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ABSTRACT 

Women who seek to enter the legal profession face great barriers in Nigeria and most other 

jurisdictions. Because men controlled the system, women were dependent on them to construct and 

interpret the laws allowing them to become lawyers and pursue equality under the law. The number of 

women in the legal profession has grown tremendously over the last 10 years, with women now 

representing about half of all law school graduates. Despite a decade-long channelling of women into 

the profession, women‘s rendition among law firm partnerships remains hopelessly low. One key 

reason responsible for women‘s minority presence among law firm partners is the high level of 

attenuation of women associates from law firms. The major objective of this article is to critically 

examine, gender and the work culture in Nigerian private law firms. The established impediments 

affecting women lawyers, including culture/family orientation, the attitude of long working hours in 

the law firms, the persistence of a gendered division of labour in the private sphere, the on-going 

gender pay gap in Nigeria are also interrogated. The findings of this study show that female lawyers 

are less paid than their male counterparts and that there is every likelihood for her to be sexually 

harassed. Furthermore, the possibility to attain partnership is much lower for female than for male 

lawyers in the long run. The overall results show existence of discrimination in private legal practice 

in Nigeria. 
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INTRODUCTION 
As a married woman, you have to work as late as 11pm   

just like the men in this law firm. More so, when you are  

robed and representing our clients in court, you must 

not appear too attractive with your make-up and general  

appearance because judges don’t like colourful appearance. 

 

This was one of the rules the most senior partner of the first law firm I worked told me on my first day 

of resumption. In-fact during call to bar, statements like the female students to be called must not 

wear colourful make-ups, big ear-rings, and unpacked hair was the talk of the day with no particular 

source of information officially.  

In Shakespeare‘s Merchant of Venice, a woman named Portia masquerades as a man in order to argue 

before the court as an attorney.
2
 Indeed, for centuries the only way a woman could have practiced law 

                                                           
1Adekunbi Imosemi, Lecturer, School of Law and Security Studies, Babcock University, Ilishan- Remo, Ogun State, 

Nigeria, imosemia@babcock.edu.ng. 

2In Act IV, scene i, Portia‘s true love has failed to pay off his debts to a creditor who seeks retribution in the form of a pound 

of flesh. By coupling her famous plea for mercy with a slippery legal argument, Portia‘s persuasion wins over the judge. 
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was incognito because the courtroom was a domain reserved exclusively for men.
3
  A notable 

exception on record is Miss Margaret Brent, circa 1640, who was permitted by Lord Baltimore to 

practice law as a woman; nonetheless, she was still addressed as ―Gentleman Margaret Brent‖ during 

her several dozen appearances in the Maryland colonial court.
4
 Most jurisdictions in the Western 

world refused to admit women to the bar before World War.
5
 By the end of the nineteenth century in 

America, any woman attempting to practice law was labelled Portia,
6
 as was the first school 

established exclusively for the legal education of women.
7
  The first female lawyer in Nigeria was 

Stella Jane Thomas in 1935
8
 way before Nigeria got her independence.  By 1943, Stella Jane Thomas 

became the first female magistrate in Nigeria. In 1981 Folake Solanke (SAN) became the first 

Nigerian female lawyer to assume the rank of a SAN and wear the silk gown.
9
 Not until July 2012 did 

a woman become the Chief Justice of Nigeria in the person of Justice Aloma Muktar and this was 

fifty two years after Nigeria‘s Independence. 

After achieving near equal numbers of male and female law school graduates for approximately two 

decades,
10

 the gap between men and women in law firms, legal academia, and the judiciary remains 

stark.
11

 For example in America,
12

 only six per cent of managing partners at the largest 200 American 

law firms are women
13

 and approximately four out of five law school deans are men.
14

 Scholarship 

focusing on the continuing gender gap has been detailed and interdisciplinary, offering a variety of 

potential explanations for the continued problem.
15

  

Scholars have argued that due to negative stereotypes portraying women either as workplace 

cutthroats or, conversely, as secretaries or housewives, decision-makers continue to subordinate 

women to men in the highest levels of the legal profession.
16

 Despite the fact that women made up 

half of the students graduating from law school in the past 15 years, the legal profession remains a 

male dominated world.
17

 The level of Gender discrimination is so pathetic in Nigerian law firms that 

out of 451 lawyers
18

 on the Roll of Senior Advocates, only 17 are women.
19

 

                                                           
3 Albisetti. J, ―Portia Ante Portas: Women and the Legal Profession in Europe, ca. 1870–1925,‖ (2000), Volume 33 Journal 

of Social History, 825–857. 
4Cup. R, Portia Steps up to the Bar: The First Women Lawyers of South Carolina, (Ivy House Publishing Group, Raleigh, 

NC: 2003). 
5Albisetti. J, ―Portia Ante Portas: Women and the Legal Profession in Europe, ca. 1870–1925,‖ (2000), Volume 33 Journal 

of Social History, 825–857. 
6Bentley. C Et All, Do Masculine Names Help Female Lawyers Become Judges? Evidence from South 

Carolina, (2009), American Law and Economics Review, 112 
7 The Portia Law School, established in Boston in 1908, is now the North-eastern School of Law. 
8Legal Proffession: Making A Case For The Girl-Child, 2016 http://www.naija.io/blogs/t/125718/stella-jane-thomas,  

Accessed August 12 2016. 
9Andrew. E Et All, Nigeria‘s Female Senior Advocates, leadership.ng/news/461683/nigerias-female-senior-advocates, 

Accessed August 12 2016.  
10Elizabeth. G &  Kmec. J, ‗‘Hierarchical Rank and Women‘s Organizational Mobility: Glass Ceilings in Corporate Law 

Firms,‘‘ (2009),  Am. J. Soc., Volume 114, 1428-1429. 
11Levinson. J & Danielle, Implicit Gender Bias in the Legal Profession: An Empirical Study, (2010), Duke Journal Of 

Gender Law & Policy, Volume 18, Issue 1, 1-40. 
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13National Association Of Women Lawyers & The Nawl Foundation, Report Of The Fourth Annual National Survey On 

Retention And Promotion Of Women In Law Firms (2009) 
14Patti. A, Statistical Report on Law School Faculty and Candidates for Law Faculty Positions, ASS‘N. AM. LAW SCH., 

http://www.aals.org/statistics/2009dlt/titles.html, Accessed July 25, 2016. 
15See Rhode.D, ‗‘The Subtle Side of Sexism,‘‘ (2007), Colum. J. Gender & L., Volume 16, 613 and Joan Williams, ‗‘The 

Social Psychology of Stereotyping: Using Social Science to Litigate Gender Discrimination Cases and Defang the 

"Cluelessness" Defense,‘‘ (2003), Volume  7,  Emp. Rts. & Emp. Pol'y j., 401- 439.  
16 Tamayo Y, ‗‘Rhymes With Rich: Power, Law, and the Bitch,‘‘ (2009), St. Thomas L. Rev., Volume 21, 281-282; Fuchs. 

C Et al., ‗‘Glass Ceilings and Open Doors: Women's Advancement in the Legal Profession,‘‘(1995), Fordham Law Review, 

Volume  64, 291-296, and  Iman. S, ‗‘Bringing Down the ―Maternal Wall‖: Reforming the FMLA to Provide Equal 

Employment Opportunities for Caregivers, (2009),  Law & Ineq., Volume 27, 181- 182.  
17Harrington.M & His. H, ―Women Lawyers and Obstacles to Leadership,‖ (2007), A Report of MIT Workplace Center 

Surveys on Comparative Career. 
18

Godwin. Tsa, Supreme Court Announces 22 Senior Advocates of Nigeria, http://sunnewsonline.com/supreme-court-

announce-22-new-senior-advocates-of-nigeria/, Accessed August 2, 2016.  
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This research offers new insight to job exits that venture from professional footing in private law 

practice to other law related jobs like state counsels, law lecturing, the judiciary, company 

secretaryship, banking and pure soliciting. This work will explore how a woman‘s perceived physical 

attractiveness and femininity affects her competence, skills, and abilities in a male-dominated 

profession like the legal profession. First, the author pays close attention to gender differences in the 

timing of moves and the factors that encourage female lawyers to leave private practice. Secondly, the 

benefits or otherwise of others jobs female lawyers switch to are examined. Thirdly, we explore the 

influence of wage gaps in private practice.  Fourthly, the laws encouraging gender discrimination in 

the legal profession will be probed. 

 

More Attractive Less Performance? 

Social science has shown that attractiveness, femininity, sexiness, and a focus on a woman‘s 

appearance can affect a woman‘s perceived competence for a job.
20

 This research has profound 

relevance for women in the legal field—a masculine sex-typed profession. Physical attractiveness is 

an important aspect of the legal industry; therefore, physically attractive individuals should be 

perceived more positively than less attractive individuals.
21

 While physical attractiveness can be 

helpful in the legal profession, a focus on appearances can nevertheless hurt female attorneys by 

decreasing their perceived competence, morality, and warmth.
22

 

Unlike physical attractiveness, which has generally been shown to privilege both male and female 

workers, being perceived as sexy can have detrimental effects for women in high-power professions, 

such as the legal field.
23

 Being perceived as physically attractive, sexy, or dressed appropriately is 

dependent on both the perception of the viewer and the intent of the woman; therefore, female 

attorneys whose intent is to dress in a professional and modest manner may nevertheless be perceived 

as sexy and engaging in sexualized advocacy, the use of sexuality to advocate for a client.
24

 This is 

troublesome for female attorneys since some employers, judges, and juries may conflate femininity 

with sex appeal. This puts female attorneys in a difficult situation. A woman who dresses in a 

masculine, unattractive manner may be hurt by the ―Beauty is Good‖ stereotype. If she is perceived as 

physically attractive, she will likely benefit from the ―Beauty is Good‖ stereotype. But, if she is 

perceived as sexy, she will likely be exposed to harassment, hostility, and retaliation. As demonstrated 

in Glick, Larsen, Johnson, and Branstiter‘s study, participants react more negatively to a woman who 

is dressed in a sexy manner if they are told that she has a masculine sex-typed job.
25

 They also saw 

her as less competent.
26

 

Being perceived as sexy can also discount and discredit female attorneys because others may perceive 

her as engaging in sexualized advocacy. For example, when there is a favourable judgement for a 

female attorney and that attorney is perceived as sexy, one may attribute her success to an ―unfair‖ 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
19Lists of Senior Advocates of Nigeria, 1975-2015, http://www.lawyard.ng/list-of-senior-advocates-s-a-n-in-nigeria/, 

Accessed August 17, 2016. 
20Nathan. H, et al., From Women to Objects: Appearance Focus, Target Gender, and Perceptions o f Warmth, Morality, and 

Competence, 47 J. Experimental Soc. PSYCHOL. 572,573(2011) p.580; Peter Glide et al., Evaluations o f Sexy Women in 

Low- And High- Status Jobs, 29 PSYCHOL. WOMENQ. 389, 392 (2005) p.394; T. Kushnir, Business Partnerships: Sex and 

Attractiveness Stereotypes, 10 SOC. Behav. 

& Personality 125,127 (1982)p. 127; Johnson. S, Et All, Physical Attractiveness Biases in Ratings of Employment 

Suitability: Tracking Down the "Beauty is Beastly" Effect, 150 J. SOC. PSYCHOL. 301, 301-02 (2010) p.301-302. 
21Johnson.S, Et All, Physical Attractiveness Biases in Ratings of Employment Suitability: Tracking Down the "Beauty is 

Beastly" Effect, 150 J. SOC. PSYCHOL. 301, 301-02 (2010) p.316 
22Nathan. H, et al., From Women to Objects: Appearance Focus, Target Gender, and Perceptions of Warmth, Morality, and 

Competence, 47 J. Experimental Soc. PSYCHOL. 572,573(2011) p.578 
23Bergin. K, Sexualized Advocacy: The Ascendant Backlash Against Female Lawyers, 18 Yale J. L. & Feminism 191,214 

(2006) p.212. 
24Ibid, 212 
25Peter Glide et al., Evaluations of Sexy Women in Low- And High- Status Jobs, 29 PSYCHOL. WOMENQ. 389, 392 (2005) 

p 392. 
26Ibid, 393 
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sexual advantage rather than to her skills, work ethic, and talents.
27

 Sexiness is subjective and this is 

evident from the inconsistent advice given to female attorneys regarding skirt-suits.
28

 

While some argue that a tasteful skirt-suit conveys conservatism and deference to the court, others 

may perceive the exposure of skin as sexual.
29

 This inconsistency makes it difficult for women to 

dress in an attractive manner, taking advantage of the ―Beauty is Good‖ stereotype, while avoiding the 

pitfalls of being viewed as sexy.
30

 

 

Reasons Why Women Leave Private Practice 

In Nigeria, there had been an increase of women graduating from the Nigerian Law School, yet till 

date there are a few women who are partner in law firms and only sixteen women are SANS. In an 

interview granted by Erokoro SAN to Leadership said ―that once in a while, the legal profession 

proffers the title of SAN on female legal practitioner by virtue of tokenism, a give-away‖.
31

 From this 

assertion, it is implied that female lawyers who have been made SANS did not merit it and that all the 

SANS that are men got it on merit. Despite the laid down procedures to attain the wearing of the silk, 

there had been hue and cry about some men lawyers who became SANS by virtue of their Political 

affiliations. I totally disagree with Erokoro‘s (SAN) statement and to confirm my dissent, in 2015, a 

26 year old Fatima Bombom Sani (female) was reported to have broken the record in the law school 

by bagging nine separate awards compared to the previous record of seven awards ever received by 

one person at the Call to Bar of the Nigerian Law School.
32

 If she climbs the paradigm of ranks in 

private practice and becomes a SAN in future, is it to be said that she got to the prestigious position by 

give- away? The answer would definitely be in the negative. More so, so many females in practice are 

really thriving well in core legal practice. 

In like terms, in the United States, in 2005, women made up 30 per cent of lawyers and in 2012 

women represented Women leave private practice and stop working in private firms for the following 

discussed reasons; 47 per cent of law students.
33

  In Canada, in 2013 women made up 38 per cent of 

lawyers,
34

 and in 2012 in the province of Ontario women represented 49 per cent of new bar 

admissions.
35

 Yet, despite decades of women law school graduates, there continues to be a 

disproportionately low number of women advancing to leadership positions in law firms.
36

 

The paucity of women in the partnership ranks has been attributed to high levels of female associate 

attrition, together with perceived lack of business development.
37

 Numerous studies have documented 

                                                           
27Bergin. K, Sexualized Advocacy: The Ascendant Backlash Against Female Lawyers, 18 Yale J. L. & Feminism 191,214 

(2006) p.212. 
28Li. P, ―Physical Attractiveness and Femininity: Helpful or Hurtful for Female Attorneys,‖ (2015), Akron Law Review, 

Volume 47, Issue 4, 1004-1009. 
29Bergin. K, Sexualized Advocacy: The Ascendant Backlash Against Female Lawyers, 18 Yale J. L. & Feminism 191,214 

(2006) p.209-211. 
30Li. P, ―Physical Attractiveness and Femininity: Helpful or Hurtful for Female Attorneys,‖ (2015), Akron Law Review, 

Volume 47, Issue 4, 1004-1009. 
31Andrew. E Et All, Nigeria‘s Female Senior Advocates, leadership.ng/news/461683/nigerias-female-senior-advocates, 

Accessed August 12 2016.  
32 Anike. N, Female Student Breaks Record At Nigerian Law School, https://www.naij.com/620600-meet-26-year-old-lady-

broke-record-nigerian-law-school-photo-html, Accessed August 12 2016. 
33American Bar Association (2012) Lawyer Demographics.  

http://www.americanbar.org/content/dam/aba/migrated/marketresearch/PublicDocuments/lawyer_demographics_ 

2012_revised.authcheckdam.pdf,  (accessed 28 December 2015). 
34Federation of Law Societies of Canada (2014) 2013 Statistical Report, http://docs.flsc.ca/STATS2013ReportFINAL.pdf, 

Accessed August 12 2016.  
35Law Society of Upper Canada (2013) The Changing Face of the Legal Profession: Fact Sheet. Toronto: The Law Society 

of Upper Canada, http://www.lsuc.on.ca/WorkArea/DownloadAsset.aspx?id52147491913,  (accessed 27 December 2015). 
36Pinnington. H & Jorgen. S (2013) ―Lawyers‘ Professional Careers: Increasing Women‘s Inclusion in the Partnership of 

Law Firms,‖ 20 Gender, Work & Organization 6, 616–31. 
37Dinovitzer. R  & Bryant. G. (2015) ―Lawyers in the Legal Profession,‖ in  Austin.S &  Ewick, P, eds.,Wiley Handbook of 

Law and Society.Hoboken:Wiley-Blackwell; Patton, Paula A. (2005) ―Women Lawyers, Their Status, Influence and 

Retention in the Legal Profession,‖ 11 William and Mary J. of Women and the Law 2, 173–94 and Scharf, S, (2014) Report 

of the Eighth Annual NAWL National Survey of Retention and Promotion of Women in Law Firms. Chicago: The NAWL 

Foundation. 
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women‘s high attrition rate from law firms
38

 and private law practice more generally
39

 This attrition 

has negative effects on the legal profession by creating a gender gap, the law firms and the female 

practitioner herself. The following are deduced as reasons why female lawyers leave private law 

practice generally.  

 

Family Responsibilities, Parental Leaves, and Career Gaps 

From my viewpoint, Nigeria has a deeply rich family integration culture where the major 

responsibilities of taking care of the home, husband, children and extended family members rests 

solely on the wife.  

Moen et all said ―family responsibilities are often invoked in theorizing women‘s ―opting out‖ of 

professional careers, with leaving jobs depicted as a strategic adaptation in the face of competing 

demands of work and family.
40

 Some researchers have also supported this notion. In terms of job 

turnover, women and men identify different reasons for leaving jobs, with women more likely than 

men to cite reasons such as childcare commitments, illness in the family and pregnancy, whereas men 

rarely cite family reasons.
41

 In a survey of the University of Virginia law school graduates, the authors 

concluded the gender difference in law graduates‘ full-time employment was largely accounted for by 

having children at home, though two-thirds of women with two children at home continued to work 

full-time.
42

 Even when women leave jobs or reduce their work hours, these changes may be the result 

of factors that push them out—factors such as a lack of opportunities to work on challenging 

assignments, access to mentors, and lack of recognition for accomplishments.
43

  

The notion of the ―ideal worker‖ and the dominant model of career progression include requirements 

for linearity and continuity.
44

 Yet, women have traditionally experienced interrupted, nonlinear 

careers due largely to family commitments, including relatively short interruptions for maternity 

leaves of a few weeks or months.
45

 According to Mallon and Cohen, unfortunately, it has been 

observed that traditional career theory ―has never adequately captured the rhythms of women‘s 

working lives, nor moved beyond male career patterns as the implicit norm.‖
46

 Interruptions from 

work during the course of one‘s career may carry a stiff penalty. Some studies reveal that employers 

discriminate against women who interrupt their career for family-related reasons.
47

 

The cost for women returning to law practice following child-related career breaks may be a 

stagnation of salary or an inability to return to the same type of job, resulting in depressed wages.
48

 

                                                           
38Hull. K, & Robert. N (2000) ―Assimilation, Choice or Constraint? Testing Theories of Gender Differences in the Careers 

of Lawyers,‖ 79 Social Forces 1, 229–64 and Dinovitzer, Ronit, et al. (2009) After the JD II: Second Results from a National 

Study of Legal Careers. Chicago: The American Bar Foundation and the NALP Foundation for Law Career Research and 

Education. Reichman. J & Sterling. J (2002) ―Recasting the Brass Ring: Deconstructing and Reconstructing Workplace 

Opportunities for Women Lawyers,‖ 29 Capital Univ. Law Rev. 4, 923–77. 
39Kay. F.Et All, (2013) ―Leaving Private Practice: How Organizational Context, Time Pressures, and Structural 

Inflexibilities Shape Departures from Private Law Practice.‖ 20 Indiana J. of Global Legal Studies 2, 1223–1260. 
40Moen. P,Et All, (2011) ―Does Enhancing Work-Time Control and Flexibility Reduce Turnover? A Naturally Occurring 

Experiment,‖ 58 Social Problems 1, 69–98. 
41See Walsh. J,(2013) ―Gender, the Work-Life Interface and Wellbeing: A Study of Hospital Doctors,‖ 20 Gender, Work and 

Organization 4, 439–53 and Brockman. J, (1994) ―Leaving the Practice of Law: The Wherefores and the Whys,‖ 32 Alberta 

Law Rev. 1, 116–80. 
42 Monahan,  J, & Jeffrey. S, (2009) ―Lawyers at Mid-Career: A 20-Year Longitudinal Study of Job and Life Satisfaction,‖ 6 

J. of Empirical Legal Studies 3, 451–83. 
43Reichman. N, & Sterling. S. (2002) ―Recasting the Brass Ring: Deconstructing and Reconstructing Workplace 

Opportunities for Women Lawyers,‖ 29 Capital Univ. Law Rev. 4, 923–77 and Williams. J, and  Veta. R, (2010) New 

Millennium, Same Glass Ceiling? The Impact of Law Firm Compensation Systems on Women, The Project for Attorney 

Retention, Chicago: American Bar Association.  
44Kelly. E, et al. (2010) ―Gendered Challenge, Gendered Response: Confronting the IdealWorker Norm in White-Collar 

Organization,‖ 24 Gender & Society 3, 281–303. 
45 Fiona Kay et all, ―Undermining Gender Equality: Female Attrition from Private Law Practice‖, Law & Society Review, 

Volume 50, Number 3 (2016) p.773-775. 
46Mallon. M & Laurie. C, (2001) ―Time for a Change? Women‘s Accounts of the Move from Organizational Careers to Self-

Employment,‖ 12 British J. of Management 3, 217–30. 
47See Also Kay. F et all, ―Undermining Gender Equality: Female Attrition from Private Law Practice‖, Law & Society 

Review, Volume 50, Number 3 (2016)p 773-775.. 
48Arun. S. Et All, (2004) ―The Effect of Career Breaks on the Working Lives of Women,‖ 10 Feminist Economics 1, 65–84. 
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These reduced employment prospects and wage declines following parental leaves or career 

interruptions for raising children are often referred to as the ―family penalty
49

 or ―motherhood 

penalty‖.
50

 All the difficulties associated with returning to work following a parental leave lead 

women (and men) to leave private practice
51

 and opt for less consuming jobs like teaching, judiciary 

or state counsels. 

Wage Gap 

Gender-based earning gaps are frequently analysed from the perspective of human capital theory.
52

 

This theory is based on the individual‘s investment in education and work experience.
53

  It propounds 

that employees invest in themselves in ways that employers will reward, and assumes that similar 

choices of human capital investment should lead to comparable earnings, notwithstanding gender 

differences.
54

 However, many studies report that women have less human capital than men. 

Frequently, men choose to invest in their human capital and to prioritize their careers more than 

women, who make may make different choices, for instance, to balance between work and family
55

  

Some Researchers are also of the view that female lawyers found that they scored significantly lower 

on measures of human capital, including dedication, exposure, experience and number of hours 

worked.
56

 Inasmuch as women entered the legal profession more recently, female lawyers have, on 

the average, less experience than male lawyers, which in turn leads to lower average earnings among 

female lawyers.
57

  

More experience also implies longer tenure at the firm; indeed, it has been found that male lawyers 

have longer tenure than female lawyers on average.
58

 It was also found that, on the average, female 

                                                           
49Tremblay. D, (2013) ―Can Lawyers Take Parental Leaves and If So, with What Impacts? The Case of Quebec,‖ 25 

Employee Responsibilities and Rights J. 3, 177–97. 
50Budig, M & Hodges. M, (2014), ―Statistical Models and Empirical Evidence for Differences in the Motherhood Penalty 

across the Earnings Distribution,‖ 79 American Sociological Rev. 2, 358–64. 
51Becker. S., ed. (1990) Human Capital: A Theoretical and Empirical Analysis with Special Reference to Education, 3rd ed. 

Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press; Kay, F et all, ―Undermining Gender Equality: Female Attrition from Private Law 

Practice‖, Law & Society Review, Volume 50, Number 3 (2016)p.773-775 and Theunissen, Gert, Et All. (2011) ―Career 

Sidestep, Wage Setback? The Impact of Different Types of Employment Interruptions on Wages,‖ 18 Gender, Work and 

Organizations 1, 101–31. 
52Dalia, R, Et All, Equal investments, different rewards: gender inequalities among Israeli lawyers International Journal Of 

The Legal Profession, Vol. 13, NO. 3, November 2006 
53Becker. G, (1971), The Economics of Discrimination, 2nd edn (Chicago, University of Chicago Press); Hakim. C,  (1996) 

Key Issues in Women‘s Work: Female Heterogeneity and Polarisation of Women‘s Employment (London, Athlone Press); 

Kraus, V. (2002) Secondary Breadwinners: Israeli Women in the Labor Force (Connecticut, Praeger). 
54Dalia R, Et All, Equal investments, different rewards: gender inequalities among Israeli lawyers International Journal Of 

The Legal Profession, VOL. 13, NO. 3, November 2006 
55Robson. K, & Wallace. J, (2001) Gendered inequalities in earnings: a study of Canadian lawyers, The 

Canadian Review of Sociology and Anthropology, 38(1), pp. 75–95.; Budig, M. & England, P. (2001) The wage penalty for 

motherhood, American Sociological Review, 66, pp. 204–25; Becker, G.S. (1991) A Treatise on the Family (Cambridge, 

Harvard University Press); Hagan, J. & Kay, F. (1995) Gender in Practice: A Study of Lawyers‘ Lives (Oxford, Oxford 

University Press); Hull, K.E. & Nelson, R.L. (2000) Assimilation, choice, or constraint? Testing theories of gender 

differences in the careers of lawyers, Social Forces, 79, pp. 229–64; Noonan, M.C. & Corcoran, M.E. (2004) The mommy 

track and partnership: temporary delay or dead end?, Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 596, 

pp. 130–50; and Warren, T. et al. (2001) Female finances, gender gaps and gender asset gaps, Work, Employment and 

Society, 15, pp. 465–8.  
56Robson. K, & Wallace, J, (2001) Gendered inequalities in earnings: a study of Canadian lawyers, The Canadian Review of 

Sociology and Anthropology, 38(1), pp. 75–95 and Wallace. J, (1997) It‘s about time: a study of hours worked and work 

spill over among law firm lawyers, Journal of Vocational Behavior, 50, pp. 227–48. 
57Wallace. J, (1997) It‘s about time: a study of hours worked and work spill over among law firm lawyers, 

Journal of Vocational Behavior, 50, p. 227–48; Robson. K, & Wallace, J, (2001) Gendered inequalities in earnings: a study 

of Canadian lawyers, The Canadian Review of Sociology and Anthropology, 38(1), pp. 75–95 and Dixon, J. & Seron, C. 

(1995) Stratification in the legal profession: sex, sector, and salary, Law and Society Review, 29(3), pp. 381–412.   
58Robson. K, & Wallace, J, (2001) Gendered inequalities in earnings: a study of Canadian lawyers, The Canadian Review of 

Sociology and Anthropology, 38(1), pp. 75–95. 
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lawyers worked fewer hours than male lawyers, which in turn yielded less income
59

 Studies further 

report that longer work hours increase earnings significantly.
60

  

 

Unspoken Legal Culture And Attitudes 

There are some unrevealed attitudes by principals and partners in terms of employing female lawyers. 

In Nigeria, some law firms will never employ a married woman no matter, while some will do so only 

if the lawyer is family or a very close friend. So many law firms prefer to employ a male lawyer to a 

female counterpart (especially married ones) because they believe she will excuse herself from work 

in order to go for ante-natal clinics when pregnant, take her children to hospitals anytime they are ill, 

go for children‘s school activities, when she has ―menstrual pains‖. In fact, a very close friend of the 

author who worked in a private law firm in Abuja for ten years was sacked two months after her 

wedding all ―because she became married‘‘ and without minding the fact that she had worked with 

the firm for a decade. 

In Australia just like Nigeria, there is also a discernment of the ‗ideal lawyer‘ being ‗the 

unencumbered worker [a]s the worker who you know will go far‘, which assumes he is able to 

‗slough off relational ties in order to devote himself unconditionally to work‘.
61

 This stereotype is 

embedded so deeply into the ideal of ‗the perfect lawyer‘ that unconscious biases remain a key 

cultural barrier for diversity and the integration of women working flexibly in the legal profession.
62

   

Indeed, in America, in a study where female Senior Counsels were interviewed, one commented ‗I‘m 

female and that takes you out of the mainstream at silk level straight away‘, with another stating 

‗[gender differences] are obvious‘.
63

  Bagust has submitted that unspoken culture include that ‗women 

lawyers who have family commitments cannot work hard at their jobs‘ and that ‗family commitments 

take up time that should be dedicated to the firm‘.
64

 Negative attitudes towards working mothers have 

been identified as a barrier to both career progression and on-going employment within firms.
65

 And 

yet, the gendered division of labour in the domestic sphere means that women are still held 

responsible for the majority of the unpaid domestic duties and men for the paid work to support the 

family.
66

 

In the legal profession, another hidden attitude is gender bias against women which is evidenced by 

the highly gender-stratified nature of the occupation
67

 (e.g., low employment of female lawyers‘ in 
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higher-prestige positions such as SANS, Partners in large law firms and the judiciary In the large, 

prestigious law firms, partners have tended to assign women lawyers to research rather than to 

courtroom litigation, thus hampering their promotion to partner.
68

 Since a very long time, another 

hidden barrier for women in law is an established tradition that connects legal analysis to traits 

generally assigned to men, such as toughness, sharpness, and objectivity.
69

  

 

Tradition Of Long Working Hours 

So many law firms have the ethics of long working hours. As earlier said in this work, as a married 

woman, I have worked in a law firm where the closing time is as late as 11p.m. I worked on Saturdays 

and Sundays but with less working hours. Although the pay was very good but I had no option but to 

leave due to the long hours of working and opted for law lecturing which is an aspect of law I have 

always loved.  

Lawyers work longer hours as a ‗result of cultural, structural and economic influences within the legal 

profession‘ leading to the ‗embedding of systemic disadvantage for women in the profession‘.
70

 In 

this context, Catherine McMahon and Barbara Pocock have observed: 
―Law firms traditionally operate in ways that can limit the 

 potential for flexibility in employment, which includes 

 performance and remuneration models, based on inputs  

 rather than outputs, high service delivery expectations  

 to clients and support services required for legal staff.‖71 

 

In Nigeria, it is a very rare occurrence to work in a law firm on billable hours or part-time basis. This 

is contrary to what is applicable in western and advanced jurisdictions. So many female lawyers have 

opted for jobs in other sections of the legal profession due to the culture of long working hours most 

often, to be able to meet up family responsibilities or even have time to secure a steady relationship in 

order to get married 

Sexual Harassment 
Some male partners in a law firm or the principal do sexually harass the female lawyers who are their 

employee. In Nigeria, there are rumours of such occurrences, but such claims have not led to legal 

actions against such employers to substantiate this claim and create awareness. In the U.S sexual 

harassments occur in law firms and this has been proven by legal actions. For instance, in the recent 

charges against Greenberg Traurig LLP (―GT‖).
72

 GT ―settled a proposed $200 million employee 

gender bias class action‖ lawsuit with Lrancine Griesing, a former partner at GT, for GT‘s alleged 

discrimination against its female shareholders, including failure to pay and promote women at the 

same rate as comparably qualified men. Griesing‘s complaint alleged that women who either engaged 

in intimate sexual relationships with leaders in the firm or acquiesced to sexualized stereotypes by 

openly flirting with firm leaders, were exempt from the general practice of denying female 
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shareholders development opportunities.
73

 Griesing stated that she and other female shareholders 

worked in an environment where male shareholders would freely comment on their physical 

appearances.
74

 As such, women were expected to engage in intimate relationships and sexualize their 

professional relationships in order to move up at GT.
75

 

 

Prospects of Other Jobs 

After female lawyers have switched from core legal practice due to some or all of the reasons 

discussed above, they tend to switch to other aspects of the legal profession. In this vein, It is not 

uncommon to find female lawyers becoming magistrates or judges, legal counsels (state and federal) 

and magistrates or judges after exiting the core practice. In these sections of the legal profession, the 

male still dominate the employment rate especially in Nigeria. The others are chattered or non-

chattered company secretaryship, banking, and lecturing. Several women do excel well when they 

switch to all other employment sections in the legal profession.  

 

Are There Negative Laws? 

This section discusses the possibility of laws that promote gender discrimination, bias or inequality 

against women in any profession in Nigeria. Regrettably, in June 2016, the highest legislative arm in 

the country, the National Assembly vehemently refused to attend to Gender Equality Bill with the 

frivolous excuse that, under the provisions of the Labour Act, a woman cannot be employed on night 

work in a public or any agricultural undertaking.
76

  The only exceptions to these are women nurses 

and women in management positions who are not engaged in manual labour section.
77

 Under the 

provisions of the same Act, women are not allowed to engage in any underground work in any mine.
78

 

Furthermore, women do not have the opportunity of being accompanied by their spouses to their place 

of employment or posting in the service.
79

 This provision is not applicable to men. Whereas, By virtue 

of Section 34(1) of the Labour Act, men who are employed in the public service in Nigeria are 

permitted to be accompanied to their place ―by such members of his family (not exceeding two wives 

and such of his children as are under the age of sixteen years) as he wishes to take with him‖.
80

  

Also there are some civil service rules in Nigeria that also accentuate discrimination of women. For 

example, Rule 03303 of both Kano and Kaduna States‘ Civil Service Rules provides that ―Any 

woman civil servant, married or unmarried who is about to a course of training of not more than six 

months duration shall be called upon to enter into an agreement to refund the whole or part of the cost 

of the course in the event of her course being interrupted on ground of pregnancy‖.
81

 All these laws 

promotes gender bias against women including the legal profession and no wonder Barrister Oguguah 

Ojeh in an interview with Leadership online said ‗‘ one of the requirements of becoming a SAN is to 

have been handling cases in several tiers of court in Nigeria. He said further that ‗‘how many 

husbands are willing to allow their wives to cross- country week in and week out? Who will take care 

of the home? That is why you have most women being legal advisers and company secretaries, not 

that this is simple in any way but they have to manage their homes properly‘‘.
82
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RECOMMENDATION 

The author strongly opines that the Gender Equality bill that was ‗‘killed‘‘ at the Nigerian National 

Assembly should be brought back to life and that all these negative laws limiting the performance of 

women in employment should be revoked. It is also recommended that female lawyers at the 

beginning of their careers should be mentored by Principals and Partners in a law firm since this will 

encourage them not to exit the legal practice and opt for other jobs. More so this will help them to get 

promoted throughout their careers.          

 

CONCLUSION 

While the number of women who graduate from the Nigerian Law School has increased in the last 

decade, the position of females within the legal profession is still far from equal to that of men in 

terms of earnings and promotions.  The tradition of the legal profession remains defined by masculine 

traits in every jurisdiction. Women, for so long assigned to the private domain of hearth and home, are 

not as readily identified as having those masculine attitude are easily tagged as outsiders or ‗others‘ 

especially for pregnant women or those who are mothers. The continuing subordination of women in 

the legal profession must be challenged and remedied by not just the principals of private firms, but 

Government aw well especially in the appointment of female lawyers into various positions. 

Stopping the exit of female lawyers from private practice will require progressive regulations  in law 

firms which address rigid time structures, wage gap, ‗‘cultural discrimination‘‘, and problems of 

work-life balance. 
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