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Since Eileen Kennedy became the first female 
judge in Ireland in 1964, the number of women in 
the judiciary has grown to the point where 40% of  
Supreme Court judges are women.  
 
The High Court currently has the lowest            
percentage of women judges in the superior 
courts with 29% of the total membership.  

Table 1: Female judges in Ireland 

Court No. of women judges % 

Supreme Court 4 of 10 (1 vacancy) 40 

Court of Appeal 7 of 16 44 

High Court 12 of 41 29 

Circuit Court 19 of 41 (incl. specialist judges) 46 

District Court 23 of 65 35 

The U.S. Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg 
has given her view on women in the judiciary:  
 
 

“When I'm sometimes asked when will there be 
enough [women on the Supreme Court] and I say, 
'When there are nine,' people are shocked. But 
there'd been nine men, and nobody's ever raised a 
question about that.”  

Source: www.courts.ie on 11/12/2019 and report of 3 recent   
appointments reported on 21/12/2019  

• Frances Moran who was called to the Bar on the 
1st November 1924 also became the first female 
law lecturer in Ireland, the first female Regius  
Professor at Trinity College Dublin. She was the 
first woman to become a senior counsel in 1941 
but never practised as one.   

• Kathleen Butler Garrett who was born in      
Oklahoma to Cherokee parents was called to the 
Bar on the 25th June 1930, the first American 
woman admitted to the Irish Bar.  

• Anne Caulfield’s family had no apparent legal 
background unlike many of the early women    
barristers. Her father John P. Caulfield was a   
sorting clerk and telegraphist and her mother Jane 
Caulfield (nee Cudmore) was a shopkeeper. She 
was called to the Bar on the 3rd November 1930. 

• Therese Anne (Keara) Donnelly was called to 
the Bar on 11th November 1957 and still practices 
as a barrister 62 years later.   

• Honora Josephine Yvonne Scannell was the 
100th woman called to the Bar on the 10th         
December 1973.  

As of June 2019, women barristers make up 38% of 
the Law Library members and 17% of senior     
counsel are women. In 2002, only 5% of senior 
counsel were women, a number which had not 
changed substantially by 2015 when 6% of senior 
counsel were women. Barristers at the Bar Council 
of Ireland have recently published details about the 
first 100 trailblazing women who were called to the 
Bar in Ireland. Notable entries include:  
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In 2014, Ireland became the first country in the world 
with a female majority of solicitors. Currently, women 
make up 52% of practicing solicitors. While    
women represent a majority of solicitors, this does 
not mean that women solicitors are a majority of the 
partners in law firms. The Law Society stated in 
March 2019 that:  
 

“currently 34% of partners in the largest seven 
firms in the country are women. In one firm it is 
44%. Last year, 37% of new partners in Irish law 
firms were women.” 

 

An academic study of women solicitors in 2018 found 
that:  
 

“In every age cohort, even in age categories 
where women outnumber men, partnership     
positions are dominated by men. For women,   
gender and maternity are significant factors     
associated with career stalling and exit.”  

While women in law have progressed hugely over the 
past 100 years, there is still room for improvement.  
 
Professor Irene Fallon of UCC notes that: 
 

“From the late 1990s onwards female participation 
in law schools was more than 50%. This          
represents nearly 30 years worth of graduating 
classes which started out with more women than 
men. As we know women are simply not present   
in these numbers in the legal profession in its        
entirety. If it were the case that we lost similar 
numbers of male graduates in a profession over a 
period of 30 years, this would be addressed as a 
national emergency. 
 
It is time to turn this problem on its head and ask 
what has happened to cause such significant     
attrition rates of women lawyers?” 

https://www.lawlibrary.ie/about-us/trailblazers-100-years-of-women-at-the-bar.aspx
https://www.lawsociety.ie/News/Media/Press-Releases/law-society-of-ireland-launches-new-gender-equality-diversity-and-inclusion-task-force/
https://www.lawsociety.ie/globalassets/documents/gazette/gazette-pdfs/gazette-2018/june-2018-gazette.pdf#page=39
http://www.dsba.ie/_fileupload/2017%20other/040-042_Parchment_Summer_2017.pdf

