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The processes of detraditionalisation which have transformed UK society in recent years have also affected the solicitors’ profession.  They are visible in changes in solicitors’ public image, their dress and the profession’s demographic profile.  These changes have been embraced at the highest levels.  For instance the UK Ministry of Justice has argued that the legal profession must become, and be seen to be, ‘open to the most talented people in our society, regardless of social or educational background’ since ‘any sense, by any group within society, that its members are precluded from aspiring to careers in the law is likely to undermine respect for the legal system and to increase a sense of social exclusion.’  
In response, many solicitors’ firms, especially in the corporate sector, have made a rhetorical commitment to diversity and equality on both social justice and ‘business case’ grounds and some are also taking practical measures to democratize their staff intake. Yet research evidence suggests that neither these measures nor  the expansion and diversification of the profession’s supply base  have ended the practice of occupational closure.  Instead, in many ways recent years have seen an accentuation of the importance of the social position and cultural background of applicants, and the development of new occupational hierarchies.  
This paper will draw on a study of aspirant ‘non-traditional’ or ‘outsider’ trainee solicitors to discuss the issues provoked by the contradiction between the discourse of diversity and equality and the reality of occupational closure.  It will focus on the way in which the concept of merit is deployed to resolve the resulting crisis through its legitimation of the processes of exclusion.  It will be argued that the ostensible objectivity of merit  obscures the fact that its warrants derive from an educational system that remains permeated by archaic privilege and that the normative professional who embodies merit remains a gendered, classed and raced figure. As a result, without a deconstruction of the current conceptualisation of merit, the tension between the discourse of diversity and equality and the practice of closure cannot be resolved.

As a result, the barriers to rationalising and diversifying this  labour market are highly complex and encompass not only employers’ tendency to devalue the forms of capital possessed by ‘non-traditional’ aspiring solicitors, but also the difficulties such solicitors have in believing that they can convincingly inhabit and enact the professional role.   
Crudely, there are two dichotomous narratives and theoretical perspectives which seek to explain social change: on the one hand, those which depict a process of incremental social modernization, and on the other, those which represent change as a contradictory and uneven process.  The current tension in the UK between discourses of ‘widening participation’ and the processes of neo-liberal reform, can be framed  in  terms of these competing narratives.  

The solicitors’ profession in England and Wales is affected by and exemplifies these tensions.  Its pre-modern, paternalist ethos has transmuted into one which is explicitly commercial and grounded in economic rationality.  Many solicitors’ firms, especially in the corporate sector, have made a rhetorical commitment to diversity and equality on both social justice and ‘business case’ grounds and some are also taking practical measures to democratize their staff intake. Yet research evidence suggests that the expansion and diversification of the profession’s supply base has not ended the practice of occupational closure, but rather accentuated the importance of the social position and cultural background of applicants, and facilitated the development of new occupational hierarchies.  

Merit is one of the pivotal concepts in the discourse which legitimates this process.  The power of merit results from its ostensible objectivity which obscures the fact that its warrants derive from an educational system that remains permeated by archaic privilege and that the normative professional who embodies merit remains a gendered, classed and raced figure. As a result, the barriers to rationalising and diversifying this  labour market are highly complex and encompass not only employers’ tendency to devalue the forms of capital possessed by ‘non-traditional’ aspiring solicitors, but also the difficulties such solicitors have in believing that they can convincingly inhabit and enact the professional role.   This paper will draw on a study of aspirant ‘non-traditional’ or outsider trainee solicitors to discuss these issues
The processes of detraditionalisation which have transformed wider society have also affected the solicitors’ profession.  They are visible in changes in solicitors’ public image, their dress, the rhetoric of diversity and above all the profession’s demographic profile.  And the increasingly diverse nature of the law student body suggests that these processes will continue.  Yet other evidence indicates that despite these changes the profession, and especially the corporate sector, continues to practise social closure both by direct exclusion, through its control over training contracts, and through the processes of professional socialization trainee solicitors undergo. This talk will report on ongoing research into the processes of exclusion and enforced assimilation to ‘bleached professionalism’, to discuss these issues.

