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Professor Jinyan Li

Jinyan Li was born in 1963 to a farming family in a small Xiangyang
People’s Commune in the town of Zhuoxian, Hebei Province, China. A
woman of tremendous character and determination, she took advantage of
an opportunity to study in Canada. Overcoming extreme difficulties, Jinyan
Li became a leading legal scholar teaching at the Osgoode Hall Law School of
York University. Her success was in no way accidental, nor was it by luck; it

was purely due to tremendous hard work.

Professor Li was interviewed at her spacious and quiet home
north of Toronto. She is a modest but confident scholar, well-known in
the Canadian legal community, but aside from some immigrants from
Mainland China, there are few in the public who know her. She has
never thought much about fame, but after much urging from another
Chinese Canadian Legend Award recipient that she should share her
inspiring story of struggle and success with the younger generation
of Chinese-Canadians, she finally accepted the nomination for the

Chinese Canadian Legend Award this year.

According to an article written by one of her schoolmates: ‘A
javelin aiming for the stars’, Jinyan Li not only excelled in academics,
but she was also very talented in sports. In high school she was chosen
to be on the sports team. She had also set new school records in
discus and javelin throwing events at the Beijing Institute of Foreign
Trade (now known as the University of International Business and

Economics).

'The educational environment in Chinese rural villages in the 60s
was very poor, English and mathematics teachers and supplies being
always in short supply. Three different grades of students were taught
in the same classroom in her village because of a lack of teachers. Even

in senior high, Li’s knowledge of English was minimal, and it was a
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miracle that her English improved so much later in life. According to
this article, Li met a mentor by chance. At that time her high school
was next to a pigsty. The old gentleman looking after the pigs in this
pigsty was uncommonly well-spoken, with an elegant and gracious
manner. Li helped him feed the pigs. The old gentleman saw that this
young girl was kind and smart. After some exchanges, Li learned that
this older man was a graduate of Yale University, and had fallen into
hard times during the Cultural Revolution, when he was labeled as

a reactionary academic. He was sent to her village to be ‘reeducated’
through manual labour. The old gentleman and the young girl became
very good friends. She helped him feed the pigs, and the man taught
her English. As a result, in the 1980 National College Entrance Exam,
Li had the highest English test score in Hebei Province. She had

learned tremendously from the old man’s teaching.

After graduating from high school, Li’s high English marks
allowed her to enter the Beijing Institute of Foreign Trade, (later called
the University of International Business and Economics). In 1984 she
graduated from the university with a Bachelor’s degree in Economics,
and entered a Masters of Laws program. In her second year, she was
awarded a scholarship from the Canadian International Development
Agency (CIDA) to study at Queen’s University, Canada. From 1985
to 1991, in six years, she obtained three law degrees: a Master of Laws
(LL.M) degree from Queen’s, a Juris Doctorate (JD) degree from
the University of Toronto and a Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) degree
from York University. Normally, it would require at least 10 years to
earn these three law degrees. During this period, she studied a large
quantity of legal documents, overcoming many obstacles in both her
studies and thesis work. Throughout her studies, she was also working
as a legal consultant with the law firm of Baker & McKenzie (Barristers
& Solicitors) in Toronto. Due to her professional and academic
achievements, she was licensed as a lawyer without any internship or

examination. For the years from 1987 to 1991, every day of her week
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was solidly filled. Running between the two universities and the law
firm, Jinyan was either attending class or working. On the weekend
she would be gathering materials for her PhD thesis. After classes
and work, she would be either exercising or studying. This went on for
a number of years. If she was not as strong or healthy as she was, she

would not have been able to survive such a hectic and rigorous schedule.

In 1991, the 28-year-old Jinyan Li joined the law faculty at the
University of Western Ontario. At that time she had already been
working as a legal consultant and proven that she could be a successful
lawyer. However, she did not think that making money was the most
important thing. Wanting to challenge herself, she decided to give up
a potentially lucrative career as a lawyer to take on the job of teaching
at a law school, which would be a challenging task for anyone whose
mother tongue was not English. At that time all the professors at the
Faculty of Law at the University of Western Ontario were white, and
she was the only Canadian of Chinese descent. Through her hard work,
she proved that she could do the job successfully. In 1996 she was

promoted to be Associate Professor with tenure.

In 1999, Jinyan Li joined the faculty of the Osgoode Hall Law
School of York University. During the past few years, the then Dean of
Osgoode Hall, Patrick Monahan, tried to persuade her to take on the
post of Associate Dean, but Li turned him down. In 2009, Monahan
was promoted to become the Vice-President and Provost of York
University. Monahan recommended Li to be the interim dean of the
Law School, and Li reluctantly took on the post of interim dean for one
year. At that time Osgoode Hall was facing quite a challenge because a
$50 million building renovation project was about to be launched. The
interim dean must not only manage the “routine” decanal matters, but
also the building projects. Research projects and teaching programs as
well staff and students’ issues needed to be managed while the entire

law school was in temporary locations scattered on York Campus. Li
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and her team overcame many difficulties, and received tremendous
recognition by her colleagues and York University leadership. By not
having a private agenda or any self interest, she gained the utmost
respect from her Osgoode Hall peers. On this, Li says, ‘As the Dean
of Osgoode Hall, I have to consider the overall good, and not to think
about myself. If T help each colleague do his or her job well, then the
whole school will do well.” Li only stepped down from her Interim

Dean position this past June.

At Osgoode Hall, Jinyan Li is the Chair of the Faculty
recruitment committee and was Chair of the Equality committee
before. She is also a former Chair of the Law School's Upper-Year
Curriculum Reform Working Group. While Osgoode Hall was
established in 1889, York University was established later in 1965,
and the two were merged in 1967. Now the Law school has become
the most renowned in Canada, but its hundred-year-old curriculum
suffered from century-old thinking, despite constant innovations.
The Li-led Curriculum Reform Working Group was responsible for
revamping the curriculum to meet the needs of legal education in a
changing world. In 2004, Li won the teaching excellence award at
Osgoode Hall. In 2006, Li was made a full professor. Li has set an
example of how, through hard work and perseverance, immigrants can

break down any barrier to succeed.

Li met her husband, Chen Li, in Canada. He was from Nanjing,
China, also an athlete. He is a mechanical engineer, and they have
a lovely daughter. Although Professor Li’s academic and career
achievements are stellar, she still insists that she needs to explore new
territories, and continues to write books and thesis. Her areas of
expertise are in taxation law and policy, social security law, pension law,
and Chinese law. She was a visiting scholar at Harvard Law School,
and a legal consultant to the International Monetary Fund (IMF),

the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development
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(OECD), Canadian governments, and a number of law firms. Since
1992, she has participated in China’s tax reforms and development.
When she was asked how much of her advice was used by the Chinese
authorities, Li humbly replied that China had its own taxation and
economic development models, and she could only provide opinions for
their reference. Li says that China used to run a centralized planned
economy, with everything owned by the government, and there was

no taxation. After the 1979 market reforms, they slowly converted to
a market economy, allowing foreign investments and private property
ownership, and implementing a taxation system. But in this evolving
process, China did not give up a centralized planned economy totally.
Many industries such as steel, energy and transportation, are still in

a transition stage. They are moving step by step and adjusting as they
go. During the early years of market reforms, Li was invited to train
Chinese tax officials, many of them now occupying high ranks in

the administration. Later some of these officials told her that her

teachings were very useful to them.

On China’s constitutional and human right reforms, she says
bluntly that there are huge differences between the east and the
west. The main differentiation is that the judiciary in China is not
independent and reports to the National People’s Congress, whereas
in western countries, although the government appoints the judges,
the judiciary is fully independent, and not influenced by politics or
government bureaucrats. On human rights, although many people
feel it is a universal value without national boundaries, Li points out
that the application of human rights is dependent on each country’s
conditions. The implementation of human rights principles in western
countries may not be suitable for China. Li, with both eastern and
western backgrounds, feels that is a huge social and political issue. The
East and the West have different perceptions based on their different
backgrounds, cultures and traditions. To force the same standard

on both sides is not practical. She also says in the past twenty years,
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China has made some obvious improvements in human rights and in
the transparency of its legal system. She hopes China can continue to
increase the transparency in both human rights and in law enforcement,
and that it will allow more freedom of media to function as a
government watchdog. If government accountability increases because
of this transparency, the people can still exert some influence on the
government and may even prevent the government from abusing its
power, even in a single-party system where there is no opposition to the

ruling communist party.

Earlier this year, she accepted an invitation by the Chinese
Professionals Association of Canada to give a speech on her experience.
She reminds the immigrants who have worked as professionals in
China before and want to stay in the profession in Canada to be
open-minded and be prepared to change and adapt to the Canadian
environment. Professional standards have boundaries; every country
has its own system. One cannot just drop into a new system, and feels
being discriminated if their expectations are not met immediately.
Professor Li says Canada has its own certification standards. If one
chooses to practise in a chosen profession, one has to adapt to the local
environment. One cannot expect Canada to adapt to one’s individual
circumstances. Otherwise a new immigrant may be carrying a heavy
burden on their shoulders every day, feeling that they are discriminated

everywhere.

These are indeed wise words from a woman who dedicates herself
to writing and to teaching the younger generation. Professor Jinyan Li
provides a role model, not only for the Chinese-Canadian community
but also for the entire legal and academic world, and demonstrates what

a Chinese-Canadian immigrant can achieve given the opportunity.
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