forefront of a challenge to tyranny.  Shakespeare surely 
meant it in the first sense, but the second is proving truer in a 
world of growing authoritarianism.  

Our profession in this country has a long and distinguished 
history of speaking truth to power.  Talking the talk, but also, 
walking the walk. In 1776, 56 men rebelled in Philadelphia 
against their authoritarian government and “mutually pledged 
to each other their Lives, Fortunes and Sacred Honor;” 25 were 
lawyers – the original American “Cause Lawyers.”  Some lost 
their fortunes, some their lives, but none their sacred honor.  

Our profession has long been maligned, but never attacked 
in this way. So, what has our government or the organized bar 
said or done about this international travesty?  

Oddly, the American Bar Association has said little, and 

what it has not done is shameful.  In 2015, in an apparent 
effort to curry favor with the Chinese government, it refused 
to publish a book it had previously commissioned by activist 
Chinese lawyer, Teng Biao.  The ABA told Teng it feared that 
it might put the ABA Commissions working in China at risk.

The Philadelphia Bar Association has said nothing – yet.
We, too, have an authoritarian president who regularly 

attacks and attempts to discredit individual lawyers and judges, 
as well as legal institutions like the F.B.I., the Department 
of Justice and the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals.  Like Xi, 
Duterte and others, he has advocated jailing his political 
foes and unfriendly press, while turning a blind eye to the 
assassination of political enemies by other such leaders.  As 
our profession and an independent judiciary may be the last 
bastion to protect our Republic, it is not hard to imagine that he 
may all too soon adopt the more severe tactics toward us that 
others of his ilk have. 

“It can’t happen here,” you say?  Don’t bet on it.  As the bar 
and courts may be the only institution that can stop a lawless, 
race-baiting, violence-inciting president and a complicit 
Senate, it is not just a matter of time.  It is time.  Time to speak 
up.  Or shave your head.

M. Kelly Tillery (tilleryk@pepperlaw.com) is a partner in the 
Intellectual Property Department at Pepper Hamilton LLP and a 
member of the Editorial Board of The Philadelphia Lawyer.

Courageous legal academics are not immune from this 
tyranny.  Chinese law professor Xu Zhangrun of Beijing’s 

Tsinghua University Law School was just suspended, 
ordered to stop teaching and writing and questioned by 
police after he published a series of withering essays 
warning of increased repression under President Xi Jinping 
almost on the eve of June 4, the 30th anniversary of the 
travesty of Tiananmen Square.
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