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Abstract 

The establishment of the Cornelia Sorabji Chair represents a significant milestone in the pursuit 

of gender justice and legal reform within post-colonial jurisprudence. Named after Cornelia 

Sorabji, India’s first female lawyer and a pioneering advocate for women's rights, this chair 

embodies her legacy of resilience and commitment to social reform. This paper explores the 

historical context of Sorabji's contributions to legal advocacy, her role in challenging 

patriarchal norms, and her influence on contemporary legal frameworks. By analyzing her life 

and work, the paper highlights the ongoing relevance of her ideals in addressing gender 

disparities in law and society. Furthermore, it discusses the implications of the Cornelia Sorabji 

Chair for advancing gender-sensitive legal education and fostering a new generation of legal 

scholars committed to social justice. Through this multidisciplinary perspective, the research 

aims to illuminate the intersections between law, gender, and social reform, advocating for a 

more inclusive legal system that honors Sorabji's legacy. 
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Introduction 

Cornelia Sorabji stands as a monumental figure in the history of legal advocacy in India, 

recognized as the first woman to practice law in the country. Born in 1866, Sorabji defied 

societal norms and pursued her education at Oxford University, becoming a trailblazer for 

women in law. Her pioneering role extended beyond her legal practice; she was instrumental 

in advocating for women's rights and social reforms during a time when women faced 

significant legal and social barriers. Sorabji's work highlighted the systemic injustices faced by 

women, particularly in matters of inheritance and property rights, and she tirelessly 

campaigned for legal reforms that would ensure gender equality. 

  

In recognition of her contributions, the Cornelia Sorabji Chair was established as an academic 

and legal institution dedicated to advancing gender justice and legal reform. This chair serves 

not only to honor Sorabji’s legacy but also to foster research and scholarship that addresses 

contemporary issues of gender inequality within the legal framework. It aims to cultivate a new 

generation of legal scholars who are committed to promoting social justice and advocating for 

marginalized voices. 

  

The relevance of Sorabji's legacy is particularly pronounced within the context of post-colonial 

jurisprudence, where the intersection of law and gender continues to evolve. Her advocacy for 

women's rights laid the groundwork for ongoing discussions about gender justice in India, 

influencing both policy and academic discourse. The Cornelia Sorabji Chair embodies this 

legacy by prioritizing research that interrogates existing legal structures and advocates for 

reforms that promote equity and justice for all genders. Through this lens, Sorabji's work 

remains a vital reference point for understanding the complexities of gender justice in 

contemporary legal contexts. 

 

Cornelia Sorabji: Early Life and Legal Career 

Cornelia Sorabji, born on November 15, 1866, in Nashik, Maharashtra, emerged as a 

pioneering figure in the legal landscape of India. She was the youngest of ten children in a 

family that valued education and social reform. Her father, Reverend Sorabji Karsedji, a 

Christian missionary of Parsi descent, and her mother, Francina Ford, who was actively 

involved in establishing schools for girls, greatly influenced her educational pursuits. Sorabji's 

early education included home schooling and attendance at mission schools, culminating in her 
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enrollment at Deccan College in Pune, where she became the first woman to graduate with a 

first-class degree. 

 

In 1889, Sorabji made history by becoming the first Indian woman admitted to Oxford 

University’s Somerville College to study law. Despite excelling academically and passing the 

Bachelor of Civil Law examination in 1892, she was denied formal graduation due to the 

university's policy against admitting women as full students until 1920.1 Upon returning to 

India in 1894, Sorabji dedicated herself to advocating for purdahnashin women, those confined 

by strict social norms that prevented them from interacting with men. Although she could not 

represent them in court due to her gender, she prepared legal cases and fought for their rights. 

 

Sorabji's legal career advanced as she completed her LL.B. from Bombay University in 1897 

and passed the pleader's examination in Allahabad in 1899. She became a significant legal 

advocate for women and orphans, often providing her services pro bono.2 Although she was 

not officially recognized as a barrister until 1923 when laws prohibiting women from practicing 

were amended, her relentless pursuit of justice laid the groundwork for future generations of 

female lawyers in India. Through her pioneering efforts, Cornelia Sorabji not only broke 

barriers but also championed the cause of gender justice, leaving an indelible mark on the legal 

field. 

 

Cornelia Sorabji's Contribution to Gender Justice 

Cornelia Sorabji’s contributions to gender justice are profound and multifaceted, marking her 

as a pioneering advocate for women’s rights in colonial India. As the first woman to practice 

law in India and the first female graduate of Bombay University, Sorabji broke significant 

barriers in a male-dominated legal landscape. Her commitment to social reform began early in 

her career, driven by a deep concern for the plight of purdahnashin women—those restricted 

by cultural norms that confined them to their homes and limited their access to legal rights. 

 

Upon returning to India after her studies at Oxford, Sorabji recognized the urgent need for legal 

representation for these women, many of whom owned property but lacked the knowledge or 

means to defend their rights. She provided invaluable assistance by preparing legal cases and 

advising purdahnashin women on their rights, often acting as an intermediary between them 

                                                      
1 Mitra, A. (2019). Cornelia Sorabji : India’s Pioneer Woman Lawyer.New Delhi: Oxford University Press. 
2 India Today. "Cornelia Sorabji: First Parsi Indian Woman to Study at Oxford." October 13, 2024. 
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and the British legal system. Although she faced significant institutional barriers that prevented 

her from representing clients in court initially, her determination led her to become a Lady 

Assistant to the Court of Wards in 1907, where she advocated for the rights of women and 

orphans.  

 

Sorabji’s efforts extended beyond individual cases; she sought systemic change through her 

writings and public advocacy. She authored several influential works that highlighted the 

injustices faced by women in India, such as “Sun-Babies: Studies in the Child Life of India” 

and “Between the Twilights: Being Studies of Indian Women by One of Themselves”.3 These 

publications not only documented the struggles of Indian women but also called for legal 

reforms that would ensure their rights and dignity. 

 

Her advocacy culminated in significant legal reforms, including the eventual opening of the 

legal profession to women in India in 1924. Sorabji's legacy continues to inspire contemporary 

discussions on gender justice, emphasizing the importance of legal frameworks that protect 

women's rights and promote equality. Through her pioneering work, Cornelia Sorabji not only 

transformed the landscape of legal practice for women but also laid the groundwork for future 

generations of female lawyers and activists committed to advancing gender justice in post-

colonial India. 

 

The Cornelia Sorabji Chair: Purpose and Legacy 

The Cornelia Sorabji Chair, established in honor of India's first female lawyer, serves as a 

significant academic and legal institution dedicated to advancing gender justice and legal 

reform. Named after Cornelia Sorabji, who broke barriers in a patriarchal society to advocate 

for women's rights, the chair embodies her legacy of resilience and commitment to social 

change.4 Its primary purpose is to promote research, scholarship, and discourse on issues 

related to gender equality, legal rights, and social justice within the framework of post-colonial 

jurisprudence. 

  

The chair aims to foster a multidisciplinary approach that integrates law, gender studies, 

sociology, and public policy. By encouraging rigorous academic inquiry, it seeks to address 

contemporary challenges faced by women in India and beyond, including access to legal 

                                                      
3 India Today. "Cornelia Sorabji: First Parsi Indian Woman to Study at Oxford." October 13, 2024. 
4 Mitra, A. (2019). Cornelia Sorabji: India’s Pioneer Woman Lawyer. New Delhi: Oxford University Press 
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resources, representation in the legal profession, and the impact of socio-cultural norms on 

women's rights. Through seminars, workshops, and collaborative research projects, the 

Cornelia Sorabji Chair provides a platform for scholars, practitioners, and activists to engage 

in meaningful dialogue about gender justice. 

 

The legacy of the Cornelia Sorabji Chair extends beyond academia; it plays a vital role in 

shaping public policy and legal reforms that reflect Sorabji's vision for an equitable society. By 

advocating for gender-sensitive legal frameworks and promoting the inclusion of women's 

voices in decision-making processes, the chair contributes to the ongoing struggle for gender 

justice in post-colonial contexts.5 

 

Furthermore, the chair honors Sorabji's belief in education as a catalyst for social change. It 

emphasizes the importance of empowering future generations of legal scholars and 

practitioners with the knowledge and skills necessary to challenge systemic inequalities. In 

doing so, the Cornelia Sorabji Chair not only commemorates her contributions but also inspires 

a new wave of advocates committed to advancing gender justice and legal reform in 

contemporary society. Through its initiatives, it continues to uphold Sorabji's legacy as a 

pioneer of women's rights and a champion of social equity. 

 

Post-Colonial Jurisprudence and Gender Reforms in India 

Post-colonial jurisprudence in India is characterized by a complex interplay between inherited 

colonial legal structures and the evolving demands for social justice, particularly concerning 

gender equality. The legal framework established after independence in 1947 sought to address 

historical injustices while grappling with deeply entrenched patriarchal norms. The Indian 

Constitution, adopted in 1950, laid the foundation for gender justice by enshrining principles 

of equality and non-discrimination. Articles 14, 15, and 16 collectively guarantee equality 

before the law, prohibit discrimination based on sex, and ensure equal opportunity in public 

employment.6 

 

Despite these constitutional guarantees, the reality of gender inequality persists in various 

forms. The historical context reveals that early reform movements, led by figures such as Raja 

Ram Mohan Roy and Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, were instrumental in challenging oppressive 

                                                      
5 India Today. "Cornelia Sorabji: First Parsi Indian Woman to Study at Oxford." October 13, 2024. 
6 Jain, M.P. (2008). Indian Constitutional Law (6th ed.). Gurgaon: LexisNexis. 
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practices like Sati and child marriage. These movements set the stage for subsequent feminist 

legal reforms aimed at dismantling systemic barriers to women's rights. 

 

In the post-independence era, significant legal reforms emerged, particularly during the 1970s 

and 1980s when feminist discourse gained momentum. Landmark cases like the Mathura Rape 

case (1972) prompted a re-evaluation of rape laws, highlighting the need for reforms that ensure 

justice for survivors. The introduction of laws addressing domestic violence, sexual harassment 

in the workplace, and dowry-related violence marked critical advancements in gender justice. 

 

However, challenges remain pervasive. The implementation of laws often falls short due to 

societal attitudes that perpetuate discrimination. For instance, while the Protection of Women 

from Domestic Violence Act (2005) provides legal recourse for victims, cultural stigmas 

surrounding domestic abuse continue to silence many women.7 Additionally, issues such as 

unequal inheritance rights and limited access to education persist despite legislative efforts. 

 

The role of the judiciary has been pivotal in advancing gender reforms through progressive 

interpretations of constitutional provisions. Landmark judgments such as Vishaka v. State of 

Rajasthan (1997), which established guidelines against sexual harassment at workplaces, 

exemplify the judiciary's commitment to interpreting laws in ways that promote gender justice.8 

Looking forward, there is a pressing need for comprehensive legal reforms that reflect 

contemporary feminist perspectives and address the intersectionality of gender with caste, 

class, and religion. The ongoing discourse around the Uniform Civil Code (UCC) illustrates 

the complexities involved in achieving gender equity within diverse cultural contexts. While 

proponents argue that a common legal framework could eliminate discriminatory practices, 

critics caution against potential marginalization of religious minorities. 

 

In conclusion, post-colonial jurisprudence in India has made significant strides toward gender 

reforms; however, achieving true gender justice requires continuous advocacy for legal 

changes that confront both systemic inequalities and societal attitudes. By building on Cornelia 

Sorabji's legacy and integrating feminist perspectives into legal discourse, India can move 

closer to realizing its constitutional promise of equality for all genders. 

                                                      
7 UN Women. (2020). Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment in the Indian context. New Delhi: UN 

Women India. 
8 Vishaka & Ors.v. State of Rajasthan & Ors., AIR 1997 SC 3011. 
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Sorabji’s advocacy for women's rights emphasized the necessity of legal representation and 

education as tools for empowerment. Her belief that education was crucial for achieving social 

reform resonates strongly in today’s discussions about gender justice. Contemporary debates 

often focus on the need for comprehensive educational initiatives that empower women and 

girls, echoing Sorabji's assertion that without education, political reform would lack genuine 

impact. This perspective is crucial in addressing current challenges such as gender-based 

violence, discrimination, and economic inequality. 

 

Moreover, Sorabji's writings and public engagements provide a rich historical context for 

understanding the intersection of law and gender in India. Her critiques of colonial legal 

structures and advocacy for reforms are mirrored in contemporary feminist legal scholarship, 

which seeks to challenge existing laws that perpetuate gender discrimination. Scholars and 

activists today draw upon her legacy to argue for more inclusive legal frameworks that consider 

the unique experiences of marginalized groups.9 

  

The establishment of the Cornelia Sorabji Chair further amplifies her impact by fostering 

research and dialogue on gender justice issues within a post-colonial context. This academic 

institution promotes interdisciplinary approaches to understanding gender dynamics in law, 

encouraging new generations of scholars to engage with Sorabji’s ideals while addressing 

contemporary societal challenges. 

 

In whole we can say, Cornelia Sorabji’s legacy continues to shape contemporary gender justice 

debates in Indian jurisprudence by inspiring advocacy for legal reforms and emphasizing the 

importance of education and representation. Her pioneering spirit serves as a reminder of the 

ongoing struggle for gender equality, urging current and future generations to build upon her 

work in pursuit of a more just society. 

 

Challenges and Criticisms in Achieving Gender Justice 

Despite significant strides toward gender justice in India, numerous challenges and criticisms 

persist that hinder the full realization of equality. One of the most pressing issues is the ‘deep-

rooted patriarchal mindset’ prevalent in society. Traditional gender norms often perpetuate 

discrimination, leading to resistance against legal reforms aimed at promoting gender 

                                                      
9 Mitra, A. (2019). Cornelia Sorabji: India’s Pioneer Woman Lawyer. New Delhi: Oxford University Press. 
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equality.10 This cultural backdrop makes it difficult to implement progressive laws effectively, 

as societal attitudes frequently undermine legal protections. 

 

Another critical challenge is the inadequate implementation of existing laws. While India has 

enacted several progressive laws designed to protect women's rights such as the Protection of 

Women from Domestic Violence Act (2005) and the Sexual Harassment of Women at 

Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal) Act (2013) the enforcement mechanisms 

are often weak. Law enforcement officials may lack proper training or awareness regarding 

these laws, and systemic corruption can further impede justice delivery. Consequently, many 

women remain unaware of their rights or face insurmountable barriers when seeking legal 

recourse. 

 

The ‘slow judicial processes’ in India also contribute to the challenges faced by survivors of 

gender-based violence. Lengthy court proceedings can deter victims from pursuing justice, as 

they may be subjected to prolonged trauma and social stigma. This sluggishness not only 

undermines confidence in the legal system but also perpetuates a culture of impunity for 

perpetrators. 

 

Moreover, ‘limited political representation’ of women in decision-making roles poses a 

significant obstacle to advancing gender justice. A lack of female voices in legislative processes 

can result in policies that do not adequately address women's concerns or reflect their 

experiences. This underrepresentation is compounded by societal norms that often prioritize 

male leadership. 

 

Lastly, there is a growing ‘backlash against gender reforms’ from conservative groups who 

perceive these changes as threats to traditional values. Such resistance can manifest in protests 

or legal challenges that seek to roll back hard-won rights for women and marginalized 

communities. 

 

In this way, while the pursuit of gender justice in India has made notable progress, significant 

challenges still remain. Addressing these issues requires a multifaceted approach that includes 

not only legal reforms but also cultural change, enhanced enforcement mechanisms, and 

                                                      
10  Indian Ministry of Women and Child Development. (2006). Gender Justice: A National Report. New Delhi: 

Ministry of Women and Child Development. 
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increased representation of women in political and judicial spheres. By confronting these 

challenges head-on, India can move closer to achieving true gender equality and justice for all 

its citizens. 

 

Comparative Perspective: Women's Legal Rights in Post-Colonial Societies 

In post-colonial societies, the evolution of women's legal rights reflects a complex interplay of 

historical legacies, cultural contexts, and socio-political dynamics. While significant progress 

has been made in various regions, the challenges faced by women often reveal deep-seated 

patriarchal structures that persist despite legal advancements. 

 

In India, for instance, the post-colonial legal framework established by the Constitution 

enshrined fundamental rights aimed at promoting gender equality. However, the 

implementation of these rights has been inconsistent, often hindered by traditional norms and 

societal attitudes that prioritize male authority. The influence of feminist movements has been 

crucial in advocating for reforms such as the Protection of Women from Domestic Violence 

Act (2005) and the Sexual Harassment of Women at Workplace Act (2013). These laws 

represent significant strides toward safeguarding women's rights, yet enforcement remains a 

critical issue due to systemic barriers within law enforcement and judicial processes.11 

 

Comparatively, in countries like South Africa, the post-apartheid era brought about a robust 

legal framework for gender equality through the Constitution and various legislative measures 

aimed at addressing historical injustices. The Promotion of Equality Act (2000) and the 

Domestic Violence Act (1998) are examples of progressive laws designed to combat 

discrimination and protect women. However, similar to India, South Africa grapples with high 

rates of gender-based violence and societal attitudes that undermine legal protections.12 

 

In contrast, some post-colonial societies have seen limited progress in women's legal rights due 

to ongoing political instability or authoritarian governance. In Afghanistan, for example, the 

Taliban's resurgence has led to a rollback of women's rights that were previously gained during 

the post-Taliban reconstruction period. Legal frameworks that once promoted gender equality 

                                                      
11 Indian Ministry of Women and Child Development. (2006). Gender Justice: A National Report. New Delhi: 

Ministry of Women and Child Development. 
12  UN Women. (2020). Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment in the Indian Context. New Delhi: UN 

Women India. 
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have been dismantled, illustrating how political contexts can dramatically affect women's 

rights. 

  

The comparative analysis reveals that while legal frameworks are essential for advancing 

women's rights in post-colonial societies, their effectiveness is often contingent upon broader 

societal changes and political will. Feminist postcolonial critiques highlight the need to address 

intersectional issues such as race, class, and ethnicity within legal discourses to create truly 

inclusive frameworks.  

 

Ultimately, the experiences of women in post-colonial societies underscore the necessity for 

ongoing advocacy and reform efforts that not only focus on legislative changes but also 

challenge entrenched cultural norms and promote social transformation. By learning from each 

other's struggles and successes, post-colonial societies can work towards a more equitable 

future for all women. 

 

The Future of the Cornelia Sorabji Chair: Prospects and 

Recommendations 

The Cornelia Sorabji Chair holds significant potential for advancing gender justice and legal 

reform in India, building on the legacy of its namesake. As an academic institution dedicated 

to addressing gender disparities within the legal framework, the chair can play a pivotal role in 

shaping future discourse and policy. To maximize its impact, several recommendations are 

proposed. 

1. Expanding Research Focus: The chair should broaden its research agenda to include 

intersectional studies that explore how gender intersects with other identities such as 

caste, class, and ethnicity. This approach will provide a more nuanced understanding 

of the challenges faced by diverse groups of women in India, allowing for targeted legal 

reforms that address specific needs. 

2. Promoting Legal Literacy: Increasing legal literacy among women, particularly in rural 

areas, is essential for empowering them to assert their rights. The chair can develop 

community outreach programs that educate women about their legal rights and 

available resources. Collaborating with local NGOs and community organizations can 

enhance outreach efforts and ensure that information reaches marginalized populations. 

3. Fostering Collaborative Networks: Establishing partnerships with other academic 
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institutions, legal organizations, and feminist movements can amplify the chair's 

influence. By creating a network of scholars and activists committed to gender justice, 

the chair can facilitate knowledge exchange and collaborative research initiatives that 

drive systemic change. 

4. Advocacy for Policy Reform: The chair should actively engage in advocacy efforts 

aimed at influencing policy changes that promote gender equality. This includes 

participating in public consultations, submitting recommendations to government 

bodies, and collaborating with lawmakers to draft legislation that addresses gender-

based discrimination. 

5. Supporting Women in Law: To honor Sorabji’s legacy as a trailblazer for women in 

law, the chair can establish scholarships and mentorship programs for aspiring female 

lawyers. By providing financial support and guidance, the chair can help cultivate a 

new generation of women leaders in the legal field. 

 

In conclusion, the Cornelia Sorabji Chair is well-positioned to continue its legacy of promoting 

gender justice in post-colonial jurisprudence. By implementing these recommendations, it can 

enhance its role as a catalyst for change, ensuring that Sorabji’s vision of equality and 

empowerment remains relevant in contemporary society. Through sustained efforts in research, 

education, advocacy, and mentorship, the chair can significantly contribute to creating a more 

equitable legal landscape for women in India. 

 

Conclusion 

The Cornelia Sorabji Chair stands as a testament to the enduring legacy of Cornelia Sorabji, 

whose pioneering efforts in advocating for women's rights laid the groundwork for 

contemporary discussions on gender justice in India. Through her trailblazing legal career, 

Sorabji not only broke barriers as the first female lawyer in India but also championed the rights 

of marginalized women, particularly purdahnashin women who were often denied legal 

agency. Her commitment to social reform and education remains relevant today, as India 

continues to grapple with issues of gender inequality and discrimination. 

 

The establishment of the Cornelia Sorabji Chair has provided a platform for advancing research 

and dialogue on gender justice, fostering a multidisciplinary approach that integrates law, 

sociology, and feminist studies. By honoring Sorabji's legacy, the chair promotes critical 

scholarship that addresses the complexities of gender within post-colonial jurisprudence. 
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However, challenges persist in achieving true gender equality, including inadequate 

implementation of laws, cultural resistance, and systemic barriers within the legal framework. 

 

Moving forward, it is essential for the Cornelia Sorabji Chair to expand its focus on 

intersectional issues affecting women across diverse backgrounds. By promoting legal literacy, 

advocating for policy reforms, and supporting future generations of female legal scholars and 

practitioners, the chair can continue to influence positive change in the pursuit of gender justice. 

Ultimately, Sorabji’s vision for an equitable society serves as a guiding light for ongoing efforts 

to dismantle patriarchal structures and empower women within the legal system. 
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