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Q and A with Justice Abella 

 Walking into the Supreme Court of Canada for the first time is an impressive experience for any 
Canadian. Walking through those doors knowing that Justice Rosalie Abella is waiting on the other side, 
ready to answer your questions about careers, politics, feminism and the tricky balancing act of 
modern life, turns that already impressive experience into a downright intimidating one. And yet, 
Justice Abella has a knack for putting people at ease. Over the next hour, Justice Abella spoke candidly 
with the participants of the 2017 Women in House Program about her personal history, most memorable 
career moments, and her top advice for women setting out on their own trailblazing paths today. 

 Justice Abella benefited from the clarity of knowing that she always wanted to be a lawyer. 
While some naysayers doubted her ability to succeed – in 1970, when she graduated from the University 
of Toronto Faculty of Law, out of 150 students only five were women – she persevered in her chosen 
field. “For me, going to law school was the most natural thing in the world,” said Justice Abella. During 
a time when feminist movements were just beginning to hold sway, law school presented the last merit 
system in which Justice Abella could excel. “I thought there was no reason in the world why I shouldn’t 
be there,” she remarked. Largely shielded from the politics of real life, hard work and clear natural 
aptitude allowed Justice Abella to shine in the academic arena. Granted, she noted that “it was easier 
for me to be there when there were so few women in the law school. We’re not scary when there are 
only a few of us, we become scary when we’re there in numbers.” Speaking to a group of 50 female 
university students, all of us passionate advocates for greater female participation in public life, these 
words resonated deeply. 

 It was after leaving the University of Toronto that Justice Abella felt the significance of her 
gender most acutely. Rather than final semester grades, she was judged on the basis of “who do you 
get along with? How do they view you?” The merit system had been replaced by an old boy’s network 
that couldn’t quite figure out how women fit into their changing profession. Justice Abella humorously 
recalled being called to the bar in 1972 and dressing the way any young woman would in the 1970s – 
hot pants and all. Adding to the oddity, Justice Abella was balancing new motherhood with her 
burgeoning legal career. When she first became a judge in Family Court, she was pregnant with her 
second child. “There was no judge in the world was appointed while she was pregnant,” Abella 
remembers. Indeed, she “didn’t know a single lawyer who was also a mother.” 

 And yet, in many ways the sheer novelty of her position was liberating. “It was very easy 
because I wasn’t stuck with role models. For me, there was no sense that ‘this is the way we do it 
when we’re female.’” With no path to follow, “I had to create my own path.” For Justice Abella, this 
meant ducking out of work at 6 p.m. every evening to spend time with her children. “Maybe they 
didn’t care, but I needed to see them. My batteries were recharged by spending time together.” Of 
course, she didn’t become a Supreme Court judge by leaving work on time every day: “I would go back 
to work after my kids went to bed. First it was 8 p.m., then it was 9 p.m., then it was 10 p.m. There 
was no question about me doing this. I couldn’t go into work the next day and say ‘Sorry I couldn’t do 
the work; I’ve got kids at home.” But at the end of the day, “my soul needed my children.” Even today, 
her personal life is built around her children and grandchildren. “What’s central to who you are as a 
person always remains central,” said Justice Abella. 

 Ultimately, Justice Abella’s advice was the classic anti-advice: don’t listen to what other 
people think you ought to do. “I spent my life doing the things that I wanted to do,” she said. “Do what 
you feel like doing, not what other people tell you to do. Don’t think about where you need to end up – 
there’s no point in worrying about having an endgame.” She also critiqued the myth of work-life 
balance: “there isn’t one! You will be working all the time if you decide to work. You will be doing 
unpaid work all the time if you decide to stay at home. Taking care of your children is full time, your 
parents will be full time, your friends will be full time. You’ll only make yourself crazy if you spend 
your life worry about this elusive idea of balance.” 

 All in all, Justice Abella’s message was both simple and powerful: “forget about all of the 
myths out there, and focus on what will make you happy. This is an era of prescriptions and nostrums 



and playbooks. As someone who never had to worry about any of these things, it was a lot easier.” It’s 
more important to remember what you want to do rather than what you should be doing: “if you are 
happy, the people in your life who care about you will be happy as well.” 


