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A Woman of Independence, Integrity and Determination 
Judith Jacqueline Cohen AO 
7/2/1926 – 10/5/2012 
By her daughters, Judge Susan Cohen and Sally Scott  
 
In a full and varied life, both personally and professionally, Judith Cohen achieved much and influenced many.  She was both a mentor 
and a role model before either term gained prominence.   
 
She could be formidable when presiding over a courtroom of lawyers or their union or employer clients.  To friends and family she would 
assert her opinions, as if definitive, yet she made and retained many long and strong friendships, and her family remained very proud of 
her.   
 
Raised in an extended Jewish family in Sydney, her parents, Abraham and Esther Selig, and some very strong-minded aunts, instilled 
in her values of family and community, together with her Jewish identity and a strong social conscience. 
 
Her schooling at SCEGGS was also influential, in encouraging her to go to university and the suggestion to study law. She undertook a 
combined Arts/Law degree at Sydney University, and entered Law in 1946.  She was one of only a handful of women amongst 
hundreds in the year. They were not the first women to study Law, nor the first to practise, but were still a rarity.  Judith was a founding 
member of the Women Lawyers’ Association of NSW in 1952.   
 
In 1953, she married Sam Cohen, and moved to Melbourne where she practised as a solicitor until her first child, Susan, was born.  Her 
second daughter, Sally, was born three years later, and for almost eight years Judith was out of the workforce, a period she described 
as the most frustrating eight years of her life. 
 
She was introduced into Sam’s wide circle of friends and interests.  He became a QC in 1960, and soon afterwards gained ALP pre-
selection for a Senate seat. Judith respected his wish to make a worthwhile contribution in public life, and supported his commitment to 
the Labour Party’s ideals.  
 
When Sally started school, Judith returned to practice as a solicitor, but ceased after two years as part-time legal practice was proving 
impossible. She became a firm advocate for part-time work, to give flexibility especially for women with school age children.  This was a 
decade before she was actually setting conditions of employment.  
 
She turned to further study to keep intellectually stimulated, completing a Diploma of Education at Melbourne University, and then 
taught for nearly 3 years at Banyule High School in the late 1960s.  While her career was more active than for many women of that 
time, her family’s life revolved around Sam, who in 1967 became Deputy Opposition Leader in the Senate. 
 
That life was shattered by Sam’s sudden death in October 1969.  She was 43 years old, a widow with school age children, in a city 
where she had no family.  With support from a large network of friends, she went on with what was to become the second half of her 
life.  
She returned to legal practice as a solicitor where she often found herself advising women clients whose husbands had died, on 
practical as well as legal matters.  She always recognised how lucky she was to have had her legal training and qualifications to get her 
through her own widowhood, but would point out that it was her aunts, not her law degree, that had taught her how to operate her own 
bank account.   
 
Under the Whitlam government, Clyde Cameron as Minister for Labour was intent on increasing women’s participation in industrial 
relations.  In 1975 Judith was appointed as the first female Commissioner of the Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration 
Commission.  Five years later she was appointed as a Deputy President, giving her federal judicial status and the title of “Justice”.   For 
16 years she dealt with disputes and award making, travelling Australia widely and enjoying learning of many different industries and 
occupations.  She claimed that the best training she had was as a teacher, learning to control the various groups of people in front of 
her.  She was involved in many significant decisions, including making the first federal nurses’ award, and the introduction of maternity 
and later parental leave into federal awards.  
 
By the time she retired from the Commission in 1991, there were significant numbers of women in most industrial relations roles.  She 
was very pleased to see the growing numbers of women in most areas of legal practice, and appointed to courts.  
 
Soon after retiring from the Commission, she was invited to help establish a new process to resolve complaints about insurance claims.  
She chaired the first panel of the General Insurance Enquiries and Complaints Scheme for five years, helping to establish procedures to 
provide a fair review process, which enabled the scheme to gain respect from its users. 
She sat on several committees, particularly enjoying the Council of the National Library. She was reticent about receiving awards, but 
appreciated being made an AO for her services to Industrial Relations, and being entered on the Victorian Honour Roll of Women, in its 
inaugural year.  
 
Throughout her life she supported a number of Jewish organisations in Australia.   
She is survived her by daughters, Susan and Sally, grandchildren Becky and Sam, and brother Alex. 


