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“Do you contemplate practising?” 
Miss Evans was asked.

“There are great difficulties in the 
way”, was the reply. “I have tried 
to get admittance to practice in 
some form. The Chief Justice, 
when I wanted to be admitted … 
pointed out that women were not 
admitted in London and so could 
not be here. I didn’t like that, for I 
don’t think we should slavishly 
follow London.”

Evening News (Sydney)
22 April 1902
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Early Dates and Milestones

1902 Ada Evans – first woman to graduate with LLB

1903 Vic passes Women’s Disabilities Removal Act

1904 Tas passes Legal Practitioners Act 

WA Supreme Court refuses to admit Edith Haynes

1905 Qld passes Legal Practitioners Act

Flos Greig – first Australian woman to practise law

1911 SA passes Female Law Practitioners Act 

1918 NSW passes Women’s Legal Status Act

1923 WA passes Women’s Legal Status Act

1924 Sibyl Morrison – first female barrister in NSW

Marie Byles – first female solicitor in NSW

1925 Mary Kitson and Dorothy Somerville establish first Australian female 
legal partnership 

1927 Christian Jollie Smith – first woman to establish a legal practice in NSW
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Sydney Morning Herald
29 August 1941

Sunday Herald
11 November 1951
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Women in Legal Representative Institutions
1925 Marie Byles – first woman to attend Incorporated Law Institute (ILI) AGM

1941 First informal meetings of association of women lawyers in NSW

1951 Margaret Degotardi – first woman to put herself forward for election to ILI 
Council

1952 First meeting of formally constituted NSW Women Lawyers Association (WLA)
Elizabeth Evatt – first student member of WLA

1960 ILI is re-branded as NSW Law Society

1972 Ann Plotke – first woman elected to Law Society Council

1976 First time minutes of Law Society’s AGM became gender neutral

1979 Mahla Pearlman – first woman appointed to solicitors’ admission board

1981 Mahla Pearlman – first female President of Law Society

1983 Robyn Druitt – first woman to head up NSW Young Lawyers

1984 Daphne Kok – first Australian woman elected President of International 
Federation of Woman Lawyers

1989 Mahla Pearlman – first President of Law Council of Australia

1997 Australian Women Lawyers founded as peak representative body

1999 Ruth McColl – first female President of NSW Bar Association
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Female Presidents of NSW Bar Association

• Ruth McColl (Nov 1999 – Nov 2001)
• Anna Katzmann (Nov 2007 – Nov 2009)
• Jane Needham (May 2014 – Nov 2015)

Female Presidents of NSW 
Law Society
(Clockwise from top left)

• Mahla Pearlman (1982)
• Margaret Hole (1999)
• Kim Cull (2002)
• June McPhie (2006)
• Mary Macken (2010)
• Ros Everett (2014)
• Pauline Wright (2016)
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Presidents of the NSW Bar Association

14



Elizabeth Evatt AO
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Elizabeth Evatt (1933 – )
1955 First woman to win university medal in law at Sydney University 

Admitted as a barrister in NSW

1956 Awarded LLM from Harvard University 
Admitted to the bar at Inner Temple in London

1968 –73 Worked at England and Wales Law Commission

1973 Appointed Deputy President of Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Commission 

1974 – 77 Chaired Royal Commission on Human Relationships

1976 Appointed inaugural Chief Judge of Family Court

1984 Appointed as member of United Nations Committee on Elimination of Discrimination 
Against Women (Chair of Committee from 1989–1991)

1988 Appointed President of Australian Law Reform Commission
Appointed Chancellor of University of Newcastle

1992 First Australian to be elected as member of United Nations Human Rights Committee

1995 Appointed part-time Commissioner of Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission

1998 – Served two consecutive 5 year terms as Judge of World Bank Administrative Tribunal
2007

2003 Elected as Commissioner of International Commission of Jurists

2006 Blue Mountains Community Legal Centre renamed Elizabeth Evatt Community Legal Centre
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Equality Before the Law (1994): Key Recommendations

Part I: Justice for women Part II: Women’s equality

Strengthen the Sex Discrimination Act Enact an Equality Act that enshrines equality in law and

consider its impact on government and courts

Improve Legal Aid processes Establish a presumption of standing in public interest 

litigation and a women’s equality advocacy fund

Commonwealth funding for an additional women’s legal 

service in each State/Territory

Improve legal education in schools, practical legal 

training courses and continuing legal education

Funds to expand existing court support schemes and 

establish new schemes

Professional associations to proactively support women 

through promotion of opportunities, development of 

policies and proper handling of complaints

Improve court facilities and processes to facilitate 

access to justice

Establish an advisory commission to advise Attorney-

General on suitable candidates for judicial office and 

publication of selection criteria

Extend additional support to victims of domestic 

violence who are sponsored by Australian citizens

Endorse national legislation that allows compensation 

claims for loss of capacity to perform unpaid housework  

and recognise economic role of rural women

Establish guidelines and conduct further research into 

the situation of refugee women who are victims of 

violence

Amend the Code of Banking Practice to address the 

prevalence of sexually transmitted debt

Focus on women’s perspectives in the development of 

the Uniform Criminal Code and establish a Violence 

Against Women Unit in the federal Attorney-General’s 

Department

Extend support to women in remote communities, 

particularly Norfolk Island
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Justice Mary Gaudron:

“I knew, before the meeting, that for a woman to succeed, 

she had to be better than her male counterpart. I knew, after 

the meeting, that that was as simple as learning to touch 

type – hardly an insuperable task. And I knew, too, that the 

women who offered us that advice were speaking from their 

own experience: the hurdles they had to jump had been much 

higher than those we were ever likely to confront.” 

(Speech delivered at the Launch of Australian Women Lawyers, 19 September 1997)
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Sydney Morning Herald
26 July 1973 20



A Snapshot of Women in the Judiciary

1965 Dame Roma Mitchell – first female judge in Australia, appointed to the SA Supreme Court

1970 Margaret Sleeman – first female Local Court Magistrate in NSW and Australia, and 
the first woman to sit on NSW Coroners’ Court

1975 Elizabeth Evatt – inaugural Chief Justice of Family Court of Australia

1980 Jane Mathews – first female Judge in NSW

1986 Pat O’Shane – first Indigenous Australian to be appointed as a Magistrate

1987 Jane Mathews – first woman appointed to NSW Supreme Court

Mary Gaudron – first woman appointed to High Court 

1992 Mahla Pearlman – first woman to head up a NSW Court, as Chief Judge of Land and 
Environment Court

1996 Margaret Beazley – first woman to sit as Judge of Appeal on NSW Court of Appeal

1999 Margaret Beazley, Ruth McColl and Carolyn Simpson comprise first all-female bench in 
NSW Court of Criminal Appeal – first all-female bench in common law world

2003 Marilyn Warren – first female Chief Justice in any state or territory

2008 Julie Ward – first female solicitor to be appointed directly to NSW Supreme Court

2013 Margaret Beazley – first female President of NSW Court of Appeal

2017 Susan Kiefel – first female Chief Justice of High Court 

21



1939 1970 22



Jane Mathews
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Jane Mathews (1940 – )
1969 Admitted as Barrister in NSW – Sir Lawrence Street was her tutor

1974–77 Counsel assisting Royal Commission into Human Relationships

1977–78 Counsel assisting Royal Commission into NSW Prisons

1978  Appointed Crown Prosecutor

1980 Appointed Judge of NSW District Court – first female judge in NSW

1985 Appointed Senior Judicial Member of Equal Opportunity Tribunal –
handed down landmark decision of Leves v Minister for Education (1986) 
EOC 192-166 in 1986

1987 Appointed Justice of NSW Supreme Court

1988 Handed down R v Harris and McGuinness (1988) 17 NSWLR 168

1991 Established Australian Association of Women Judges (President from 
2001–2006)

1992 Appointed Deputy Chancellor of UNSW

1994 Appointed Judge of Federal Court, President of  Administrative Appeals Tribunal 
and Deputy President of National Native Title Tribunal 

2001 Returned to NSW Supreme Court as Acting Judge

2005 Awarded Order of Australia for “service to the judiciary, to the legal 
profession, to the University of New South Wales, and to music”

25



26



27



“I had a client who almost fell off his seat 
when he met me. He said: Don’t tell me this 
document was written by a woman. But that 
was 15 years ago and he’s still a client.”

Marla Pearlman
‘How Six Women Won a Place on Sly & Russell’s 

Letterhead’, Good Weekend,1-2 July 1985
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Mahla Pearlman (1937 –2011)

1960 Graduated from a postgraduate degree in Law with Honours

1966 Became partner at Lieberman & Tobias

1976 Became councillor of NSW Law Society

1979 First woman appointed to Solicitors’ Admission Board

1981 First female President of NSW Law Society

1983 Became chairwoman of board of Governors of the College of Law

1985 Appointed a Member of the Order of Australia for services to the legal profession

1988 Appointed Deputy President of International Bar Association 

1989 First female President of Law Council of Australia

1992 First woman to head up a NSW Court – Land and Environment Court

1994-98 Served as a part-time member of NSW Law Reform Commission

2003 Retired from Land and Environment Court

2004 Made an Officer of the Order of Australia 
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Mary Gaudron (1943 – )
1960 Won a scholarship to the University of Sydney

1964 Approached Women Lawyers’ Association with Daphne Kok as student 
representatives frustrated with policy of city firms not appointing women as 
articled clerks

1965 Graduated with First Class Honours

First part-time student to be awarded University Medal in Law, achieved whilst 
working full time and raising her first child

1968 Admitted to NSW Bar

1972 First woman appointed to NSW Bar Council

1973 Appeared before Arbitration Commission in the Equal Pay case

1974 Appointed as Deputy President of Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration 
Commission, the youngest person ever to become a federal court judge 

1981 First woman in any Australian State to be appointed Solicitor-General

Australia’s first female QC

1987 – First female judge of High Court of Australia
2003

2003-12 Served on International Labour Organisation’s Administrative Tribunal
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Gender Pay Gap

• National gender pay gap:14.6%

• Gender pay gap in legal profession: 29.7%

• Male equity partners earn on average 27% 
more than female equity partners across 51 
countries surveyed

• Female law graduates earn less than men on 
average at entry level

32



Pat O’Shane (1941 – )

1976 Admitted as Barrister in NSW, becoming first Indigenous barrister in Australia

1981 Appointed as head of NSW Aboriginal Affairs Department, the first Indigenous 
person to head a government department 

1986 Appointed as Magistrate in NSW Local Court, 

the first Indigenous person to be appointed 

a Magistrate

1995 Appointed Chancellor of University of New

England
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Sydney Morning Herald
11 June 1921

35



‘QC Pleads for Justice for Women Lawyers’
Sydney Morning Herald, 31 March 1994
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Canberra Times
18 April 1995
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Sydney Morning Herald, 9 December 2003
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25 August 2003

25 September 2005

9 May 2001
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Canberra Times, 11 November 2004 42



Women in law firms 

• 24% of partners in Australia’s 

large law firms 

• 3.4% of managing partners

• 25.8% of partners across all law 

firms

• 2017: 1/3 of new partners in 

major law firms were women
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Women at the Bar

• 23% of practising barristers in 

NSW

• 11% of senior counsel
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‘Talented Women Ignored at the Bar’
Australian Financial Review, 25 August 2003
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The Legal Profession Today

• 44% of Magistrates, 35% of District Court judges, and 23% of 
Supreme Court judges

• 29% of members of NSW Legislative Assembly are female, 
including Premier

• 23% of barristers in NSW are female

• 51% of practising solicitors in NSW are female 

• over 60% of law graduates are female
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A Litany of Female Firsts in NSW

2007 Gillian Triggs – first female Dean of Sydney Law School

(Rosalind Croucher – first female Acting Dean of Sydney Law School and Dean of 
Macquarie University from 1999–2007; later female deans include Lesley 
Hitchens, UTS, and Joellen Riley, Sydney Law School)

2008 Julie Ward – first female solicitor appointed directly to NSW Supreme Court

2011 Natalie Adams – first female NSW Crown Advocate

2013 Margaret Beazley – first female President of the NSW Court of Appeal

Sue Kench – first female managing partner of one of the big six firms (KWM)

2015 Gabrielle Upton – first female Attorney-General in NSW

Lea Armstrong – first female Crown Solicitor of NSW

First time women held majority on Law Society Council

2016 Inaam Tabbaa – first female Acting Chief Commissioner of the Industrial 
Relations Commission and first Muslim head of a tribunal in Australia

Sarah McNaughton – first female Commonwealth Director of Public Prosecutions

Women outnumber men in legal practice for the first time in NSW

50



51


