
INTERVIEW

Life after the law
After finishing his law degree and 
spending some time in a commercial 
law firm Charlie Pickering moved 
into the world of entertainment and 
comedy. Here he explores the role of 
law outside the legal profession.

YLJ: What got you interested in 
doing a law degree in the first 
place?
CP: Well, if I was going to have a grown-up 
job that was the one I wanted. I have always 
been fascinated with the law. I think if you 
have a basic understanding of the law the 
world makes a lot more sense. I couldn't 
imagine what it must be like watching 
the nonsense of politics and how much it 
frustrates our lives without an understanding 
of the fact that everything they say they're 
going to do before an election has to become 
a law at some point. During my degree I really 
enjoyed studying contract law.

YLJ: Do you think your 
involvement with the law has 
affected your views on politics 
and the media?
CP: Firstly, I think the law showed me 
that it is far more complicated than some 
think to achieve real world outcomes with 
legislation. There is a big disconnect between 
what politicians think will get them elected, 
and actually achieving the outcomes that 
people want. “Tough on crime” is a good 
example. If you want lower rates of crime 
then cut sentencing, improve parole and 
spend money on education. If you want more 
violent criminals in the community, build 
prisons and have mandatory minimum 
sentencing. All the data says this, but no one 
will ever get elected saying “Give a better life 
to criminals”.
I also think that there is an interesting 
challenge, in the media in particular, 
for the legal profession to communicate 
better. When people have said on The 7pm 
Project “These sentences are too soft” my 
response is “Have you read the judgment? 
Do you know how much detail and thought 
goes into these decisions? Do you know 
the complicated systematic approach that 
a judge is applying?”. The law needs to 
communicate more effectively with the 
public on issues such as sentencing.

YLJ: What role have mentors 
played in your career/life path?
CP: They have played a significant role. 
Identifying the right mentors is crucial. The 
first proper mentor I had was Wil Anderson. 
He had said some encouraging things after 
seeing me do some standup and I said to 
him if you're going to be in Melbourne I 
would love to take you out for a coffee and 
ask for your advice. I sat him down and said, 
you're a career comedian. I identify with 
your approach. I greatly admire what you've 
done. I would love to have your advice on 
how I can do something similar. He was 
forthcoming with advice and insanely 
supportive of my early career. I would not 
be here if it weren't for him - he really 
helped so much.

a
In my profession I see it as 
my job to applaud what I 
think is a good idea and test 
what I think is a bad idea.

I've got two major mentors now who I talk 
with semi-regularly. They were my idea 
of what success looks like and they have 
been remarkably supportive. They have 
given outstanding advice. A recent example 
is my decision to leave The 7pm Project. I 
went and spoke to them and they were 
both utterly supportive. You know, risk can 
be really healthy and when you develop a 
relationship with a mentor whose judgment 
you trust it will take some of the fear out of 
those decisions.
There are mentors everywhere in life and 
they are always very flattered when you ask 
for their advice. I've never heard of a story 
of someone turning down a request to be a 
mentor - that should be a lesson to everyone.

YLJ: Are there people who have 
been a great inspiration to you?
CP: Many. A good example is Clive 
James. From an early age I was reading 
his books and watching his TV show. He

was a poor kid from southern Sydney who 
went to Cambridge and ended up writing 
for newspapers and broadcasting all over 
the world. He has lived life with a sense 
of adventure and turned out work of the 
highest standard his entire life. I look at 
him and I think there is no reason why 
someone from Australia can't be ambitious. 

Also, Jon Stewart in the United States. The 
fact that a comedian can be the most trusted 
source of news - that's inspirational. And 
the Beatles. How can you not be inspired 
by the Beatles? They were fearless, took 
risks, went to places no one had ever gone, 
did everything they ever wanted, and their 
reward was unbridled commercial success. 
You know, we should always learn the right 
lessons from the right people.

YLJ: How do you deal with both 
sides of politics successfully? 
How do you manage to balance 
having a differing opinion and 
being able to maintain a good 
relationship with both sides of 
politics?
CP: This will be very hard for people to 
get their heads around: I'm not actually left 
wing and it's a popular misconception. I'm 
a swing voter, I've voted for both sides of 
politics on different occasions. I actually 
make my decision the night before the 
election every year based on policy and I 
think every vote should be decided that 
way. People say I'm anti-right wing but I 
just think the conservative side of politics 
in Australia has been throwing up a large 
number of bad ideas for the last seven years.

I've got a great relationship with almost 
every politician that comes on The 7pm 
Project because I understand something that 
they understand: that we are both in show 
business. I keep them on side because they 
are good to have on the show. They always 
come on The 7pm Project because it is a bunch 
of swinging voters. I understand that, but I 
give them a hard time because I think I have 
to maintain a very cynical attitude - Mark 
Twain had it 150 years ago and I think you 
have to have it now. In my profession I see it 
as my job to applaud what I think is a good 
idea and test what I think is a bad idea.
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u
Make your own decisions. 
There are so many things 
that can cloud your 
judgment: work and 
family pressures, for 
example. Make an honest 
appraisal of who you are. 
What are your strengths 
and weaknesses?
Be utterly honest to 
yourself. If you have a 
very clear idea of who you 
are then you can make 
good decisions.

YLJ: You're a busy man. What 
advice would you give to those 
trying to manage work and life 
commitments?
CP: I just think you have to make a 

conscious effort and learn to switch off 

when you need to switch off. Clear a 

weekend and spend it planning how you 

are going to better use the next six months. 

Sleep in on Saturday and in the afternoon, 

go look at your diary and say, what sort 

of things do I want in my life to make me 

happy, and plan them. Don't come home 

knackered at 9 o'clock when you barely 

have the strength to reheat your dinner 

and think, how am I going to achieve my 

dreams? That is the wrong time to do it.

YLJ: What advice would you give 
to young lawyers?

It is also important to remember that there 

are actually no right and wrong decisions; 

it's just that some outcomes are more 

appealing than others. Life isn't a game 

show - you make decisions and then you 

make them work. The worst thing that 

happens is that it doesn't work and you go 

and do something else.

YLJ: So where to from here?
CP: Well, my wife and I are having a baby 

this year. I made a decision to leave The 7pm 

Project so that I would have time with my 

family before and after the baby arrives. I'm 

lucky because that's a decision not a lot of 

people get to make. I want to keep making 

television. Next year I'll be starting a new 

TV project that I've come up with. I think 

there is the potential to do something new 

and interesting in Australia to try and keep 

the conversation moving forward. ■
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