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To	know	and	transform	-
that	is	our	goal.	
(Augusto	Boal)
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Background:
This project is an ongoing collaboration
between VOICES, a Bath based charity
founded in 2014 by women who have
experienced Domestic Abuse and the Drama
Department at Bath Spa University
concerned with exploring creative and
imaginative ways to affect change within the
Family Court system specifically in relation to
cases involving domestic abuse. We recently
launched a research network to consider
creative and imaginative ways to affect
change in the system.

Preliminary Findings:
• System needs to change
• The	family	court	system	is	re-

traumatising for	victims	of	DA	and	is	often	
more	traumatizing	than	the	original	abuse

• Practice	Direction	12J	is	not	always	being	
implemented	and	more	training	is	needed

• Lack	of	empathy in	the	system	and	
traditional	training	approaches	do	not	
always	create	empathy	in	professionals

• More	collaboration and	consultation	is	
needed	with	survivors

• All	parties	involved	need	to	work	together
more

• Rather	than	focusing	on	what’s	wrong	with	
the	system,	focus	on	what	changes	need	to	
happen

Rationale:
The Family Court system has come under
scrutiny over the last few years with many
victims of DA saying that they have been re-
traumatised by the experience. According to
Ursula Lindenberg, Director of Voices,
‘Without specialist support, effective legal
representation and above all, trauma-
informed working among the professionals
involved, legal processes can re-traumatise
victims and produce a distorted picture of
intimate partner abuse, particularly where
patterns of behaviour are ignored in favour of
incident-based reporting’ (2018)

Future	Developments:
• Plans	are	currently	in	place	to	use	

theatre/drama	as	a	form	of	activism	for	the	
16	Days	of	Action	in	2019.

• design	and	develop	a	survivor	informed	
performance-based	training	programme	
using	the	principles	of	trauma	informed	
working	and	Boal’s	Theatre	of	the	
Oppressed

Methods:
• Interviews	with	a	small	sample	of	women	

and	service	providers	about	their	
experiences	of	Family	Courts.	

• 2	drama	workshops	with	charity	users,	
employees,	volunteers	and	professional	
services	to	introduce	them	to	an	applied	
research	methodology Positive

Negative

I	had	over	2,000	emails	
threatening	me	with	court	

action	over	every	single	thing	
from	him	and	they	weren’t	
even	interested	in	the	fact…	I	
was	not	in	court	because	I’d	
obstructed	contact.	I	was	in	
court	because	it	was	another	
way	of	him	showing	me	who	

was	boss.

My	own	view	of	the	legal	
system	is	that	it	is	a	whole	
other	layer	of	abuse.	For	
women	who	are	escaping	
difficult	relationships	and	
then	hit	Caffcass and	hit	
the	legal	system,	it’s	a	
whole	other	ball	game	
and	then	you	think…	

(Survivor)

I	think	unless	a	service	is	
really	grassroots	and	really	

reactive	to	individual	
circumstances,	then	I	think	
you’re	going	to	have	services	
that	are	just	following,	the	
funding,	just	part	of	the	

establishment,	just	part	of	
what’s	happening	now.	So	it	
all	looks	great,	but	actually	it’s	

still	leaving	women	really	
vulnerable.	(Survivor)	

When	you’re	first	in	there,	it’s	
terrifying it	really	is.	It	sounds	
dramatic	to	say	that	but	it	

really	is	a	horrible	
environment	because	you	

know	that	if	you	do	something	
wrong,	your	kids	could	be	
removed	from	you,	and	it	

happens	(Survivor)

But	I	was	always	quite	
scared	of	the	professionals	
because	of	the	power they	
had.		I	was	really	paranoid	
that	they	were…	because	I	
was	told	this	court	order,	
you	have	to	stick	to	it	or	
you	can	lose	residency	of	
your	children	(Survivor)

There	needs	to	be	training.	
There’s	been	a	big	change	
in	the	law	since	the	end	of	
2017	and	I	think	that	the	
courts	haven’t	caught	up	

with	it	and	this	is	something	
that	needs	to	be	changed.	
(Family	Lawyer	&	Survivor)

But	they’re	not	taking	in	to	
account	the	children	and	I	
think	the	standards	they’re	

setting	for	men	for	
parenting	are	so	low,	

they’d	never	accept	it	off	
women.		If	I’d	have	

parented	in	that	way…	if	I	
was…	

(Survivor)

What	I	didn’t	realise	is	how	the	stress
continues	even	after	separation,	
through	the	child	arrangements,	

always	through	the	child	
arrangements	and	unless	you’ve	

experienced	it	people	don’t	get	it	and	
that’s	the	same	with	solicitors	that	
you	see	and	judges	and	Caffcass
officers	and	social	workers.
(Family	Lawyer	&	Survivor)

This	research	is	inspired	by	the	work	of	Paolo	Freire,	Augusto	
Boal	and	Francois	Matarasso. As	the	project	continues	it	will	
use	an	Applied	Theatre	Research	Methodology.
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We	need	critical	hope	the	way	a	fish	needs	
water.	(Paolo	Freire)

Experience	changes	us.	Powerful	
experiences,	such	as	those	that	come	
from	creating	art	with	other	people,	

can	change	us	deeply.	
(Francois	Matarasso)


