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WOMEN IN LAW AND JUSTICE 

Women in Law and Justice: Shaping Equity from the Bench 
to the Bar

In every democratic society, the rule of law stands as the 
cornerstone of justice, fairness, and order. Within this 
essential system, women in law and justice are not only 
interpreting and enforcing the law—they are reshaping its 
spirit to ensure inclusivity, human dignity, and progress. 
From courtrooms to corporate boardrooms, women are now 
among the most influential voices in the legal world.

Historical Evolution

For much of history, the legal profession was closed to 
women. It wasn’t until the late 19th and early 20th centuries 
that women began to enter law schools and bar associations
—often facing ridicule, resistance, and institutional 
barriers.  One of the earliest pioneers was Arabella 
Mansfield, who became the first female lawyer in the United 
States in 1869. In the UK, Helena Normanton was the first 
woman to practice as a barrister. In Asia, trailblazers like 
Cornelia Sorabji in India—who became the first female 
lawyer in the British Empire—began breaking ceilings even 
under colonial rule. Today, women make up a significant and 
growing proportion of judges, attorneys, law professors, legal 
scholars, and policymakers.

Why Women in Law and Justice Matter



• Diverse Interpretation of Law: Women bring different 
perspectives that enrich legal reasoning and 
interpretations, especially in cases involving gender, 
family, and minority rights.

• Improved Access to Justice: Female lawyers and 
judges often advocate for more equitable legal access 
for women, children, and marginalized communities.

• Reform-Driven Leadership: Women in the legal sector 
are leading key reforms on domestic violence, child 
custody, equal pay, sexual harassment, and more.

• Moral Authority and Trust: Female judges and legal 
professionals often score high in public trust, 
especially in matters requiring sensitivity and ethical 
judgment.

Prominent Female Figures in Law and Justice

Here are five women who have significantly impacted the 
legal world:

1. Ruth Bader Ginsburg (United States)

Associate Justice of the U.S. Supreme Court and a global 
feminist icon. She advanced civil liberties and gender 
equality throughout her career, becoming a powerful legal 
voice for justice.

2. Fatou Bensouda (Gambia)



Former Chief Prosecutor of the International Criminal Court 
(ICC). She led investigations into war crimes and crimes 
against humanity, including in Libya and Darfur.

3. Indira Jaising (India)

A senior advocate at the Supreme Court of India and a 
relentless champion for human rights, women's rights, and 
legal reform. She co-founded the Lawyers Collective, a 
human rights NGO.

4. Julia Sebutinde (Uganda)

Judge at the International Court of Justice (ICJ), she is the 
first African woman to sit on the court and has been 
influential in international law and transitional justice.

5. Brenda Hale (United Kingdom)

The first female President of the UK Supreme Court. Known 
for her clarity and courage in landmark decisions such as 
ruling the 2019 prorogation of Parliament unlawful.

Current Challenges

Despite progress, female legal professionals still face 
systemic barriers:

• Gender Bias in Courtrooms and Firms 
Many women are passed over for senior roles in law 
firms or are typecast into certain legal practice areas.



• Underrepresentation in Senior Judiciary 
While entry-level roles see gender parity in many 
countries, the top ranks remain male-dominated.

• Harassment and Discrimination  
Female lawyers and judges still report cases of 
harassment, unequal pay, and exclusion from informal 
legal networks.

• Work-Life Balance Issues 
The legal profession’s demanding hours and 
adversarial culture can disproportionately affect 
women, especially working mothers.

Global Trends and Progress

• Law School Enrollments: In many countries, women 
now comprise over 50% of law students.

• Gender-Focused Law Networks: Organizations like 
Women in Law International, the International 
Association of Women Judges (IAWJ), and UN 
Women Legal Aid are supporting global collaboration.

• Legal Reforms Led by Women: Women are 
increasingly authoring legislation, leading judicial 
reform commissions, and advising heads of state.

Conclusion: Toward Justice with Balance

Women in law and justice are more than professionals—they 
are reformers, rights defenders, and standard-bearers of 
truth. Their expanding role in the global legal system reflects 
not only a triumph over centuries of exclusion but also a 
vision for a more balanced, ethical, and humane justice 



system. Their rise isn’t just about representation. It’s about 
transforming how justice is perceived and practiced.

CHALENGES  
1. Underrepresentation in Leadership Roles

Despite increasing numbers of female law graduates, 
women are still underrepresented in senior positions such as 
Chief Justices, senior partners, or Supreme Court justices. 
Gender bias, opaque promotion systems, and “old boys’ 
clubs” often act as barriers.

2. Pay Disparity

Female legal professionals often earn less than their male 
counterparts, even with equivalent experience and 
performance. This gap is wider in private law firms and 
corporate legal departments.

3. Work-Life Balance

The legal profession is known for its demanding hours and 
high stress, which affects women disproportionately—
especially those balancing motherhood or caregiving 
responsibilities. Many are forced to leave the profession or 
shift to less competitive areas.

4. Harassment and Discrimination

Sexual harassment, gender-based microaggressions, and 
hostile work environments remain rampant in many legal 
institutions. In some countries, female lawyers face 
disrespect in courtrooms and discrimination by clients and 
colleagues alike.



5. Lack of Mentorship and Sponsorship

While mentorship is crucial for career advancement, many 
women in law struggle to find senior mentors, especially in 
male-dominated firms. The absence of role models can 
hinder professional development and confidence.

6. Stereotyping of Legal Competency

Women are often perceived as better suited for family, civil, 
or human rights law, while criminal, corporate, or 
constitutional law is seen as “male domains.” This restricts 
opportunities and recognition.

7. Unequal Opportunities in High-Profile Cases

Top litigation roles and headline cases are still often awarded 
to male lawyers or barristers, limiting exposure and 
recognition for women.

8. Cultural and Regional Constraints

In some countries, deeply entrenched patriarchal norms limit 
women’s ability to practice law or even study it. Female 
judges in conservative societies may face public criticism or 
legal limitations on their authority.

9. Tokenism



Even when women are included in leadership, they are 
sometimes used symbolically rather than being given real 
decision-making power, leading to disillusionment and 
ineffective influence.

10. Safety Concerns

In conflict zones or countries with weak rule of law, female 
lawyers and judges—especially those handling cases of 
domestic abuse, corruption, or human rights—face threats, 
violence, or assassination attempts.

WOMEN AS A JUDGE 

Women as Judges and Their Impact on Society 
Women in judiciary positions, especially as judges, represent 
a critical force for justice, fairness, and societal development. 
Despite facing numerous obstacles, women have continually 
risen to leadership roles in the legal field, transforming not 
just the courtroom but also influencing societal perceptions 
of just ice. This art ic le explores the chal lenges, 
achievements, and societal impacts of women as judges.

Challenges Faced by Women Judges

1. Underrepresentation in High Courts and the Supreme 
Court: 
Globally, women continue to be underrepresented in 
top judicial positions. Although the number of women 
entering law schools and working as junior lawyers 
has increased, their presence in the higher echelons 
of the judiciary—such as Supreme Court Justices or 
Chief Justices—remains relatively low. This imbalance 
in representation affects the broader legal system and 
judicial decision-making.



2. Gender Stereotyping and Bias: 
Women in judicial roles often face stereotypes about 
their capabilities. In societies that have traditionally 
been patriarchal, there is a tendency to undermine 
female judges, questioning their authority or decision-
making skills. Such biases create barriers to career 
progression and diminish respect for women in the 
legal profession.

3. Work-Life Balance and Family Expectations: 
The demands of a judic ial career can be 
overwhelming, especially for women who may also be 
expected to manage family responsibilities. The 
challenge of balancing work and personal life is often 
exacerbated by a lack of sufficient support structures 
within the legal field, making it difficult for women to 
maintain this balance.

4. Resistance to Female Leadership: 
Women judges, especially in conservative societies, 
may face overt or covert resistance from male 
colleagues or members of the public. Their leadership 
in cases, particularly those involving sensitive societal 
issues, can often be contested more harshly than that 
of their male counterparts.

Achievements of Women Judges

1. Breaking Legal Barriers: 
Women judges have been instrumental in breaking 
down longstanding gender biases in law. In several 
countries, women judges have taken a proactive 
stance in pushing for gender equality, such as 
advocating for women's rights, family law reforms, 
and gender-sensitive rulings. Their presence and 
influence encourage the legal system to evolve 
toward more equitable frameworks.



2. Transformative Decisions on Social Issues: 
Female judges have played a crucial role in shaping 
legal outcomes that support social change. For 
instance, they have ruled on cases involving child 
custody, domestic violence, reproductive rights, and 
discrimination, providing interpretations that benefit 
the underrepresented or marginalized.

3. Influence on Court Procedures: 
Women judges bring a unique perspective to the 
bench, often emphasizing empathy, fairness, and 
human rights in their rulings. Their approach helps to 
balance traditionally rigid judicial systems, and in 
many cases, they advocate for reforms in how the law 
is applied to ensure justice is served for all, 
particularly women and children.

4. Role Models for Future Generations: 
The success of women in the judiciary serves as an 
inspiring example for young women pursuing careers 
in law. These female judges break the glass ceiling for 
future generations, showing young women that they 
too can aspire to high judicial positions and make a 
significant impact on society.

Societal Impact of Women Judges

1. Promotion of Gender Equality: 
Female judges contribute to the ongoing struggle for 
gender equality in society by ensuring that gender 
biases are eliminated from the legal system. Through 
landmark decisions in favor of women’s rights, women 
judges have helped redefine cultural norms and legal 
interpretations surrounding women’s roles in society, 
from workplace rights to reproductive autonomy.



2. Restoration of Trust in Justice Systems: 
Women's presence in the judiciary adds to the 
credibility of legal institutions. Female judges often 
approach cases with an understanding of the 
challenges women face in society, providing fair and 
equitable rulings. This helps build public trust in the 
justice system, especially among women, who may 
have previously felt sidelined by male-dominated legal 
systems.

3. Advocacy for Social Justice: 
Women judges tend to be more vocal about the 
importance of social justice issues, advocating for 
marginalized groups, human rights, and socio-
economic equality. Their decisions reflect a broader, 
more inclusive understanding of justice that considers 
the broader implications of legal rulings on 
communities and individuals.

4. Creating Safe Legal Spaces for Women: 
As women continue to ascend in the judiciary, the law 
evolves to better accommodate issues such as sexual 
harassment, gender-based violence, and domestic 
abuse. Female judges are often more attuned to the 
legal, social, and emotional complexities these issues 
bring, which helps create a safer space for women 
seeking justice.

Examples of Successful Female Judges

1. Ruth Bader Ginsburg (U.S. Supreme Court): 
As one of the most celebrated figures in legal history, 
Ruth Bader Ginsburg advocated for gender equality 
throughout her career. Her rulings in favor of women's 
rights and her ability to build consensus made her an 
iconic figure in the U.S. judiciary.



2. Indira Jaising (India): 
Indira Jaising was one of India’s first female lawyers 
in the Supreme Court, and she has consistently 
fought for women's rights, especially in terms of legal 
protection against domestic violence and sexual 
harassment. She was also the first woman to be 
designated as a Senior Advocate in the Supreme 
Court of India.

3. Baroness Hale (UK): 
As the first woman to serve as President of the UK 
Supreme Court, Baroness Hale has been a trailblazer 
for women in the British judiciary. Her judgments have 
played an essential role in the advancement of human 
rights, equality, and the protection of vulnerable 
groups.

4. Sandra Day O'Connor (U.S. Supreme Court): 
The first female U.S. Supreme Court Justice, Sandra 
Day O'Connor, made significant contributions to 
American law, particularly in cases involving individual 
rights, abortion, and gender discrimination.

5. Fawzia Koofi (Afghanistan): 
An Afghan politician and former Deputy Speaker of 
the Afghan Parliament, Fawzia Koofi has worked 
tirelessly for women’s rights in Afghanistan, focusing 
on legal reforms and advocating for a more inclusive 
society where women can be part of political, social, 
and legal institutions.

Conclusion

Women in law, particularly as judges, play a fundamental 
role in shaping the legal landscape and ensuring that justice 
is fairly administered. Despite the challenges they face, 
women in judicial positions are making an undeniable impact 



on society. They not only inspire future generations but also 
help to foster a more equitable and just world. By continuing 
to break down barriers and push for systemic change, 
women judges are advancing societal progress, and their 
contributions are essential in the fight for justice and equality.
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