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Dedicated to my two grandmas, Joyce Zayne Norris and Hanna Oppenheim – two courageous, determined women who saw the world change profoundly for women during their lifetimes. Hanna, who is 99 and living happily in North London, fled Nazi Germany in 1934 after coming face-to-face with Hitler. Meanwhile, Joyce came to the UK from Jamaica by boat in 1948. Although Joyce is sadly no longer with us, dying after a long battle with Alzheimer’s in early 2022, this book is for you both: two women who rebelled against their families to forge their own paths in life when the world was an immensely different place.
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Patriarchy


(noun)


A system of society or government in which men hold the power and women are largely excluded from it.







Introduction



There is no shortage of grim stats that elucidate the bleak repercussions of misogyny and gender inequality. As the only women’s correspondent at a UK news outlet, I am all too familiar with these facts and figures. Take the statistic that between two and three women are killed by a current male partner or ex-partner every single week in England and Wales,1 or that a woman is killed by a current or ex-partner with a gun every 16 hours in America.2 Or that less than 20 per cent of landholders in the world are women.3 Or that 80 per cent of those displaced by climate change are estimated to be women.4 Or that in some countries around the world, the legal restrictions on abortions are so stark that women risk long prison sentences – even women who become pregnant after being raped or if her pregnancy has a fatal foetal anomaly or if her health conditions mean she could die from carrying to term or giving birth. Or the fact that roughly 40 per cent of women who are of reproductive age are living somewhere in the world where pregnancy terminations are either illegal or restricted.5


Meanwhile, unsafe, backstreet, clandestine abortions are a leading cause of maternal deaths around the world.6 This is bound to increase substantially in the US, given that the Supreme Court overhauled Roe vs Wade – the landmark decision that legalised abortion nationwide in 1973 – in June 2022, with millions of women losing their legal right to have a pregnancy terminated. What’s more, let’s not forget that around 140 million women are effectively ‘missing’ around the world due to families choosing to have an abortion as they would prefer to have a son, or not properly caring for a newborn girl.


On top of all this, women are statistically more likely than men to work in low-paid, insecure, precarious forms of employment with zero-hours contracts. They are also far more likely to suffer domestic abuse or sexual violence. The World Health Organization states that one in three women across the world will be forced to endure physical or sexual violence at some point in their lives and it will most likely be perpetrated by a partner.7 This is unsurprising when 38 per cent of all murders of women around the world are carried out by partners.8


In the UK, it is critical to remember just how recently some of the rights women take for granted were introduced. Just a few decades ago, women were in many ways de facto children and second-class citizens in the eyes of the law. Before 1975, women in the UK were barred from opening a bank account in their own name. Moreover, single women were not allowed to submit an application for a loan or a credit card in their own name without getting a signature from their father until the mid-1970s. In the same decade, women were regularly denied mortgages, or were only permitted them if they got a male guarantor to provide a signature. On top of this, women could legally be denied a drink in British pubs until as recently as 1982.


To this very day, women still face a litany of deeply ingrained inequalities in the UK and around the world. Studies have found it is often women who eat ‘last and least’ in nations wrestling with war or hunger.9 While in Afghanistan, the Taliban has fiercely escalated restrictions on women’s day-to-day freedoms and rights since seizing power of the Afghan capital, Kabul, in mid-August 2021. The group, which previously ruled the country, has blocked women from the workplace, education and public spaces, as well as barring them from taking part in all sports and relinquishing the right to travel alone. But, of course, it is not just women around the world suffering; in a bitterly unequal world where the poorest 50 per cent of the world’s population own a meagre 2 per cent of the total net wealth, there are many losers.10


Despite the aforementioned grisly statistics, there is still a shocking number of men, and some women, too, who will tell you sexism and misogyny no longer exist, and that things are now equal for men and women. Whether it is the performative woke bloke who suddenly reveals himself to be a rampant misogynist or the well-meaning but know-it-all uncle who keeps saying things that make your skin crawl, so many of us have experienced those frustrating moments when your experience is denied and you can’t find the words to challenge it. So how do you stand up to those folks who are in denial that misogyny exists? Well, this book – which is replete with clear data, digestible bite-sized gems, campaigning resources and thought-provoking quotes – is a good place to start.


The Pocket Guide to the Patriarchy will show you, and help you show others, how different elements of the patriarchy are connected, and what we can – and must – do to tackle this.


In this book I will shine a glaring, unflinching hydroponic light on the injustice suffered by so many women and people of marginalised genders. And in the same way that hydroponic lights help plants to grow, I hope this guide will help you expand your own understanding, and in doing so help others grow some requisite knowledge, so the seeds are planted for a better future. In each chapter I share important statistics, and in some I share wins and developments that have been made. Not every chapter has wins listed because in certain areas I felt there was a dearth of significant and enduring breakthroughs. 


On a separate note, it is worth bearing in mind the issues explored in this book impact the lives of women, trans, non-binary and gender diverse individuals. Women are not the only individuals who menstruate, give birth, have abortions or experience harassment, violence or economic insecurity and the topic matters we will go on to explore have crippling repercussions on gender diverse individuals too. While gender diverse people are not always explicitly mentioned throughout the book, their experiences must not be discounted or overlooked. What’s more, it must also be remembered the patriarchy does not serve all men equally and its structures inflict harm on them too.


Knowledge is important, as it is so often the people who have done the least homework who shout the most aggressively that gender inequality is all but a myth. This suspicious, incredulous view of gender inequality is rife in far-right circles. So as the far right grows – restyling and sugar-coating itself but retaining and even bolstering its destructive fascist ideals – the more people inside and outside the movement seem to adopt this perspective. 


It is no secret that the fight for women’s rights, trans rights and gender equality has become a key casualty in the repugnant ramping-up of the so-called ‘culture wars’. But what exactly are the ‘culture wars’? At first glance, the phrase, which routinely pops up in headlines, might sound like a synonym for Mariah Carey versus Mozart, or Tolstoy versus 10 Things I Hate about You, but ‘culture wars’ are not a reference to purported ‘low’ versus ‘high’ culture. On the contrary, the Cambridge Dictionary defines culture wars as ‘disagreements about cultural and social beliefs between groups, especially between people with more conservative opinions and people with more progressive opinions’.


In some ways the culture wars are caricatures of a certain set of values, as well as a modern manifestation of the historic division between right- and left-wing politics. Those on the conservative side of the culture wars often promote traditional notions of the family, take an essentialist, biologically deterministic view of gender and resist notions of structural racism, as well as taking a traditionalist and perhaps nationalist approach to society, which glorifies the past and dismisses emotional sensitivity from so-called ‘snowflakes’. Those on the progressive side, meanwhile, may be more cosmopolitan, metropolitan, permissive, tolerant, emotionally open, and have a critical understanding of race and a non-essentialist view of gender, which champions the rights of different gender identities. However, there are of course nuances, grey areas and exceptions to these broad-stroke examples of the dividing lines.


The explosion of the culture wars, no doubt fuelled by provocative, opportunistic, divisive politicians, is part and parcel of a growing backlash against feminism, with the grim term ‘feminazis’ slung around men’s rights circles online more and more, and the realities of women’s experience minimised and weaponised against us. 


With all that in mind, this is a book to arm you with the facts and real-world stories to tell your friends and foes why we have much further to go to extricate and liberate women from inequality and injustice.
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Abortion


‘I am no longer accepting the things I cannot change. I am changing the things I cannot accept.’


Angela Davis


There is arguably no issue in mainstream political discourse as viciously polarising as abortion rights. This is because on one side you have people who think women who have abortions are murderers and on the other side you have people who think women should be able to decide whether or not they continue with a pregnancy. Unsurprisingly, it is hard for these two groups to find middle ground or compromise. If you believe abortion is not only a safe, routine and legal form of healthcare, but also an indispensable human right, it is hard to engage with someone who sees pregnancy terminations as akin to murder. If you want to get a sense of the graphic and disturbing language employed by those who are against abortion, then you need look no further than Jacob Rees-Mogg, a senior Conservative Party MP, who branded abortions morally wrong and a ‘cult of death’, arguing that they should not even be allowed in instances where the pregnancy was the result of rape or incest.


Another key difference between the anti-abortion movement and other forms of campaigning is that anti-abortion activists do not direct their efforts at the government, big business or fossil fuel companies; instead, they target patients seeking healthcare as well as the nurses and doctors providing it. Irrespective of the fact that whether or not to have an abortion can be one of the most difficult decisions of someone’s life, anti-abortion ideologues will harass women seeking abortions outside clinics.


Disturbing views pushed by anti-abortion activists span from linking abortion to satanism, the devil and child sacrifice, to being opposed to sex and birth control, to believing pregnancy terminations should be banned in cases of rape. Experts have told me that the majority of anti-abortion activists in the UK are opposed to abortions in instances of rape, incest, fatal foetal abnormality or if the pregnancy places the woman’s life at risk.11


Harassment tactics routinely employed by such activists include yelling ‘mum’ or ‘murderer’ at women outside clinics, distributing medically erroneous pamphlets (such as mater­ial which falsely claims abortions give you breast cancer), following women down the street and much more. This is not a fringe issue; more than 100,000 women are estimated to have attended clinics targeted by anti-abortion demonstrations in 2019.12 However, fortunately it is now illegal for protesters to employ these tactics outside abortion clinics, with MPs voting in favour of nationwide ‘buffer zones’ outside services that provide terminations in England and Wales in autumn 2022. For the record, a ‘buffer zone’ stops anti-abortion protesters or any other type of demonstrator standing outside the clinic or hospital or in the near vicinity.


It would be a mistake to assume that religiosity goes hand in hand with anti-abortion activism. Surveys of British social attitudes demonstrate that people of faith are almost as likely to believe that women should have the right to choose an abortion as non-religious individuals. Moreover, polling released in 2020 found that nine in ten UK adults think women should be able to access abortion services in Britain and specifically identify as being ‘pro-choice’.13 This is a relief when you consider that around one in three women in Britain will have an abortion in their life.


While abortion has long been legal in the UK, sadly this is not the case in many countries around the world where the procedure remains against the law and those who obtain a termination or provide one face a fine or prison time. The data is crystal clear: banning abortions does not stop terminations from taking place; it just pushes the procedures underground, forcing women to have dangerous, illegal, clandestine abortions instead. Unsafe abortion remains a major – yet wholly preventable – cause of maternal deaths and health complications around the world. Research by the United Nations Population Fund has found that over 60 per cent of unintended pregnancies result in an abortion, while an estimated 45 per cent of all abortions around the world are dangerous. Researchers noted that some 5–13 per cent of all maternal deaths are the by-product of unsafe backstreet abortions.14 The pregnancy terminations are carried out in contexts where abortion is illegal, highly restricted or too expensive to afford. Women are not the only people who have abortions, with trans men and non-binary people also seeking pregnancy terminations and facing additional stigma while doing so.


In short, banning abortion is highly dangerous for the health of women and people with wombs. What’s more, reducing access to safe abortions hits women in marginalised and poor communities, as well as those in remote, rural areas, the hardest. This is becoming a growing problem in the US in the wake of the Supreme Court dismantling Roe vs Wade – the landmark decision that legalised abortion nationwide in 1973 – in June 2022. While fierce debates about abortion have long raged in America, Donald Trump’s arrival into the White House in January 2017 emboldened anti-abortion ideologues to new zeniths. But most significantly, the former US president appointed the Supreme Court justices who went on to reverse Roe vs Wade. Abortion access across vast chunks of America has changed beyond recognition since Roe was overturned, with millions of women losing their legal right to have an abortion and most pregnancy terminations banned in 13 states. In Georgia, abortions are banned at around the six-week mark of pregnancy – a point at which many women have no idea they are pregnant. This begs the question: how can you know if you want an abortion, or request one from healthcare services, if you don’t even know you are pregnant in the first place? On top of this, most of the US states who have rapidly curtailed abortion in the wake of Roe’s overturning have chosen not to allow pregnancy terminations in cases of rape or incest.


Abortion pills have also been caught up in the war on reproductive rights. Matthew Kacsmaryk, a Trump-appointed conservative US district judge in Texas, ruled against medical abortions across the US in April 2023 – suspending the Food and Drug Administration’s 20-year approval of the abortion drug mifepristone. However, in the space of just minutes, a different district judge issued the polar opposite ruling in the state of Washington. Joe Biden’s administration has promised to challenge Kacsmaryk’s ruling. The debacle was triggered by a group of anti-abortion activists and a right-wing legal group launching legal action to overturn the federal government’s approval of Mifepristone. In turn, Kacsmaryk acquiesced, precipitating a legal challenge that is likely to wind up at the US Supreme Court. Having a medical abortion involves taking two tablets, with mifepristone being the first. Medical abortions constitute more than half of all abortions in America and mifepristone has been used by millions of women around the world to terminate their unwanted pregnancy.15


If there is one tiny sliver of a silver lining to the sinister situation engulfing America, it is the fact that it has shone a light on issues with abortion access across the pond in the UK. Somewhat staggeringly, abortions are still deemed a criminal act in England, Scotland and Wales under the 1967 Abortion Act. Legislation passed in 1861 means that any woman who ends a pregnancy without getting legal permission from two doctors, who must agree that continuing with it would be risky for the woman’s physical or mental health, can face up to life imprisonment. Any medical professional who delivers an abortion out of the terms of the Act can face criminal punishment.


Even though abortion providers, charities, prestigious medical bodies, MPs and campaigners have spent years demanding that abortion be decriminalised in the UK, it continues to be an issue many remain unaware of. Extricating abortion law from a criminal framework also does not look like something the current Conservative government is particularly eager to do. I have reported on records which show that the current UK prime minister, Rishi Sunak, and senior members of his government have voted against boosting access to abortions or have opted out of key votes on terminations.16


All this injustice around abortions is, in part, born out of misogynistic misconceptions, which not only reduce women to wombs with legs, but also overlook the manifold reasons why you might choose to have an abortion. These include, but are not limited to, not wanting a child, not being able to afford to have a child, already having lots of kids and not wanting more, the pregnancy taking place in the context of rape or domestic abuse, having a fatal foetal abnormality or having a health issue that means carrying a pregnancy to term could result in your own death. 


Abortion is a topic I feel deeply passionate about and one that I have direct experience of. In spring 2022, I wrote a first-hand story detailing my nightmare struggle to access an abortion earlier that same year. Overwhelmed, overstretched abortion services meant that it was suggested I travel hundreds of miles from the capital of London, where I live, to Doncaster or Liverpool.17 If this wasn’t bad enough, delays meant I was pushed to the point of nearly needing to have a surgical abortion instead of a medical one. Even though such procedures are safe, they are far riskier for your health, and more invasive, too. The article explains in detail the process of having an abortion so may be helpful for anyone going through it themselves, or for a loved one supporting them.


The people out there who are opposed to abortions are entitled to their viewpoint but should not feel they have a right to force their own personal perspective and agenda onto other people’s bodies and lives. Forcing, pushing or coercing women to continue with an unwanted pregnancy is akin to torture. Take the recent case of an American woman on holiday in Malta seeking an abortion. Malta has one of the most stringent anti-abortion laws in the world with terminations illegal in all contexts. This woman experienced doctors refusing her a potentially life-saving abortion after she went to hospital with severe bleeding at 16 weeks pregnant. Her anguish and the alleged zero chance of her baby surviving did not spur them to help her. You see, anti-abortion ideologues hark on about being ‘pro-life’, but this purported interest in ‘life’ feels hollow and disingenuous when they give little consideration to the life of the woman carrying the baby. Surely, she should have the final say.


The Stats




	Abortion pills have been prohibited altogether or access to them has been restricted in almost half of US states.18



	
More countries are adopting policies that coerce women into having more children, with ‘right-wing, populist and nationalist administrations stigmatising women who choose to have smaller families as unpatriotic’.19



	Around a third of women in the UK do not know how to get an abortion where they live, while only one in four people understands how the law on abortion works in the UK.20



	UK Prime Minister Rishi Sunak, Chancellor Jeremy Hunt, Foreign Secretary James Cleverly and Home Secretary Suella Braverman have abstained or voted against all English abortion legislation since 2015 – including moves to roll out ‘buffer zones’ around abortion clinics to protect women seeking terminations from being harassed by protesters, to allow at-home early medical abortions and to decriminalise terminations.21



	The UK’s largest study into abortions found at-home early medical abortions pose no greater risk and allow women to have the procedure much earlier on in their pregnancy.22



	Increasing numbers of Britons have been investigated by police over suspected illegal abortions.23



	Rates of unintended pregnancies are steepest in nations where abortion access is curbed, yet lowest in countries where pregnancy terminations are lawful.24



	Abortion rates are similar in nations where pregnancy terminations are curbed to those in countries where they are legal.25



	Over 22,000 women and girls are estimated to die every year in the wake of a dangerous pregnancy termination.26



	Millions of women and girls are forced to go to hospital every year due to complications which arise from dangerous abortions – with some left disabled, or not able to get pregnant again.27



	Transgender, non-binary and gender-diverse people accessing abortions face barriers and stigma due to facing transphobia and ignorance from healthcare providers.


	There are total abortion bans in the Philippines, the Dominican Republic, Egypt, Iraq, Laos, Nicaragua, El Salvador, Honduras, Senegal and Haiti among other countries.28



	Around three dozen different nations only permit abortions in instances where the woman’s life is at risk, including Mexico, Nigeria, Iran, Brazil, Venezuela, Myanmar and Afghanistan.29






The Wins




	Termination of pregnancies became legal in Northern Ireland in October 2019 after MPs in Westminster voted by a landslide to give women the right to abortion – marking an end to the procedure being banned in almost all circumstances, even rape and incest.


	After Covid hit the UK in March 2020, ministers allowed abortion pills to be sent via post to be taken at home after a phone consultation.


	MPs voted in favour of nationwide ‘buffer zones’ outside abortion clinics in England and Wales – with a so-called buffer zone stopping anti-abortion protesters or any other types of demonstrators standing outside the clinic or hospital or in the near vicinity.


	Mexico’s Supreme Court ruled in 2021 that criminal penalties for having a pregnancy terminated were unconstitutional.


	
Argentina became the first major Latin American country to legalise abortion in December 2020, representing a major victory for feminist activists who had been striving to overhaul highly restrictive abortion laws for over three decades.


	In 2022 Colombia became the latest country in Latin America to decriminalise abortion.





Resources




	British Pregnancy Advisory Service (BPAS) and MSI Reproductive Choices UK – UK’s two leading abortion providers.


	Women on Web – online abortion service supporting people to access safe abortion pills in nearly 200 countries, including those where abortion is illegal or restricted.


	Doctors for Choice – coalition of doctors, healthcare workers, and students campaigning for abortion rights.


	Abortion Support Network – enabling people to access abortions in Poland, France, Hungary, Ireland, Spain, Northern Ireland and other EU countries.


	Abortion Rights – prominent national pro-choice campaigning organisation.


	Guttmacher Institute – research organisation championing sexual and reproductive health and rights around the world.


	Ipas – advancing reproductive justice by expanding access to abortion and contraception.


	Planned Parenthood – largest US abortion and reproductive healthcare provider also working globally.
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Domestic Abuse


‘Men are afraid that women will laugh at them. Women are afraid that men will kill them.’


Margaret Atwood


Most criminals do not tell their victims they love them. Most crimes are perpetrated outside of the home. Most victims do not love the person who is perpetrating the crimes against them. But domestic abuse is not like other crimes and has a higher rate of repeat victimisation than any other.30


A woman will attempt to escape a violent partner an average of seven times before she finally manages to flee. But just because she has left does not mean she is safe. Statistics show that women are at high risk of being murdered by their ex-partner when they gather the courage to escape and are routinely killed in the first month or year after having fled.31


The data also shows that between two and three women are killed by a current male partner or ex-partner every single week in England and Wales, while one in four women is estimated to suffer domestic abuse at some point during their life.32 Despite this, women killed in domestic homicides are routinely overlooked by society, or, worse still, blamed for their own murder.


Take the unshakeably brutal murder of a beautiful young woman called Ingrid Escamilla who was stabbed to death by her partner in Mexico in 2020. Leaked images of her mutilated body were splashed on the front page of the Mexican newspaper Pasala alongside the caption: ‘It was Cupid’s fault.’ Ingrid had her organs and skin removed – a sick and twisted act that most would not associate with Cupid or love. Her partner, who was covered in blood sitting in a police vehicle, was captured on camera telling the police he had stabbed her after they’d had a fight over his drinking and had binned her body parts in the drainage.


And if you want more proof of how people attempt to normalise domestic abuse or act like male violence is the ultimate display of love, take the traditional Russian saying: ‘If he beats you, it means he loves you.’ While fortunately there is no mantra quite as disturbing in the UK, the notion that domestic abuse is somehow a crime of frenzied romantic passion is deeply ingrained within our society, too.


Domestic abuse is all about control. The one thing most domestic abusers have in common is a desire to have power and authority over their victims. Research shows that domestic homicides often follow a lengthy, torturous campaign of domestic abuse.33 And then their death is the abuser enacting the darkest and of course most irreversible form of control: ending their life.


This raises the question of what exactly domestic abuse is. Many victims say it is akin to being in prison. Domestic abuse is characterised by some or all of the following: coercive control, emotional abuse, psychological manipulation, sexual violence, financial abuse and physical violence. Having interviewed scores of domestic abuse survivors, as well as adults who grew up in households where domestic abuse was present, and frontline workers who support victims fleeing abusive partners, I have found that parallels between different abusers do start to emerge.


Domestic abuse victims often do not initially realise they are in an abusive relationship. This is because abuse often slowly builds up and intensifies as the relationship progresses. This can involve partners telling you what to wear and who to be friends with, guilt-tripping you for socialising, never taking responsibility or apologising for wrongdoing, being overly possessive and jealous, and hurling verbal abuse in arguments, which they then downplay and minimise. However, domestic abuse also manifests in starker ways. Take the woman I interviewed whose ex-partner would routinely beat her up, confiscate her bank card and keys, lock her in the house and destroy her SIM cards.34 Her abusive ex-partner once strangled her while she was holding her baby – an image that is hard to shake from your mind. The woman in question was forced to move 11 times to escape this violent person. This type of behaviour might sound extreme and dark, which of course it is, but sadly it is also run-of-the-mill for many perpetrators. And the data shows that many domestic abusers are serial perpetrators, having abused multiple women.


Laura Richards, a former top Metropolitan Police violent crime analyst, explained through her research she has found domestic abusers and sexual offenders are often serial perpetrators and offend both inside and outside the home. ‘Police and others need to be proactive in their investigations and make the links across public protection to better protect women and children,’ Richards, also former head of the Sexual Offences Section & Homicide Prevention Unit and founder of anti-stalking charity Paladin, told me.
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The more interviews I have done with survivors of unspeakable domestic abuse, the more I have realised how common the aforementioned anecdotes are. Men threatening to kill their partners. Men routinely ringing their girlfriends or wives 50 times a day to check up on what they are doing. Perpetrators trawling through a girlfriend’s phone without permission or relentlessly accusing them of being gay for simply spending time with their female friends, or isolating them from relatives, friends, colleagues or neighbours.


The stories I hear are sickening. The kinds of things that make you do a double take. The kinds of things you initially think you misheard. Men slashing their ex’s car tyres or smashing their windows in. Obliterating their homes like a literal bull in a china shop. Men who expect and force their victims to do all the cleaning and who shout if they don’t do it right. Men who ban their partners from working. Hot-tempered, belligerently entitled men, with egos more fragile than glass baubles, who subscribe to a highly misogynistic world view where the role of the girlfriend or wife is simply to serve their every wish. Men who have a prescriptive, rigid yet delusional paranoid idea about what a girlfriend is and isn’t allowed to do. Who have a tacit or explicit rulebook their partner has to live by.


So who are these perpetrators? It is no exaggeration to say that many of these men are highly dangerous individuals. After all, there is a reason why domestic abuse refuges, which house many women at risk of murder if they stay with their violent partner, are situated in highly secret locations with no letter box and stringent security measures to make sure the victims living there are not in danger. I remember accidentally walking past Reigate and Banstead Women’s Aid refuge in Surrey initially, which I visited to interview survivors, due to its inconspicuous location.


Getting a place in a shelter for domestic abuse victims has become increasingly difficult in recent years, however, as refuges have seen their funding decimated due to austerity measures, with many forced to close or cut their services altogether. As a direct consequence, those in need of a refuge to escape their abuser are being pushed into homelessness or forced to risk their safety by returning to their abuser, where they face further torment. This, and more, is why domestic abuse survivors routinely tell me that the system for seeking justice against their perpetrator is broken. You hear of women whose exes are released on bail within viewing distance of their homes or, worse still, released to the home they shared together.
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