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Praise for He Said, She Said

‘Courageous and compassionate … a profoundly important book’

Kay Burley

‘A triumph … [Proudman’s] searing analysis puts the system in the dock but also provides a roadmap for reform’

Baroness Helena Kennedy

‘Should be required reading by lawyers and lawmakers alike’

Cathy Newman

‘This important book will shock you. And you will also be inspired and uplifted by the countless women who don’t and won’t give up’

Victoria Derbyshire

‘Phenomenal … an urgent and necessary read, one that shows the truth surrounding family courts and demands change’

Patsy Stevenson

‘Exposes the biases and institutional failures that silence women and endanger children with clarity and conviction. He Said She Said is a call to action’

Carol Vorderman

‘A profoundly urgent, necessary book that everyone must read … an inspiring and moving call to arms, a rallying cry and a beacon of hope’

Lucia Osborne-Crowley

‘A must read for anyone seeking to build a society safe for women and girls’

Apsana Begum MP


To every woman who has fought to protect her child
from domestic abuse, know that your courage and
resilience are truly heroic.

This book is for you.

In the face of silence, I promise to continue raising my voice.
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Author’s note

This book is not intended as an academic text or legal publication. It is written for a general audience, and I have sought to make the stories accessible. The purpose is to reveal some of the inner workings of the family justice system, and the difficult experiences many vulnerable women and children have had within it. That presents an inherent challenge, for private family law cases have strict measures to protect the anonymity of parties, and as a barrister I must also safeguard the privacy of my clients. Every case described in this book is factual, and wherever possible I have referred to published judgments. However, almost all names have been changed, some locations have been altered, and other details amended where necessary to maintain the anonymity of those concerned. The descriptions of individuals have been changed, and my conversations with clients do not specifically represent what passed between me and that individual client. Wherever possible, I have sought and received permission from former clients to write about their cases.


Introduction

What happens in family court? Most people will be lucky enough never to find out. Even some of those who want to know – journalists and academics – find their efforts frustrated by strict procedures that throw a privacy net around many cases. But a few people know all too well what can and does go on. Because family court happened to them. First, their life was torn apart by a relationship that failed, often as a result of abuse. Then, contact arrangements for the children broke down. And finally, they ended up in court, having every detail of what went on in their marriage, their home and their bedroom scrutinised by lawyers and judges. Every year in England and Wales, over 50,000 applications are made for such cases to be heard.1

They are rarely simple, easy or pleasant proceedings: there is more than an element of truth to the idea that nobody wins in family court. But even with no winners, there can be losers. The more of these cases I worked on, and the more I was exposed to the agony of people having to relive the worst traumas of their lives, the more I came to see that the losers in family court are so often women and children.

It is women who make up almost three-quarters of domestic violence victims in the UK,2 and who will more often be asked to recall the painful details of how their partner verbally abused, coercively controlled, physically assaulted or raped them. It is women who are mostly bringing forward the most serious allegations and who must prove what they are saying, while male respondents can sit back, poke holes in their arguments and cast doubt. And it is women who must face judges who are predominantly male, relying on their understanding of the nuances of domestic abuse and coercive control. As of 2024, 62 per cent of court judges in the UK were men, rising to 69 per cent in the High Court and 75 per cent in the Court of Appeal.3

Let me illustrate with a few examples what can and does happen in family court.

Pauline (who I later represented) was forced to participate in a hearing from her hospital bed when she collapsed in court after testifying – a result of stress and an existing medical condition. Although she was taken to hospital, the hearing simply carried on via video link, and she listened to her alleged rapist give evidence.

Mary’s allegation of being raped and strangled during sex by her husband was disbelieved by a judge, who deemed her (in part) too ‘intelligent’ to have allowed it to happen or to be unable to recall the exact date of the rape.4

Isla’s claim that she was raped by her ex-partner was disbelieved by a judge because she had not attempted to physically resist. Hannah was told that she had imagined being raped, and Matilda that she had not been raped, even though the court acknowledged that she had not wanted sex on the occasion in question.

Denise, who had made allegations of assault and rape against her ex-partner, was threatened with having her child taken into care and adopted if she continued to make allegations of violence.

Daniella, who had terminal cancer and was trying to protect the interests of her children during a divorce proceeding, had to sit and hear her husband’s lawyer argue that she should be awarded a modest financial settlement because she was going to be dead soon.

Melody, who was accused by her ex-partner of alienating their children against him, and telling them to fabricate allegations, decided to go back and live with a man who had abused her because the court had supported his allegations and granted him contact. She chose to put herself at risk rather than allow this man unsupervised time with the children.

And Kate was just one of a number of women who was forced to pay for the man who raped her to have supervised contact with her child – until we won an appeal that changed the law on this point.5

Many of these stories and more like them are covered in this book. Almost all are cases I have worked on, just one family law barrister among hundreds. And still, when I talk about how the family court fails women and children, many of my colleagues tell me that I shouldn’t. They complain that highlighting the worst of what goes on in family court undermines our judicial system. They say it spreads false ideas and ruins public confidence in the system that is supposed to protect them. They make complaints to my professional body and to my chambers about the things I say and write in public.

I speak up because in my experience the family justice system has a fundamental problem with how it treats women and children. Routinely in my working life, I see survivors of sexual and physical violence accused of not telling the truth because their story is somehow inconsistent or because they lack the evidence to prove what happened to them. I see professionals in the family justice system who struggle to recognise women as victims of abuse because those women are articulate, professional and have their own money. And I see them try to support their stance with arguments that betray a pub bore’s interpretation of domestic abuse: why didn’t she leave, why didn’t she tell someone, why didn’t she report him, why didn’t she fight him off? By contrast, there is often an apparently generous interpretation of how men behave: he was sexually inexperienced and couldn’t read the signals, he has a naturally loud voice and enjoys arguments, he was lashing out in frustration and didn’t mean to hit her.

Where women suffer in the family justice system, their children frequently suffer with them. So many of my clients have been women who were desperate to prevent the father having unsupervised contact with their children, knowing from experience the kind of dangerous and abusive behaviour he was capable of.

This puts children at the heart of these proceedings – many of them victims of domestic abuse by virtue of living in a frightening household under the threat of violence or control.6 They too are punished by a system that does not pay sufficient regard to their needs, and which often condemns them to months or years of uncertainty about who they are going to live with, or whether they have to spend time with a parent who they say scares them.

Florence, just a teenager, and the youngest client I have represented, had been fighting for years to try and overturn a court order which compelled her to live with her father against her wishes. Rose’s son had routinely told his school that he was afraid of his dad, who would stand on his fingers and pull hairs from his arms and legs, but was having court-ordered contact with him until we mounted a successful appeal. Gemma’s children, who had said they wanted no contact with a controlling father who had been physically abusive and patrolled the house with a GoPro camera recording everything that went on, were about to be subjected to court-ordered assessments by a psychologist at the father’s request before we appealed against it.

Most judges and lawyers never meet the children whose future rests in their hands and many children report feeling disbelieved, unheard and lost in a system that denies them a voice.7 In 2016, Women’s Aid – the charity that campaigns against domestic abuse – published a report showing nineteen children had been killed over a ten-year period during formal or informal contact with an abusive parent, twelve of them during contact that had been ordered by the court.8

These stories are personal to me, because I know a little of what it is like to grow up with a violent and alcoholic father. When I read court documents detailing the abuse children have suffered and their fears about spending time with one of their parents, I remember the small child within me. I think back to one of my earliest memories in nursery. I knew something was happening because the nursery staff kept looking at me with concern on their faces. After a while, I was taken outside and told to sit with my father. I saw that his face was a strange yellow colour, and his teeth were rotten. Later, I would learn that these were indicators of his alcoholism. The way he looked, and the things I had seen at home, made him a frightening figure to me. I wanted to leave, but my feet were frozen. I said almost nothing, hoping it would be over soon. All I knew was that I was scared and didn’t want to be left with him. I looked back at the staff, my eyes begging them to rescue me, but they turned their backs on me. Eventually, he left. I think this was the last time I saw him before he died in a road traffic accident when he was driving drunk. He killed a woman and, somehow, I carry the guilt for him taking someone else’s life. I was lucky not to be in the car with him.

The impact of going through family court can be profound. Many of the women involved in these cases have already endured deeply traumatic experiences: abused by a violent partner, accused of abducting or alienating their own child, coerced into continuing with or terminating a pregnancy. The tragedy is that this ordeal may only be the beginning. Often, they have been brought to court by their abusive ex-partner, who is seeking to change or expand the terms of their court-ordered contact with the children. If the mother wishes to prevent this to safeguard her child, she must present her allegations of what the ex-partner or husband did to her to the court, recounting every excruciating detail of the alleged abuse. During this proceeding she may be questioned about how she chose to act in the aftermath of a rape or serious assault: why did she not report it, or if she did, why is her account now slightly different from the one she told to the police or a women’s centre years before? If the judge ultimately finds against her, saying the allegations are not proved as facts, the written judgment that follows can never be expunged. It will always say that she was not, in fact, raped, beaten up or verbally abused and humiliated to the point of despair – or even worse that she fabricated the allegations. It will follow the woman, and her children, around for a lifetime.

Frequently, this feels like a game that women cannot win: one will be told that they don’t have enough evidence for their claims, and another that their story feels too manufactured to be believed. One will not be considered a victim because they appear insufficiently emotional, another not taken seriously as a witness because they naturally become upset or struggle to express themselves when describing horrifying experiences.9 Traumatised women who I represent are often held to the highest imaginable standard of demeanour, evidence and consistency. They are asked to walk an impossible tightrope and then blamed for falling from it.

And that may be just the first set of proceedings. For some, the agony is prolonged for months or even years as hearings are delayed and more applications are made by the litigant – a father who may be complaining that he needs more time with his children, that the mother is poisoning them against him, or that financial arrangements need to be reviewed. They are dragged through hearing after hearing, required to relive the worst moments of their lives on an endless loop. The family court, which should serve to liberate victims of abuse from terrible circumstances, instead risks locking women into a secondary relationship with their abuser, which may go on for longer than they were together in the first place.

The results of these cases can range from frustrating to horrifying. Rosie wept as she told me that she felt she had no option but to go back to her abusive partner, who had been granted unsupervised contact with the children. She knew the risks he posed and believed that only by endangering herself could she protect them. Lydia begged me that there must surely, surely be something we could do to prohibit her child from having contact with a father who had allegedly threatened to kill both her and her unborn foetus during her pregnancy. Lisa crumpled into a heap on the floor outside the courtroom after she was told that her appeal had been rejected, and that her young child must return immediately to the country from which they had fled to escape an abusive household months earlier. She had got out, and now the court was sending her and her child back into the clutches of their abuser. It is hard not to feel hopeless when you must tell a desperate woman that no, there is nothing more you can do for them. They are out of time, out of appeals, out of hope.

The urge to avoid uttering those words is the motivation for my work. Many of the women I represent want not just to be heard by the court, to have their concerns addressed and their children safeguarded, but also to try and help others in the same position. We use their cases to present arguments that have established important precedents to protect women and children from dangerous men.*

As a result of cases I have argued, women’s refuges are no longer required to disclose their addresses for the purposes of delivering court orders, whereas before, these confidential and highly sensitive addresses were at risk of falling into the hands of perpetrators and their lawyers, putting residents in harm’s way. Thanks to another, victims are no longer required to help pay for their abusers to have supervised contact with their children.10 And judges are encouraged to consider whether, when a perpetrator of abuse works in a regulated profession, such as a social worker or doctor, their professional body should be informed of the findings against them.11 I have also secured judgments that recognised gaslighting as a form of domestic abuse,12 defined DARVO (deny, attack, reverse victim and offender) as a form of abuse,13 recognised coercive and controlling behaviour as an insidious pattern of domestic abuse,14 reinforced the need for victims to receive special measures while giving evidence – such as protective screens and separate waiting areas so they do not need to look at their alleged abuser15 – and established that there should be strict limits to introducing a victim’s sexual history into evidence so this cannot be used to portray them in a negative light.16

Laws are applied and interpreted in court, but they are made in Parliament, so in parallel to my work as a barrister, I have campaigned alongside other lawyers and victims’ groups for changes in the law around domestic abuse, rape, coercive control, virginity testing, child marriage, forced marriage and female genital mutilation (FGM). We helped to draft amendments that have given the court new powers to protect girls at risk of FGM from being taken out of England and Wales, to raise the legal marriage age in England and Wales from sixteen to eighteen, and to criminalise virginity testing, hymenoplasty and child marriage.17 I worked on the Domestic Abuse Bill that introduced the first statutory definition of domestic abuse, defined children as victims in their own right, recognised coercive and controlling behaviour as a distinctive form of abuse, and banned perpetrators from being able to cross-examine their victims in court.

In the fifteen years since I was called to the bar, some strides have been made to improve how both the law and the family court treats women and children. Yet there remain gaping holes in the law through which vulnerable women frequently fall. In family law there is no statutory definition to tell a judge what is and isn’t rape. There is no law to prevent a victim’s medical records from being disclosed to their abuser during proceedings. And if a couple was ever married, there is no legal means to terminate the father’s parental responsibility, not even if he had raped the mother. There is no way of holding judges personally accountable for their decisions, even if they have caused harm, nor are there sufficient protections for women against being dragged through one case after another by abusers who use the court as an extension of their controlling behaviour post-separation.*

Then, of course, there are attitudes. The law on paper is one thing – a constellation of primary legislation, advice set out to judges (in what are known as practice directions) and precedents that provide a thread for others to pick up. Much of a barrister’s job is to wrestle all this material into a written ‘skeleton’ argument that supports your client’s case, which both sides will submit to the judge before any major hearing.

Parallel to this is the law in practice – how the judge who hears a case chooses to interpret and apply all of this. In family court, there is no jury. There are no charges or convictions. There are simply applications (such as for a divorce or contact with children), allegations which one or both sides bring against the other to support their case, and findings made by the judge, usually communicated in a written or oral judgment that sets out their reasoning. The judge upholds or dismisses allegations on the balance of probabilities – whether it is more likely than not to be true, i.e. at least 51 per cent likely – and makes orders that amount either to a final decision or a referral to another hearing.

The upshot is that the judge is a figure of overwhelming power. Their view of a case and the validity of witness testimony will go a long way to determining the outcome. That is why we should all be concerned by certain comments of family court judges: one described an incident of strangulation as a prank, another told a woman that ‘it’s not like you were beaten’, and a third that ‘you could not have been raped because you did not fight him off’.18 Such dismissive attitudes are not just deeply traumatising for the women who are subjected to them. They can also underpin life-changing decisions for children in cases where the evidence often amounts to little more than his version of events, her version, and a judge who must decide which one they prefer.

I write, talk and campaign on these issues because I simply refuse to watch so many vulnerable women and children be so badly treated by a system that they expect to provide justice. My experience tells me that only by fighting back in court, and raising awareness beyond it, can you make a difference – one case, one precedent, one amendment to parliamentary legislation at a time.

I never knew that this was the cause I would dedicate my career to: growing up in a working-class, single-parent household in the Midlands, I had no idea what working in the law would be like. But once I had joined the bar, it did not take long to realise that the law was failing women, not to recognise the misogyny – ingrained prejudice against women – that affects both young women seeking to become barristers and the vulnerable clients we represent. After that, there was no question about what I wanted to do and to achieve, and of my desire to make the law fairer and more just for women.

That purpose continues to motivate me because there are so many women and girls for whom we must do better. Women who only wish to protect their children from men they know to be dangerous. Women who are trying to escape abusive relationships and often become locked in legal proceedings that drag on for years, sometimes bankrupting them. Women who were raped and sexually assaulted and are still living with the trauma of that experience years later, only to be interrogated about why they did not behave more ‘logically’ in the aftermath. Women from marginalised backgrounds who are suffering intersectional inequalities stemming from classism, language barriers, transphobia, lack of access to legal aid, ableism, or outright racism and cultural and religious prejudice.* We cannot achieve fairer outcomes without critically examining the current system and its failings, however uncomfortable that may be for those working within it.

In turn, we must do better for children, who often become like hostages traded between two households when a court orders a forced transfer of residence because it accepts a parent’s, often father’s, allegations that the mother has ‘alienated’ them from him. We must do better for girls who may need someone to fight in court to protect them from being sent abroad to a place where their family intends to perform FGM.

Family court is where people who have suffered unimaginably, with no other place to turn, end up. We owe these people understanding, fairness and, above all, justice. None of that will be achieved until we can have an honest reckoning about sexist attitudes, victim-blaming tendencies and a too-common lack of understanding about the complex dynamics of abuse and control within intimate relationships.

I have written this book because I believe that, like any institution, the family justice system can only evolve through honest reflection and a willingness to confront its flaws. I am an admirer of the objectives of our justice system as well as a critic and a participant: I respect the dedicated work of solicitors, barristers and judges who strive to uphold justice and improve our system, often in circumstances that are far from easy or ideal. The stories in this book reflect moments where the system has both succeeded and failed, especially in its treatment of women and children who have suffered the horrors of domestic abuse. I wish to emphasise that, while the content is often unavoidably critical, the intention is to reflect on systemic failings, using individual cases and judgments to cast light on these, not to try to challenge their outcome. Ultimately, I believe the system is robust enough to withstand constructive criticism, and that scrutiny of this kind should be seen as beneficial to creating change. That is a belief I ended up having to fight for in a professional tribunal, when my regulatory body prosecuted me for things I had written about a case on social media.

I also believe that more people need to understand how the family court works. They should know what happens when parents fight in court, and who is responsible for deciding whether a man accused of physical and sexual violence gets to see and look after his children. A broken relationship and a family court case can happen to anyone, and almost no one is prepared for what that is like. Nor is there nearly enough recognition of when and how the family court gets it wrong, and the shocking consequences of those decisions on the lives of women and children.

What goes on in family court affects us all – as my clients often tell me, it is the kind of experience that you think only happens to other people until it is happening to you.

 

 

 

 



* In court, you may use the result of one case to help you argue another, and part of a barrister’s job is to present the most relevant historic cases to the judge for them to consider when determining the one in front of them.

* Judges are protected by judicial immunity for everything they say, do or decide in court. No legal action can be brought against them pertaining to this.

* The Ministry of Justice’s Harm Report highlighted evidence citing ‘the vulnerabilities and sense of powerlessness’ felt by BAME domestic abuse survivors, relating to everything from community and social pressure to insecure immigration status, language barriers, and the feeling they were not perceived as reliable witnesses in court.19


1

‘Where Are You From?’:
Becoming a Barrister

‘Oh, I don’t think this is for you, Charlotte.’

My teacher lifted her head from the giant, Yellow Pages-style book she had been consulting, raising her huge dome of curly grey hair. We were sitting alone in her box room office for a careers advice session. I had just told her that I wanted to be a lawyer. Her smile was gentle, and she intended no harm. But the meaning, the same one that had been transmitted by laughter in the classroom when I said, aged fourteen, that I wanted to be a solicitor, was clear enough. I had set my sights too high. My teacher returned her attention to the jobs bible in front of her. ‘Maybe you should try and become a clerk.’

The idea of the law had taken root in me before I really knew what it was or what the job entailed. Growing up in the small market town of Leek, a career in law simply represented what it meant to be successful. My mum encouraged me to aspire to it because she thought it would mean achieving a better standard of living than she had. I adopted the dream because I thought it would give me the one thing I wanted most in life: freedom and a new beginning.

As I discovered when training to be a lawyer in London, not everyone has heard of Leek. ‘Where are you from?’ I would be asked at the interminable dinners we had to attend to become a member of one of the Inns of Court. My answer was rarely met with anything less than a bemused look, which often lingered when I explained that Leek was in Staffordshire. When I confirmed that it was near Stoke, bemusement would give way to a kind of sympathetic horror. It didn’t occur to me to say it was on the fringes of the Peak District: my childhood weekends had fondly been spent far more in the Potteries Shopping Centre than the National Park.

Those who do venture ten miles north and east of Stoke will find a market town like so many others, complete with mock Tudor trappings, red-brick storefronts and pubs proclaiming their long history. Leek may be a very pleasant place to be at certain stages in life, but the second half of childhood is not one of them. By my late teens, I already felt tired of the sight of the same streets, buildings, walls and faces. Everything had its place, everyone seemed to know you, and no part of it ever seemed to change. I could have drawn every inch of the town from memory. While some people found this familiarity reassuring and even comforting, to me it was oppressive.

At sixteen, I started working at the Co-op supermarket to support myself through college and then my degree at Keele University. For five years, week after week, I could almost predict who would be filing through my checkout at what times, the items I would be scanning, the chit-chat we would have, and even the way people would count out their money. Leek felt like the town that change forgot: I was desperate to escape to the city, and clung to law as my life raft.

At this time in my life, knowing so little about my future career, being a lawyer meant becoming a solicitor. All the lawyers in and around Leek were solicitors. But when I did work experience during my law degree at a few local firms in Stoke, it felt like more of the same – the market town transplanted to the office. It wasn’t until one of the lawyers I was shadowing took me to court that I found what I was really looking for. All day my eye was drawn to a woman perhaps ten years older than me. She had marched into court wearing a pale pink and grey pinstripe suit, a Louis Vuitton bag on one arm, papers bound with pink ribbon under the other, and blond hair visible under her horsehair wig. Watching her cross-examine a witness, with precise and challenging questions, I knew this was not just another day like all the others. There was a tension that seemed to cloak the entire room, holding people in place. She was defending a teenage boy who had never had a chance in life, thrown out by his parents and enmeshed in a life of crime. In a world where I was used to everything seeming mundane, this felt different and exciting. I went home that day knowing that now I had found something I really wanted to be. It was no longer an abstract idea but a concrete goal.

Soon, this slightly idealistic notion took me to London for the first time and to bar school at the age of twenty-one. The work was challenging enough on its own: a crash course in the law, in preparation for trying to gain a pupillage (traineeship) at a barristers’ chambers, an application process with a success rate of around 8 per cent.1 It turned out the studying was the easy part. Far more difficult was getting used to the atmosphere that prevailed in this new world and the people who seemed to thrive in it, effortlessly gliding through the networking and the flummery while I was gulping at air that felt thin. There were cliques of people who seemed to have known each other all their lives, whose fathers were barristers or judges and who already had a pupillage in their pocket before we had sat our first exam.

‘What did your father do?’ This was another of the questions that came around and around at the mandatory dinners, after we had got Leek out of the way, and established that I’d been to university at Keele (which they hadn’t heard of either). I always avoided this one, though the answer might have helped to explain why I was in those opulent dining halls with people so different from me, who made little attempt to hide their belief that I had no place being there.

The truth was that I hardly knew my dad, who had died when I was four. Nor would I have wanted to know him, an alcoholic and a violent man, a story I pieced together over the years from what various relatives and family friends told me. Although I have few memories of my father, he did leave one important legacy in the form of his will. In a final act of control, he wrote my mum and me out of it, instead giving everything he had – which was also everything we had – to charity. I watched my mum spend years contesting the will on my behalf: an unconscious early education in how abusive relationships can leave a legal long tail that stretches over time, creating stress and anxiety that compounds the trauma of the abuse itself. My mum’s regular lectures about the need to be independent and have a career of your own, stemming from these experiences, were another thing that had helped to push me towards the unlikely destination of the law.

Having worked to get this far, I was not going to give up easily. But I kept running into a wall of cheerful faces, pinstriped accents and ever-so-polite disdain. Early on in my time at bar school, I had lunch with the barrister who had been assigned as my mentor. We sat together in the Great Hall at Lincoln’s Inn, at one of the long trestle tables, surrounded by dark wooden panelling. Above us loomed paintings of long-ago judges in their wigs and flowing robes, and completing the picture was a gargantuan fresco depicting figures such as Moses and Muhammad, Pythagoras, Alfred the Great and Charlemagne.

It was a long way from my grandparents’ living room in Newcastle-under-Lyme, where I would sit on the settee with my granddad – a retired railway worker and trade unionist, as well as a talented pianist – reading Marx. My nanna would sit in her armchair watching the world go by from the front window, balancing a book about Ancient Egypt on her knee. By contrast, a room like the Great Hall still felt bizarre and overawing even after multiple visits. To many of my peers who had been to centuries-old private schools and Oxbridge, it was just a dining room.

Our lunch finished and my would-be mentor surprised me by suggesting we should go for a walk so we could chat about how I was getting on. The real news, it seemed, was not for nineteenth-century judges to overhear. The lunch had been our first proper conversation, and he was still quizzing me about my background. Then he stopped, turned to me with a sad smile that reminded me of my teacher from years before, and spilled out words he had clearly been storing up.

‘You’ve done really well to get here and get this far, but you’ll never make it.’

It was so cruel, so fleeting, such a snap judgement from a person who barely knew me that I was shocked into silence. I didn’t argue with him or ask why he had said it. How he had decided, based on such minimal information, that I would never pass the incredibly fine sieve through which the bar filters its wannabes. I just took in his words and internalised them, chewing them over and over as I answered his remaining questions on autopilot.

We parted, and he gave me a sheepish grin – I really think he believed he was doing me a favour, saving me from so much time and money spent in an apparently wasted effort. But in the days and weeks that followed, disbelief hardened into anger and resolve. Knowing what some people thought of me having the nerve to try and enter their world made me more determined than ever. The message was clear from the very beginning. I wanted the bar, but the bar – or at least parts of it – did not want me. In the years that followed, it would become a familiar feeling.

‘This kid: she’s going to be as thick as her father and as ugly as her mother.’

It was my brutal yet truthful induction into how the family court can be during one of the very first hearings I attended as a baby barrister. The local authority had brought a case against the two parents, one of whom was autistic while the other had learning difficulties. These parents, who needed help and support to care for a baby they obviously loved deeply, were instead being threatened with an adoption order for their child.

The man I overheard during a break in proceedings was flicking through a photo album that the mother had brought along, showing pictures of the family together. It would have been bad enough if he had no influence in the case. Unbelievably, he was in fact the voice of the child – the lawyer representing the guardian ad litem, who is the social worker appointed by the court as the child’s independent representative. They would make recommendations to the judge about how the child should be cared for. This little girl’s life chances were being brushed aside with callous indifference by a man who was meant to be her advocate. Meanwhile, the social worker from the local authority had allegedly said to the mother, ‘Don’t worry, you can always have another one. They might let you keep that one.’

I was shocked, even more so when I shared my concerns with a senior lawyer, who responded with laughter. Almost from the moment I started working at the bar, I realised that some of my new colleagues were people for whom the extremes of suffering had become normalised. They would represent clients facing desperate circumstances in the morning, have jocular conversations about it over lunch in an expensive restaurant (or if needs must a dingy court café), and then move on to another case the next day without a second thought. People were cases. Victims were witnesses. Wrongdoing was a matter of technical debate and should never be viewed through the lens of fairness or justice. Who was the judge, who were we against, and whether we would win were accepted topics of conversation. Less so questions about whether the truth had been established, whether people had been treated fairly, and if justice had been done.

By doing this, barristers are not subverting the system but working as it intends them to. From the beginning of your training, you are told that it is desirable to keep a professional distance from your clients. Yes, you are bound to represent them to the best of your ability and act in their best interests (core duty 2 of the Bar Standards Board code of conduct), but you are also meant to remain independent (core duty 4). Getting too friendly with the client and identifying too closely with their interests could compromise that independence. If there is ever any conflict between these two requirements, the code of conduct makes clear on which side you should fall: ‘Your duty to act in the best interests of each client is subject to your duty to the court.’2 In other words, the court must come first and the client – the person who needs help – second.

As I took my first steps into this world, I realised I was entering not one unfamiliar sphere but two. Many of my colleagues at the bar had come from much more privileged backgrounds than I had – they spoke and behaved a certain way, expecting that their voice would be heard because experience had told them it always would be. But my upbringing, while hardly gilded, was far from suffering. Leek may have been dull to my teenage mind, but it was also safe. My mum and I lived comfortably. The same was not true of some of my clients. I will never forget a horrible case I observed while doing a mini-pupillage (work experience) at a set of chambers that specialised in criminal law. I was shadowing a barrister who was prosecuting a teenage boy for the sexual assault of another, younger boy. Among the evidence was a picture of the room where the defendant had been living: a completely bare room with nothing in it except an old, stained mattress. No carpet, no pictures or posters on the wall, no possessions, no curtains, no bedclothes even. It conveyed a squalor and despair that no child should be exposed to. Now, one damaged life had broken into another.

Joining the bar brought me up close to stories like this – of deprivation and trauma that I could not have imagined. From the top rung of the ladder, the bottom one was apparently far enough away that its realities could be shrugged off. But I kept thinking about those two boys and their two ruined lives: how poverty and abuse can spread like a crack in plaster, snaking up a wall or across a ceiling. I kept encountering cases that shocked me either because of the details of trauma and abuse they contained or by how lightly these seemed to be worn by the barristers I was working with. I knew I could not tiptoe through my career, chewing up and spitting out these cases, shrugging my shoulders at the worst of what I saw and heard. But it would take a few years, and several shoves in the right direction, until I worked out what I could do about it.

In these early days at the bar, trying to find my place in a world that was in every way unfamiliar, I soon realised another novelty. This was, by some distance, the most male environment I had ever encountered. Perhaps it felt so jarring because of my own background – an all-female household, a university where over 60 per cent of the students are female, and five years on the shop floor of a supermarket, another place where women are in the clear majority.3 It was not that women were absent at the bar: we represented 37 per cent of the profession in 2011, the year after I was called, a figure which remained almost unchanged a dozen years later.4 But the environment and culture felt overwhelmingly male: deep voices rumbling through the cavernous dining halls, and the courtroom often featuring two male lawyers before a male judge. Almost every barrister I shadowed while doing mini-pupillages was a man.

It was during one of those weeks that I saw what the predominance of men and male attitudes can lead to. We were in a taxi to court. The barrister I was with had papers spread across his knees and we were discussing the case. Then, as if it was the natural next point in the evidence we were discussing, his hand was on my leg. He groped me the same way he talked, calmly and confidently, a statement and not a question. The hand moved up and down my thigh as he spoke.

‘You know there are a lot of things someone in your position will do to get a place.’ He paused, and the hand remained, for two or three endless seconds. My mouth was open but I didn’t speak. The taxi continued its smooth progress towards the court. Realising that there would be no response, the hand withdrew. It straightened the file in front of him and he resumed our discussion about the case.

I might have dismissed this as an isolated incident – a phrase so beloved by those who wish to downplay problems with our profession and legal system – if it was the first time. I had been no less shocked a year or two before when applying for work experience at a firm of solicitors. Don’t send a CV, one of the partners said to me. What about a bikini picture instead? Then there were the stories some of my peers would tell me or which were sent to me after I gained a public profile for speaking out about sexism at the bar. One of these women said she had approached a judge about mentoring her while she was a law student. Over lunch, he had propositioned her to become his mistress.

Surveys suggest that around 40 per cent of women lawyers in the UK have experienced sexual harassment in some form.5 These are not isolated incidents or rogue individuals. The problem is endemic and it is getting worse. A Bar Council survey in 2023 found that 44 per cent of barristers have experienced or witnessed bullying, harassment or discrimination in the prior two years. The figure for 2021 had been 38 per cent and in 2017 it was 31 per cent. Perhaps needless to say, such behaviours disproportionately affect barristers who are women, those who come from an ethnic minority background, who are LGBTQ+, who have a disability or who went to state school.6

Right at the beginning of my career, I had seen and experienced for myself what it means to be sexually harassed as a young woman trying to break into the profession. Those experiences meant that, when a jarring message landed in my LinkedIn inbox in 2015, I was not overly surprised. It was far from the first, although it would turn out to be the most significant. From a male solicitor more than twice my age, it read:

Charlotte, delighted to connect, I appreciate this is probably horrendously politically incorrect but that is a stunning picture!!! You definitely win the prize for the best Linked in [sic] picture I have ever seen. Always interest to understant [sic] people’s skills and how we might work together. Alex.

I replied, telling him that I found his message offensive, that I was using LinkedIn for professional reasons, ‘not to be approached about my physical appearance or to be objectified by sexist men’. Then I posted a screenshot of our messages on Twitter, asking if other female lawyers were receiving similar approaches. In the weeks and months that followed, as I became the focus of an onslaught of media attention, many assumed that this had been my intention from the start. That I had set out to make myself famous and used a message to stoke controversy.

Anybody who knows what it is like to have your face on the front page of a tabloid newspaper and be branded a feminazi, to have the way you look debated in public, and your family and friends harassed by journalists, would immediately understand what an absurd proposition this is. All I had wanted to do was tell a man why I found his behaviour unacceptable and to start a conversation with my small social media audience about how women are treated online (since this was not the first message of its kind I had received, nor the first example of sexual harassment). I knew that the only approaches my partner received on LinkedIn were to offer him a job. Whereas I was being messaged, first and foremost, so that men could comment on my appearance.

The message may not have been the worst thing on its own, but it did not exist in isolation. Low-level sexism never does. It was the thin end of a wedge of misogyny and sexual harassment in the legal profession. One that slopes up to much more serious incidents. To a barrister’s hand rubbing up and down my thigh when I was a law student. To Kevin Barry, an equal opportunities officer at his chambers, who in 2019 was fined £3,000 for ‘unwanted sexual conduct’ towards a woman in a bar five years earlier, where he had told her she was beautiful, tried to kiss her, put his hand down her skirt and squeezed her bottom.7 To Dominic Woolard, a barrister who over the course of one evening at a social function grabbed a young woman around the neck, smacked her hard on the bottom and pulled her onto his knee – he was fined £6,000.8 And to Robert Kearney, who had told a woman undertaking a mini-pupillage at his chambers that he ‘kept his nails short because you can’t finger women with long nails’, sniffed her neck in a lift, told her to ‘wear skirts and heels instead of trousers’ and asked her about her bra size, what perfume she was wearing and whether she had ever had sex in her parents’ house. For that, he was suspended in 2021. He was not disbarred until a separate disciplinary tribunal in 2023 found that he had told another mini-pupil at his chambers: ‘You need to have sex with senior members of the Bar, then you will be successful.’ And another young woman that she was ‘frigid’ and needed to ‘go and have fucking sex’. With both these women, the tribunal found that he ‘had inappropriate contact and hand placement’.9 At the time of writing, Kearney’s disbarment was set for review after he was granted the right to appeal.10

These incidents of misogyny stem from a common root of male entitlement, sexist attitudes and lack of accountability. What begins with comments that many men consider harmless does not end there. An unwanted remark may receive a neutral response in an attempt to defuse the situation. Taking encouragement from that, a man may soon move on to propositions, demands, a hand up your skirt or his lips pressed onto yours. Every woman knows this is how it can be. And yet so many men deny it. The power dynamics of the bar, with a disproportionate number of men in senior positions, exacerbates the likelihood that an entitled older man will seek to exploit his power over a young woman who has none, who knows there are ten other highly qualified peers who could easily take her place. The nature of career progression also means that the senior barrister who sees fit to put his hand up a young woman’s skirt may soon (or may already) be the judge who gets to decide what does and does not constitute sexual abuse. If we have a warped view of what constitutes sexual misconduct in the legal profession, there is a real risk that then seeps through into the judicial system. How can the judiciary be insulated from sexist and misogynistic attitudes when it must recruit from the bar, where a troubling culture of sexual harassment and bullying has been widely recognised?

I believe, now as I did then, that you cannot eliminate sexual harassment until you confront the attitudes that underpin it. That is why I published the LinkedIn message I had received, to start a discussion that, perhaps naively, I expected to remain within my small circle of followers. I anticipated a little push-back from men online, but was in no way prepared for it to reach such a wide audience, or what this would involve.

When I received the initial message, I was not even working at the bar. I had taken a career break to pursue a PhD and was about to leave for a semester at Harvard as a visiting researcher. My flight to Boston was in a few days, and I had only just responded to the solicitor’s message. Within twenty-four hours or so, newspapers were reporting the story, and soon my face was on the front of the Daily Mail alongside a banner that blared: ‘A glam lawyer and the Feminazis who hate men who praise their looks’. It previewed an article from the columnist Sarah Vine, featuring lines about me such as ‘heaven help the poor man who actually tries to ask her out on a date, let alone try to get her into his bed. He’d have better luck propositioning a porcupine.’ And: ‘this is not really about helping women overcome sexism, is it? It’s about Ms Proudman making sure she’s the absolute centre of everyone’s attentions.’11

In fairness to Sarah Vine, her piece was a masterclass of its kind, a perfect example of how our society demonises women who speak up about misogyny, sexual harassment and worse. First comes the blame: why not have used a different picture or none at all? Then, the insults and the typecasting: frigid, touchy, self-righteous, humourless. Next, the minimisation and whataboutery: ‘it’s not as if he sidled up to her in a bar and pinched her bum, or thrust his unwanted attentions on her on the bus’, Vine wrote. And finally the gaslighting, telling you that your concerns aren’t real and asking you to disbelieve what you know to be true. It’s all a big joke, and you don’t get it. This is how the world works, love. Dare to question men’s right to leer at you, whether in person or online, and soon red tops and red faces are screaming at you with lines that would not have been out of place in a Bernard
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