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Interviewer: Caroline Lewis 
 
Time period: 1970s to present 
Roles: violence against women researchers 
 
Right, okay, so with the microphone successfully recording, my first rather general question to you 
both is can you describe your connection to Women’s Aid? 
 
Rebecca Dobash: Well, it’s sort of the meaning of life and things like that.  Basically our whole 

research life really began with our relationship with Women’s Aid.  We – just a brief history – we 

arrived in Scotland in 1972 and we were going to be here for one year, as an adventure, to just 

come, you know. We were sharing a post at the University of Stirling and we were going to spend 

this year at the university, and seeing what life was like etc.  And during that year, this was the 

beginning, well actually it was the beginning of the next year, they asked us to stay for one more 

year, and we thought the adventure isn’t over, let’s just stay another year. And we saw a tiny, tiny, 

and I mean tiny, like one inch, piece in the newspaper about this new problem that people didn’t 

know anything about at the time, well the women did but the rest of the world didn’t, which was 

called battered wives at the time. And we had been trained, we were trained as sociologists, but 

with two different areas:  Russell in crime and criminology, me in family studies and social 

psychology. And we both came out of the era in which we thought that academic research was 

supposed to be useful, move towards social change, do something valuable, and we looked at this 

and thought, nobody knows anything about this, this crosses over our two areas, it’s something 

important. So we went to Women’s Aid, who was then a group sitting across here:  one in Edinburgh 

and another one in Glasgow, talked to the people (there were no refuges then, there were just 

women’s groups, who were trying to get them), spoke to them, went to the Scottish Office and they 

were going to open a refuge and said [to them] when they open a refuge, we’re researchers, can we 

do a little piece of research? Women’s Aid said yes, you have of course to speak to the women when 

they open the refuges; [the] Scottish Office said yes.  We then went to the police in Edinburgh and in 
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Glasgow and said, ‘Can we look at your records, because there was no such offence, to see how 

much of this you have that you’re dealing with’ that we didn’t even know what it is, so that was kind 

of our beginning.  So our beginning was with Women’s Aid, with the police and with the Scottish 

Office, and the rest is history. We’re still here [laughs] some forty odd years later, and we’ve been 

working on and off as researchers, always as independent researchers, but oriented towards this 

problem, this issue and of course Women’s Aid being the organisation that does this work. 

   
Russell Dobash:  In the first instance we did the interviews ourselves, when we did what some 

people call a pilot study and then, as Rebecca was saying, we went back to the Scottish Office and 

they gave us some funds, some research money to do further research. And we then were able to 

hire two interviewers who ended up working with us for almost the rest of our careers, and that was 

Monica Wilson and Kate Cavanagh and they had just graduated from the University of Stirling, where 

we were working… I think… Monica… 

 
Rebecca Dobash:  They were our students. 

 
Russell Dobash:  They were our students, and so they, along with Rebecca, did the, all these case 

files, these files, from police services, and, what Monica and Kate did was the interviews, and 

Rebecca was still doing some interviews, but mostly [the interviews] were done by them and we 

ended up with 109. 

 
Rebecca Dobash: Four. 

 
Russell Dobash: 104 interviews, and we kind of figured that our research [Rebecca laughs]… 104 

interviews. 

 
Rebecca Dobash: It looks suspicious almost. 

 
Russell Dobash: And with that work, and Women’s Aid was very supportive, and with that work we 

published Violence Against Wives which in many ways was coming out of Scotland. It was the first 

book that actually – and the first research – that was done in a systematic way, and so forth, and 

first research in the world, just about. And what we would say is valid research, but, and you’d be 

interested to hear, what we took was a, partly because of our training, we took a historical 
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sociological, social psychological approach to this, which was really to look at the antecedents and 

the context and the legal and social context of violence against women in the home. And as you 

know, the laws were such that it was a man’s right to use reasonable chastisement against women, 

and so that then fed into the current situation. And we were able to develop that with an approach 

that we used throughout our research, which is to say, you got to know about the thing itself, you’ve 

got to know about the phenomena, you can’t just start by saying… If you take psychology – often it 

just takes the attributes of individuals, whether they’re victims, or whether they’re offenders – and 

so we wanted to put this in [the] context of what was going on at the time and we did that in the 

book, carried that through to the responses of institutions, and the state and of course Women’s Aid 

and even… The book, it dealt with the struggles of Women’s Aid and I was about to say groups like 

them, but there weren’t many other groups like them.  It was Women’s Aid who was doing the work 

with battered women as they were then called and so how they were able to, or were attempting to, 

change the institutions of the state and that was always an important part of what we were doing.  

You know, because that’s what had to move forwards, not just Women’s Aid refuge, but the police, 

the courts and so forth.  That was our overall projected way of thinking about it. 

 

00:07:12 Can I just ask you, you’ve talked about the Scottish context, the immediate context, for that 
connection—initial connection – with Women’s Aid.  You’re also talking about some of the ideas you 
had about research. [And] was there anything in the particular issue of domestic abuse that your 
previous training, thinking, work in the US context helped with? 
 
Rebecca Dobash:  Well I think… because our training… because we crossed over the sort of 

criminological sides of things and the family and, at the time (women’s studies didn’t exist, gender 

studies was, you know, that would come on later, etc.), so to the extent that you looked at women’s 

position in society it was really through, in this case, family sociology. Later, other things would 

develop, so we had between our respective areas:  the police, crime, prisons, the legal system and 

women, the family, relationships between husbands and wives and, you know, those.  So we put 

together our two different orientations across the social domain, and I don’t know how we got to 

the history, but because we’re not trained historians, but we both thought the history was really 

important.  We needed to understand the society and where we were with respect to this issue.  So 

we started delving around, and again there was nothing published.  So we started digging around, 

reading, we read the Bible looking for places where it made it okay to beat your wives, so we read 

the Bible, we read some old historical documents, we read John Knox to look at the ‘monstrous 
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regiment of women’, we read some of the early historical stuff so we were kind of random historical, 

looking at… and then we began to look at the laws, so [with] some of this we had training, and 

others we just thought, ‘I think we need to know this, in order to add it to it’.  So we just sort of put 

all that together. 

 
00:09:44 Russell Dobash: And I think too, what turned out to be relatively unique at the time was to 

locate [issues] within the context, as Rebecca was saying, of women’s place in society, women’s 

place in relationships to men, and obviously intimate relationships. And that was something quite 

different and it’s currently appropriate to call feminism politics – well, it doesn’t have to be politics 

[laughs]:  it’s a way of looking at the world; it’s a way of thinking about relationships between people 

– in this case, generally between men and women – and that was integral to our approach, and how 

to demonstrate how that worked.  To demonstrate that was, as Rebecca was saying, it was 

important to look at the history, the laws, and how those laws have filtered into and been ‘upheld’, 

in inverted commas, by the courts, and the police. And whether that was in Scotland, or England, or 

[the] United States, where research began to demonstrate pretty much the same patterns in terms 

of responding to the problem. And so that was always an important aspect of saying, okay, it’s not 

just people’s psychology, or their aberrant behaviour, or whatever:  it’s about the way men and 

women relate to each other and the way men relate to and think about women.  But it’s interesting 

because our initial research was only with women, only interviewing the women, although… 

 
Rebecca Dobash:  Well, we did the police records… 

 
Russell Dobash:  The police records as well, but there wasn’t a lot of information about the 

perpetrators, but it was there with what women were telling us, so we constructed that as well – 

men’s orientation, as it fed into, so to speak, the violence.  That was all a part of our training because 

the American sociology at that time was so problem oriented.  There was a thing called the Chicago 

School, and the Chicago School had this wide breadth of approaches to social problems, social work, 

sociology, psychology, and so forth.  And we had very much been trained in that tradition and that’s 

the way we approached a problem, not just narrowly sociological, or narrowly psychology and so 

forth, but rather you need to know what’s going in, you need the context. 
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00:12:15 Can I just pick up on something you said.  You talked about a feminist approach.  Could you 
just tell me a little bit more about what you mean by that, or what you were thinking at the time? 
  
Rebecca Dobash:  At the time, you wouldn’t have used those words. I mean, that’s now something 

we think of as so a part of the way we think about the world; we can’t imagine that there was a time 

within living memory that it wasn’t the case.  So you might have said, ‘What is the woman’s 

perspective?’. And in this case you would have actually said, ‘What is the wife’s perspective?’.  You 

wouldn’t even have said ‘women’, you would have said ‘wife’.  So, the terminology has changed in 

these number of years.  So, the women’s perspective would have been more driven by ideas about 

what’s the women’s relationship within the family to men, as a wife, as a mother, maybe as a worker 

who might be thinking about equal pay, or an opportunity to even be hired in positions because 

we’re still in the world in which it was saying women shouldn’t go to work because it’s bad for the 

children, it’s bad for the women, it’s bad for the social world in which we live. So, you know, this is 

ancient history in these terms.  But it was the beginning of the women’s movement so there were 

women’s liberation conferences, which were the first ones being held, and the notion that women 

sat around in groups, which is how Edinburgh Women’s Aid really got started, say, talking about the 

world and women’s place in it, and began to say, ‘This is what’s happening to us and to the women 

around us’, among all the other things, not giving jobs equal pay etc., was also violence against 

women.  So now the word feminism is now a well-developed thing:  then it really wasn’t.  It was, you 

know, crudely, ‘Where are women?’ and ‘What’s happening to them?’ and ‘We really need to do 

something about this because this is not good’.  Whatever arena you looked at, this is not good.  So 

there were problems everywhere that needed to be addressed and that was ‘feminism’ without a 

name. 

 
00:14:47 Russell Dobash: And I think too we have to about, or I have to talk about, the personal.  

And it’s really about Rebecca, because Rebecca had a very strong, what we’d now call feminist 

approach to the world. And the broader sense of that, as she’s just said, was social justice, and that 

was one of the things that animated our enterprise as well, that drove us, you know – ‘This isn’t fair’, 

‘This is a bad thing’. And it’s interesting, if you go back and you look – Rebecca’s maybe given you 

the [newspaper] clips – I mean, Nicholas Fairbairn [former Scottish Conservative MP], I’ll just name 

him, he was the guy who said the state shouldn’t be involved in this, women should just go back to 

their families and deal with this and so forth. So it’s hard to think of that now because it’s so… 
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dealing with the problem, how we approach it, and it’s also around sexual violence and so on, it’s 

been so transformed and if you’re a woman living in this, you know, it’s not transformed.  But, 

relative to the state, relative to the police, and there are still serious problems with the police and 

sometimes in policy, and oftentimes in individual responses and so forth, they’ve been transformed, 

nearly worldwide, but certainly in North America, Antipodean countries – Australia and New Zealand 

– and, of course, here in Britain and Europe.  And, go online, it’s just such a different way of thinking 

about these problems and we’ve come a long way, a long way… you can’t give up. 

 
00:16:22 Rebecca Dobash:  Yes, but it is quite amazing how much has happened and has 

transformed in this time. 

 
00:16:28 Russell Dobash:  I think we should probably say something too and whether we come to 

this, is the way that research plays a role… 

 

00:16:36 Yes, that’s, I think, a central question.  Let’s develop that now.  What do you think the 
impact of your research was at the time? 
 
00:16:56 Rebecca Dobash:  Well, here was an era in which you could say nobody knew anything.  

The women, of course themselves, they knew everything, but I mean the wider world of research, it 

was not done, it wasn’t there:  there was no evidence.  And there was no way of, almost, gathering 

that evidence except just going in there by hand.  Okay, I’m going to tell you how we looked at the 

police records and then the interviews with women.  We got permission to look at the police records 

in Edinburgh and in one district, all of Edinburgh and one district of Glasgow.  And we went into a 

room [pause] where they held – this is now in Edinburgh – where they held the police records and 

they were in boxes like those [points to a collection of box files] and it was in a huge room with file 

boxes everywhere.  January one:  open file box, all the way down to New Year’s Eve:  open file box.  

So the only way… and computers were [laughs] and this space felt very antique… computers were in 

the… they weren’t used.  So you would have a four-by-six card – the name was written on, the 

address was written on, the issue was written on. There was no legal offence like this, it would have 

been disturbance of the peace, or, you know, damage of property, or something like this.  And so 

what we did was, to say we… The question was, how much police work is actually associated with 

this problem, whatever it’s called?  Just go in there, read everything, tick, tick, tick, this is a traffic 
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offence, that a drunkenness, this is something else etc.  And the finding that we came up with after 

thousands of records that we read was that twenty-five percent of the police work that involves 

violence is violence against women.  And that was one of the most powerful percentages – twenty-

five percent – and it’s been repeated over, and over, and over, and over again. Almost everywhere 

you go, you find something that still looks pretty much like that everywhere. So that said, instead of 

‘Well, this is just something for the family, this is nothing to do with us and why should we spend the 

police time on this, they’ve got important things to do, not running around and getting into people’s 

homes, and dealing with relationships between husbands and wives’, you know, this sort of thing.  

So that twenty-five percent figure was actually very important and it was used in some cases in 

protests in the street, holding up the sign ‘twenty-five percent’, and so that was very, very 

important.  It’s also important to be able to say back to the police, ‘This is what you’re actually 

doing.  You think you’re not doing anything – just dismiss this – you know, this is a lot of your work’.  

So that actually, that figure was used, not only by people [at] Women’s Aid to say we need to do 

something, it went to the House of Commons to say we need to do something, and to the police 

who were saying, ‘Oh, this is how much we’re doing:  we need to do something more systematic’.  

So there was that which I think [Russell Dobash:  yes] was an important issue. 

 
00:20:41 Russell Dobash:  And I think it’s very difficult to… This is a big agenda now, you know – 

impact of research and so forth – I think it’s very, very difficult to judge us, but I think Rebecca’s 

point is a really good one, that was immediate.  You could also say, and it will be interesting when 

you talk to people in Women’s Aid and what they might say about this, that the book and our work, 

and talks that we were doing in Scotland and so forth – maybe the talks were more important, if you 

give them to the police; I’ll come back to the police in a minute – but the fact that we had these 

interviews.  The statistics had some impact, but what really has an impact very often are stories, and 

these, in a sense, were, quote, ‘the stories’ of women who had gone through the violence, 

experienced it, had gone to the refuge and so forth. So that helped people probably connect to it – I 

don’t know – but it probably did.  And so… the method, which was both in inverted commas 

‘statistical’, not inverted commas, it was statistical, as you just heard, but also was qualitative… and 

that’s what we used throughout our careers, and again, that’s back to our training and back to our 

orientation to the world – how you translate the world to other people.  And statistics are 

important, but they only go so far, and so you need that qualitative [research].  Back to the police:  

we spent a relatively unhappy period in our life trying to teach the police at the Scottish police 
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academy, and these were considered special sergeants, these were people, well guys, mostly, 

though a few women… who were going on… 

 
Rebecca Dobash:  To be promoted… 

 
Russell Dobash:  …be promoted.  And we were brought in by a very, very forward-looking fellow who 

was running the police academy at the time and his, the fellow who oversaw the whole thing was 

great.  They said, ‘Do what you think should be done’. So we were doing sociology.  Well, we weren’t 

going to do sociology without doing violence against women, including intimate partner violence, 

including sexual violence, and it was really, really interesting… very, very… 

 
Rebecca Dobash: …and hard… 

 
Russell Dobash:  …and hard.  Very hard, and Rebecca and Fran were doing the sexual one. 

 
Rebecca Dobash:  This is Fran Wasoff  

 
Russell Dobash:  Fran Wasoff. 

 
Rebecca Dobash:  I presume you’re interviewing her as well. 

 
Russell Dobash:  And that was a really, really difficult enterprise.  Ultimately what happened [was 

that] the head changed and he said to me – I was actually overseeing the thing, and he said to me – 

‘You can carry on doing sociology, but we don’t want any of this women stuff’… words to that 

effect… and I said, ‘Well, we ain’t doing it’, you know, and so… 

 
Rebecca Dobash: …so we quit. 

 
Russell Dobash: We quit because, you know, we had, you could call it, a mission.  We thought this 

was extremely important because it did, as Rebecca was saying, so relate to police work and 

sometimes institutions are incredibly narrow minded about what’s going on because the police deal 

with this all the time, twenty-five per cent of the… never mind how much they deal with and, you 

know, you want to think about how you might do this differently, so you don’t have repeat 

victimisation, which it is one of the most important types of victimisation.  So you can deal with it 
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and it won’t happen again.  ‘Nah, we don’t want to know’, and that was very discouraging, not 

surprising, but very discouraging. 

 
00:24:12 Rebecca Dobash:  Well, it tells you about this major institution and their resistance, which 

is now, I mean, people can’t imagine the police could say we won’t even teach about this, you 

know… 

 
Russell Dobash: …yeah. 

 
Rebecca Dobash:  So, ‘Go away’, and, I mean, that would be inconceivable now [Russell: yeah] but 

then, that was perfectly accepted, ‘This is a waste of police time, you know, we’re not doing this’. 

[Russell: yeah].  So, ah… 

 
Russell Dobash:  So, that was… and, you know, because we wanted to do that:  it’s one thing to 

collect the data – collect the information and write the books and so forth – but it’s another thing to 

try to distribute it and the one thing we haven’t done much of is to work with policy makers and so 

forth.  We’ve done a bit of that, and we’ve certainly done lectures and seminars with policy makers 

here [and in] quite a few countries, and so forth, but we… [we’re]not directly involved in creating 

policy because we feel our role is more about doing the research and creating good research that 

will make a difference, you know, and that… 

 
Rebecca Dobash: And in terms of our relationship with Women’s Aid, we always maintained this 

position that basically we’re independent researchers, so we’re not hired by Women’s Aid to be the 

voice of Women’s Aid and therefore to have whatever it is we’ve found be seen as, ‘Well, you would 

say that wouldn’t you because you’re doing what your employer – i.e Women’s Aid – want you to 

do’. So, we always thought it was very important to stand as independent researchers, gathering 

evidence that was going to be brought to these problems, which obviously serviced Women’s Aid, 

but we were not in the service of Women’s Aid.  So that was our job.  Now the group in Bristol, who 

have been the similar sort of researchers in England, are much more seen as in the employ of English 

Women’s Aid [Russell Dobash: agreement sound].  So we always thought it’s really important, you 

have to keep this relationship, otherwise you lose a certain amount of credibility about your 

evidence. 
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Russell Dobash:  Yup, so you need… You might be coming to this, but if you talk about the history of 

what we’re doing, there was a certain moment where there was some… Whatever, I’ll come to the 

word in a minute, but what really happened is it… at a certain moment, we wanted to do this 

research on the rise of the social problem, which is something that American social scientists had 

been interested in for a long time, which is a very interesting process, very interesting.  So we said, 

‘Okay, how are we going to do this?’.  Well, comparative method would be really important.  So, we 

got some money from Carnegie, not a lot of money – mostly travel money to go to the States and we 

were going to compare Britain to the US.  So, we went to the States and we collected a lot of 

information from some of the people who were doing work there – running refuges and so on.  And 

there was a very unique thing going on there:  they had men’s programmes and programmes with 

perpetrators, and the people who were running these were really, really inspiring, especially one 

woman… 

 
Rebecca Dobash: …Ellen Pence. 

 
Russell Dobash:  Ellen Pence in Minnesota; most of the people who did this were feminists.  There 

were some people who came through psychology, who were doing these cognitive behavioural 

programmes.  But what really started [it] was this feminist-oriented, gender-based – as now we call 

it – approach to the problem:  you take the man and you, in a sense, help him think through what 

their problem is, and what their issues are, and how they relate to women, and so forth – that’s a 

long story.  But anyway, we came back, and so we decided we would write something about this, so 

we started writing a book, which took quite a long time [laughs].  But then – what happens here… 

 
Rebecca Dobash:  Well, we invited these people, Ellen Pence and Michael Paymar, who started the 

batterers’ programmes in the US, dedicated feminists, to come and give talks here in Scotland.  So, 

the first ones they gave in Britain were here, in Scotland, [Russell Dobash:  first one in Europe, yep], 

and they came and [there was a] big conference, Women’s Aid, you know, the police, etc., because… 

we had to do something about the source of this problem, and the source of this problem is the 

men. So here we’d been working on the law, and supporting, and refuges, and all these things which 

have to carry on, but you’ve also got to get to the source.  And Women’s Aid was carrying on a battle 

in the newspapers about this, you know, in the editorial pages, because it really became an issue 

about, ‘Well, what’s going to happen to the money?  What’s going to happen to the focus of 
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people’s attention? Are we now going to forget about the women and go off and in a sense 

everything gets invested in the men?  You know, what’s going to happen here?’. So Women’s Aid 

were carrying on this battle; we were handing them information that they would then be putting in 

their battles in their editorial pages etc., which was based on these American programmes and a 

Sheriff, Sheriff Caramac [unsure on spelling, possibly McCormack], who was from [Russell Dobash:  

Fife] Fife.  He calls up Women’s Aid and he says, ‘You can have all the men that go through my court, 

you know, they come through, I see them, whatever.  Yes, something needs to be done’. At the same 

time, because they were running a… He was running some kind of a drunk driving programme or 

something for, or something to do [with] excessive alcohol use [Russell Dobash:  yeah, yeah, yeah], 

whatever, and he said, ‘It’s a similar kind of thing, let’s do… You can have all the men’.  Well, 

suddenly, you know, basically, here was Women’s Aid, the sheriff has said, ‘You can have my men.  

You set up a programme; I’ll send you the men’.  So, they contacted us, and none of us were 

involved in this at all.  This was just this kind of battle going, and so we said, ‘Well, okay.  We’ll look 

into… We’ll talk to these people who’ve done this in the States, bring them back over again, and the 

programme that then developed, which actually was the first one in Britain and the first one in 

Europe [Russell Dobash: in Europe] for abusers was the Change Project.  And the Change Project, 

which was then… We hired Monica Wilson who was the person who had done the interviews, the 

first interviews with women, [Russell Dobash:  yes] and David Moran [Russell Dobash:  David Moran] 

who was our kind of criminology type etc., and the Change Programme then was started; at the 

same time the Lothian Domestic Probation Project started here in Edinburgh and that came out of 

probation [department/services], which was social work, and this one [Change Project] came out of, 

you know, just kind of activism.  And we said, ‘Well, we’ll do the research, but we have to pull back 

from this because if we’re going to be independent researchers, we can’t create this thing and then, 

you know, research it.  You’ve got to pull back and let the creators create it.  So then they went – 

that was Monica and Dave – and did the creation of this work, and then we came in and did the 

research… with the men and their women partners, because we have to… talk to the men, but we 

also have to talk to the women partners because they may feel that, they’ve been saved and they’re 

miracle men and all this, but you need to talk to the women.  Well, Kate Cavanagh – you see, we 

keep these people – she was the one who had done the interviews in the first research; she now 

became one of the researchers in the violent men project. 

 
Russell Dobash:  Who was the other researcher? 
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Rebecca Dobash:  Ruth Lewis 

 
Russell Dobash:  Oh!  Was she… Ruth Lewis. 

 
Rebecca Dobash:  Ruth Lewis who was a sociology student at Edinburgh [Russell Dobash:  Edinburgh] 

who was recommended to us by Fran Wasoff who was the first co-ordinator of Edinburgh Women’s 

Aid. 

 
Russell Dobash:  Yeah, it’s a small world. 

 
Rebecca Dobash:  It’s kind of a small world. 

 
Russell Dobash:  But here’s an issue which is important for the Women’s Aid story.  Well it’s not 

important – that’s our perspective – is that Women’s Aid was intricately involved, as Rebecca’s just 

explained, in the creation of [the] Change [Project] and they were on the management board.  But… 

our research model was to have three groups:  one would be guys who got the programme… and 

their partners; one who’d be guys who didn’t get the programme and got a fine, or something; and 

then one would be women who went through the refuge, as to, okay, what is best for the women.  

Could you say, ‘Forget the men’s programme:  if you go to the refuge, it’s going to be the best thing 

that’s going to happen to her’.  So, that was our way of thinking. Well, Women’s Aid was on board 

and that was what… We got money from both the Scottish Office and the Home Office for that 

project and eventually Women’s Aid said ‘No, we ain’t co-operating [Rebecca Dobash:  they pulled 

out]… They pulled out and, you know… 

 
00:33:55 Rebecca Dobash: …and we thought, and no-one ever said anything to us by… why they said 

they were not going to participate in this research.  And the only thing we can say, which is now on 

public record, is fear for what the findings would be.  So, what if the findings were such that the 

refuge, instead of being the best thing for women when they’re in this situation, it turns out to be 

the men’s programme.  So, you could see, you know, underlying this was a sense of ‘Oh my god, 

what if this doesn’t go the right way?’.  Now we assumed it would have, but they may have been 

afraid that it wouldn’t have.  And so, anyway, for whatever reason, you’ll have to talk to Women’s 

Aid about this. 
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Russell Dobash:  And it might not be important for them, but, you know, for us it was quite 

important because we’d… 

 
Rebecca Dobash:  …and we lost Women’s Aid. 

 
Russell Dobash:  We lost Women’s Aid. 

 
Rebecca Dobash:  We lost Women’s Aid, so they withdrew from this, and then of course there was a 

lot of tension around. Where’s the money going to go?  Where’s the attention going to go?  Are the 

media going to be here?  And so this tension, which I think is still there, [Russell Dobash:  yeah] is not 

at the same level as it once was, but that was the beginning of it [Russell Dobash: agrees].  And you 

can understand the threads of concern going in.  So we carried on, you know, and did the evaluation 

of the men’s programmes, but without Women’s Aid which… [pause]… I think, frankly, it was a 

mistake for Women’s Aid to withdraw because they would have been the winners of this, I think 

[Russell Dobash:  but, but…].  There you go. 

 
Russell Dobash:  This isn’t much talked about, but there’s actually not… Despite the fact that it was 

the approach to dealing with the problem, there’s not much research on the impact of refuges and 

shelters throughout the world, and it’s… We were just in Arizona, and they have this – because we 

go back there in the winter – and they have this incredible facility and you can even bring your dog if 

you’re, you know, in whatever… and, so it’s really incredible, and so they asked us what kind of 

research… and one of the things we were saying was, it’s important to think about what happens to 

the women when they go out and it’s not to say, ‘Well, she’s a failure because she goes back’, but 

it’s to look at what the circumstances are. Maybe it changes.  Maybe it changes the guy’s view of the 

world, you know… of her.  But, she’s got a bit more… power’s the wrong word, but a bit more 

influence, which can, you know, whatever.  So, there’s not that much that says, ‘Okay, what happens 

here and what’s the best approach’.  The men’s programme business is just worldwide now, and of 

course the refuge movement carries on… The refuge movement has actually moved… has changed 

quite a lot.  I mean, Women’s Aid – not so much here – but in England, is a player, I’m not sure 

there’s other agencies in Scotland that are like some of the people in London, one of which was 

called Refuge, which got a lot of high profile celebrities, and still does, and they do some good work.  

But, anyway, it’s interesting how that’s different… 
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Rebecca Dobash:  But this just illustrates how the politics [Russell Dobash:  yeah] and how, in some 

ways, how frightening it is because you don’t know how the politics are going to go [Russell Dobash:  

agrees]; you don’t know whether the media are going to take up something, the government’s going 

to take up something, legislation, funding, you know, all these [things].  These are all big unknowns 

and they’re seriously consequential.  If you’re an organisation that depends on public funding and on 

goodwill and suddenly it goes somewhere else – not even that it becomes bad will, but it just goes 

somewhere else – you could be lost, so… this is scary stuff, if you’re the equivalent of Women’s Aid 

[Russell Dobash: agrees] looking at this.  Anyway, sorry, carry on… question. 

 

00:37:47 You talked about the relationship between your research and Women’s Aid and I’d like to 
ask you to talk about your perceptions of how things changed.  You have talked about the changes, 
the men’s programmes.  But do you think there were significant changes in terms of Women’s Aid 
and/or understandings of domestic abuse.  You’ve talked specifically about the programmes you 
were involved in evaluating, but perhaps reflecting on other changes in more popular understandings 
of Women’s Aid. 
 
Rebecca Dobash:  I mean, it’s absolutely fundamental and I mean we don’t even recognise the world 

that we entered into years ago.  Without an organisation – Women’s Aid constantly, in a sense, both 

telling the story, pushing for change, negotiating with whoever they were negotiating with, whether 

it was in the House of Commons, or the House of Lords, or whether it was with the police, or, you 

know.  And the progression through the first… because the first real players were Women’s Aid and 

the police.  They were the first big players and then the healthcare, social work, probation, 

education.  The expansion of this, and, of course, Women’s Aid – they’re in there:  giving the talks in 

the schools, or to social work, or to medics, or to the police, or whatever.  Without that voice 

constantly, in a sense, expanding (and of course the media – this is critical) expanding the audience 

of both who listened [and] what they heard, because in the beginning it’s ‘You women really need to 

go home and mind your own business’. That’s Fairbairn saying, ‘This is not the business of the state; 

it’s not the business of law, or the police even’.  So, it is almost impossible to understate the impact 

that Women’s Aid have had, and Women’s Aid – you needed to have an organisation like that that 

was always there.  You didn’t need to have that become some other organisation with a new… As it 

expanded, it just expanded, but it still stayed Women’s Aid with its orientation.  So it didn’t become 

psychiatrists, psychologists, or social workers.  Now all those people may be in some ways involved 
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and oriented with Women’s Aid, but Women’s Aid is Women’s Aid:  and it’s about women; women 

first; the primary position of looking at women in their relationship to men in society etc., and so, I 

think it’s just, you have to underscore it about fifty times to say how important this really was. 

 
Russell Dobash:  I mean, if you think about it, Women’s Aid has created, as they now call it, the 

narrative; they’ve created the narrative; they own the narrative and now that narrative has spiralled 

out into, as Rebecca was saying, other agencies.  And the police have taken it on, almost more than 

anyone else, if you think about it.  They really have, and I think particularly in Scotland, and the 

politicians up here are very much on board and that’s been very, very important [Rebecca Dobash: 

agrees], yes.  The judiciary – last bastion, judiciary [Rebecca Dobash: the judges] the judges, last 

bastion [Rebecca Dobash:  the last]... but that’s not everybody… 

 
Rebecca Dobash:  …but they’re the last because they’re not on the frontline like the police, or 

medics, or social work, or probation, or housing, or all of these organisations that are more seeing it 

at the frontline.  They’re, in a sense, in a kind of protected domain, distant from, so they are some of 

the last [Russell Dobash: bastions] last bastions.  But even then, I mean, you go to these conferences 

and you hear these sheriffs, well sheriff Caramac [?]who said, ‘I’ll give you my men’.  You know, he 

was the first of this category of people who are more protected from everyday life. 

 
Russell Dobash:  Back to the influence of Women’s Aid and the influence of research; one question 

to them is, ‘Okay, when you do your training, and they do as you well know, do you use research?  

And if you do, how?  And if you do, is that… What is important… I mean… Do you persuade people?  

If you persuade people, how do you know that you’re persuading people?’.  Who knows, they 

probably give handouts and so on, but maybe they don’t.  And it’s also how the message gets 

translated because it sometimes just takes one person, like the head, Chief Constable, or whatever 

he’s now being called – he or she being called – in Scotland, who takes it on board and says, ‘Yes, we 

will make this’ and creates – it’s so interesting, isn’t it? – because you have to create mechanisms 

that will bring about positive rewards for those who follow our new agenda; and those who don’t 

follow our new agenda don’t get rewards, or they’re actually sanctioned.  And so that’s really so 

important and how you introduce that is another one:  like in hospitals, particularly in the US, 

nursing in the US has played a significant role in the intimate partner violence agenda.  Jackie 

Campbell, who’s at Johns Hopkins – she’s very, very important – and they introduced checklists, and 
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it’s probably going on now here, but years and years ago. So when a woman comes in with injuries, 

you don’t just go ‘What have you done there?’,  ‘Oh, I just fell down the stairs’, you… ask a question, 

[Rebecca Dobash:  ask a question], ask the question, you’ve got to ask the question.  Very often, 

because women are anxious about what’s going to happen, they might take the kids away – that 

kind of thing – and it does happen.  And there’s also these unfortunate unintended consequences, 

and that actually has become one of them.  Some places in the States, and I don’t think it’s so much 

here, but you say to a woman, ‘Well, why didn’t you protect your children? Failure to protect your 

children’, ‘Excuse me, I’m being beaten up every other night.  How do I do it?’.  But… you put 

pressure on the agencies, and the agencies are going to say, ‘Well, how do we react here? Well, we 

react because we protect children, and you’re not protecting children’. And that’s, I think – I don’t 

know if it’s still an issue – but I think that was an issue with women going to [Rebecca Dobash:  social 

work] social work and medical services, you know, kids would get taken away – failing to protect, 

they’re not thriving and so on.  Yeah.   

 

00:45:05 Talking about the impact, you also talked about and reflected a little bit on the huge 
change in ideas about protocols and agencies and the nature of domestic abuse. Could you talk a 
little bit about the changes in Scottish politics in recent years, and do you have reflections on how this 
has affected Women’s Aid, or how domestic abuse is talked about in this new context? 
 
Rebecca Dobash: Well, if you have a First Minister who would actually say the things that Women’s 

Aid would say, what more do you need to say? [Russell Dobash:  agrees]  I mean, going from our 

Fairbairn to… then to now… the utter transformation in the view that this is wrong, we should do 

something about it, the state should be involved.  The feminist analysis, which is now completely 

embedded, it’s there.  We’re just not back there, asking the kinds of questions, or even challenging 

in the ways that we once were.  So, yay! 

 
Russell Dobash:  We left Scotland in 1992 [Rebecca Dobash: ’91 we went to Wales, and then to 

Manchester]; we’ve been away for almost twenty years.  We’ve been back here about six years, but 

we’ve semi-retired and so the ins and outs of this, I don’t think we know very well, but as Rebecca 

has just pointed [out], when you get to the First Minister and the way men’s programmes, for 

example, are integral to the idea of responding to this, is very important as well. And Women’s Aid 

played a role in that. 
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Rebecca Dobash:  Yes, the Caledonian Project, [Russell Dobash:  the Caledonian Project] the 

transformation of this now folded into try to get a real global, multi-agency – everyone participating 

in their differing ways with their differing focus and concerns is something that, again, would have 

been unimaginable, even, well, not even back in the beginning, but somewhere in the middle of this 

whole process.  So… a few years ago we gave a talk, which was one of these anniversary talks, and 

someone in the audience said, ‘Well, nothing has changed’ because those who were working with 

women in refuges, or men coming through the men’s programmes, or whatever, they still see the 

individuals doing the same things that, you know, were the original concern.  And, so if you haven’t 

been there all along, you think, ‘Well, nothing has changed.  I mean, look at this:  we’ve got a violent 

man; we’ve got a woman who’s running; the children have nowhere to live and we have to provide 

her with housing and these sorts of things’.  But that is simply incorrect.  And without this historical 

look at what it was then, what’s happened in the meantime, etc., you can say, yes, you still have 

cases, probably not as many cases, and you have all of these integrated services, provisions, and 

even though everything – they always still need money, they never have enough, there’s never 

enough support there, etc., but it’s still a million miles away and so much better [that] I find it 

disturbing when someone says, ‘Well, nothing has changed’, because it just so is not true. [Russell 

Dobash agrees]. 

 
Russell Dobash:  I think one thing that happens with social movements is, and I’m saying this about 

England, is that either the narrative – what the problem is about – sometimes gets shifted, or even 

taken away from the initial group, or whatever, and also, of course, the conduits into the places 

where change must occur – institutions of the state, mostly.  But I think in Scotland since coming 

back and talking to Women’s Aid people, because we’ve given a couple of talks, is that it hasn’t 

happened up here, and as I was explaining, I think it’s happened much more in England, where there 

are these other agencies, and they don’t call themselves Women’s Aid – sometimes they do exactly 

what Women’s Aid do, sometimes they don’t and so forth.  The other thing that’s part of the 

narrative in the United States and not so much in this country is what we call ‘symmetry’ in domestic 

violence and that is that women are just as aggressive and violent as men.  That hasn’t been part of 

the narrative in this country so much, nor should it be because research we’ve done, research a lot 

of other people have done, says ‘Yeah, women can be aggressive and shout at their partner and they 

can use violence as well – less likely to occur and very much unlikely to result in injuries and fear and 
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all these other things that are associated’.  So that’s not, I don’t think, a part of the enterprise in this 

country [Rebecca Dobash:  but it’s never gone away in the States] never gone away. 

 
00:50:43 Rebecca Dobash:  You know, so, whenever we go back, quite often we’re giving talks and 

things – they’re still fighting that fight which was actually never quite… I mean it was raised in the 

very beginning here, but then it soon receded with evidence that it was not so, but somehow it has 

never got traction; it’s never really made it there, and so they’re still fighting an original fight – 

women are as violent as men, and so why do we need to bother about women in particular… 

 
Russell Dobash:  And if you talk about impact, an article we wrote in 1992 with our pals, Martin Daly 

[Rebecca Dobash:  Wilson and Daly] and Wilson, has had many, many more cites than any of our 

work and has been cited again and again.  And it’s arguing what I’ve just said: yeah, women can be 

violent but overall, it’s asymmetrical, with men much more likely to be violent and much more likely 

to create injuries and so on.  And I don’t know how that argument’s played out here, but if you look 

at the literature and sometimes the laws and the dictates from the state, it often now is gender 

neutral:  it will talk about ‘the victim’; it will talk about men and women as victims.  And men are, 

but disproportionately it’s just women. So that’s another thing and… 

 
Rebecca Dobash:  And I think you see Women’s Aid, and this is again why an organisation like 

Women’s Aid, which was always there, when this argument would keep coming back, they would go 

back against this argument and it was lost – or it was never won [Russell Dobash agrees] - in the US, 

but it was almost immediately won here.  I don’t think there would be people here, across Britain, 

who would so easily say, ‘Oh women are as violent as men [Russell Dobash agrees], and so we don’t 

need to make special provisions for women’.  So… that’s one of those kind of stories that you 

probably only know as a real success story when you see… the failure of that story. And that, as 

Russell says, that narrative of… this is the account and Women’s Aid have won that battle [laughs] 

[Russell Dobash: agrees] and it is a battle, it is a battle… 

 
Russell Dobash: And it’s hardly been a battle in this country, but it has been. I mean, men’s 

programmes in England have to provide services for both:  women who batter their husbands – 

hundreds and millions of those – and men who batter… 

 
Rebecca Dobash:  Sarcastic comment… brackets! [both laugh] Anyway, sorry… 
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Russell Dobash:  Anyway, sorry, that’s… what I’m saying is that argument, certainly in the States, but 

also here, in England, has made some difference.  The point is, if you talk to people, as Rebecca was 

just saying, they know this is rubbish, that it’s women who are going to seek help, it’s women who 

escape in the middle of the night with their children – how many guys are escaping in the middle of 

the night with their children?  Not many, and so on.  And even in the States, that’s what people on 

the ground know:  whether it’s Women’s Aid, or the cops, or whoever, or so on.  But unintended 

consequences – you gotta be careful about unintended consequences, because one happened in the 

States [which] was [that] people like Women’s Aid and the men’s programmes and so forth, had kind 

of got tired of trying to convince the cops, trying to change people’s attitudes and so forth.  And this 

is a construction of mine and they decided, ‘What we need to do is say, you know, we need 

mandatory arrest’, because the general law was that if it was a misdemeanour and you hadn’t seen 

it, you could do nothing, and so we want to go beyond that.  So, mandatory arrest, whatever, 

happened.  So, what’s happened is dual arrest, or, many, many more women being arrested.  So, 

you might say, well, okay, that’s the way it is really, but a lot of times it is… it’s a cop comes into the 

room… 

 
00:55:10 Rebecca Dobash:  …it looks like a mutual fight [Russell Dobash:  mutual fight] – he said, she 

said [Russell Dobash: and she probably hit him back, you know]. He hit, she… blah, blah, blah, so he 

arrests both of them [Russell Dobash:  yeah] and that’s what they did. 

 
Russell Dobash: And that’s a real problem [Rebecca Dobash agrees] and some of the research shows 

that the police are now actually… they’re mostly looking at the primary… [Rebecca Dobash: 

perpetrator] perpetrator, so that’s important, but, so there’s always that that happens in these 

enterprises – unintended consequences. 

 
00:55:42 I think you’ve talked very powerfully about the impact of Women’s Aid on changing 
perceptions and maintaining a narrative, but can I ask you both – what has the impact been on you 
as researchers? 
 
Russell Dobash [laughs] 
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Rebecca Dobash: Well, as I think I said in the beginning, this is our lives.  We started this work, never 

intending that it would be a life’s work, you know, that we would still be doing variations of this, 

because as the problem has expanded, you study more things, and you know, more agencies 

become of concern, or interested, or come into focus etc.  But it is absolutely fundamental, I mean, 

without this beginning we wouldn’t be where we are now. 

 
Russell Dobash:  Yep, and our perceptions of the world and perceptions of relationships, of course, 

has been changed drastically.  Sometimes it makes you, unfortunately, rather pessimistic about the 

world and so forth. But, there are counterbalances to that, but it certainly does, and it, as Rebecca 

says, I can only think of, at the moment, two projects (and we’ve had a fair few in our careers) that 

did not include, or wasn’t about, violence against women, or violence in general, in which violence 

against women [wasn’t] a part of that.  And our last project was a project that we did with Kate 

Cavanagh and Ruth Lewis on homicide. And this is when we were in Manchester and we studied all 

homicides and one of our major, major interests was homicides of women, the killing of women – 

very under-researched, you wouldn’t think that, but very under-researched.  If you look at the 

research on women and homicide, it’s all about women killing men.  If you look on… [Rebecca 

Dobash:  it hardly ever happens]… It hardly ever happens, but if you look on… It’s a strange thing,  

it’s like serial killers – one percent [Rebecca Dobash:  it hardly ever happens].  So, that then led us in 

our first instance to write the series of articles on intimate partner murder, and we’ve just done this 

book on when men murder women, and that was looking at intimate partner murder, sexual 

murder, and the murder of older women.  So, we’ve kept that focus.  We may now change, not 

change, but start thinking about women who kill men, but the real focus has always been violence 

against women and that perspective that we began to create early on for ourselves… and we should 

also say that our view of the violence, and the problem, has also been shaped very much by 

Women’s Aid:  talking to Women’s Aid workers; talking to people in the States about the problems – 

men’s programmes, for example – so that has played a real role and fed into our enterprise.  And it 

hasn’t just been about academic questions – they become research questions – but that’s not 

necessarily where we started. 

 
Rebecca Dobash:  I think in some ways you actually don’t always know what is influencing you 

[Russell Dobash  agrees].  I mean, you’re reading the evidence, you’re talking to people, people are 

talking to you, you have all these things. And it becomes a big mix of the things you know, the things 
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people have told you, the things that somehow stuck, and the other ones that – who knows—we’ve 

forgotten them.  And this is why, again, I think you can say the world has fundamentally changed in 

the sense that this view that when we began, the Women’s Aid view, which we completely had 

correspondence with, is now much more a world view, and it’s so much more of a world view that 

you don’t really know where it comes from.  It’s just there. 

 
Russell Dobash:  Yeah, yeah, but it doesn’t mean, too, that we always have [Rebecca Dobash:  the 

same view] the same view of the problem [Rebecca Dobash:  yeah, yeah] and how it might be dealt 

with. 

 
Rebecca Dobash:  But then that’s what the whole independence issue is about:  if you are just a 

spokesperson for anyone or any organisation, then you don’t need to have [laughs] evidence, you 

just have theirs. 

 

01:00:32 Talking about the impact on you as researchers, have you ever had a conflict, an 
interpretive conflict, in your collaborative work? 
 
Rebecca Dobash:  Us?  Oh goodness, all the time [Russell Dobash:  all the time]. All the time.  We 

have constant discussions.  We were having one this morning over the breakfast table… about ‘What 

is this?  What are we looking at?  How do we see this etc.’.  In some ways, you could say we bring a 

woman’s and a man’s perspective to this.  We bring the criminologist and the family feminist 

orientation – social psychology.  So in some ways, these get blended or expanded.  But agreeing… 

we often don’t agree [Russell Dobash agrees]. So then, this becomes a source of… what are we 

looking at here?  It becomes an opportunity, I think, for further, deeper exploration of what it is we 

think we’re looking at [Russell Dobash: what we think is going on] because when we... This book that 

we’ve just finished, When Men Murder Women, was actually really, really hard – it was really hard.  

Not only is the subject hard because you’ve got murder, and instead of you’re holding out hope – 

you’re not, that’s gone.  The person has been killed.  But also it was really hard because we had to 

constantly think about – well, what is going on here?  That’s more, or different, or the same as the 

violence against women that we had looked at before, either in terms of when we interviewed 

women in the beginning, or did the police.  Or when we interviewed men and their women partners 

when we did the violent men study.  We’re now over here interviewing murderers and reading case 

files, and something different had happened – somebody’s killed.  Or is it the same?  Is it just more 
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of the same or is it something different?  So in some ways for us, it’s just to keep asking the 

questions of each other that these conversations that we keep having, trying to figure out what 

we’re looking at and often we have differences on the way there. 

 
Russell Dobash:  Yeah.  And the questions come from our work and from talking to people – 

Women’s Aid – over the years and so forth, and our transformation.  And the book represents 

something that’s for most of the research on homicide quite different, because it’s strongly gender-

based.  See, that’s another thing:  we don’t use the word feminism anymore; we don’t use the word 

– whatever.  It’s gender-based – kind of – don’t like that.  But if you use the word gender-based, you 

can also apply it to men because sometimes men are fighting with each other, stupidly, about men’s 

sense of who they are and whatever.  But it’s this gender-based approach and then these three 

types of murders – we tried to carry that all the way through, and it does work all the way through, 

and that’s quite distinct in homicide research, which is about all kinds of… Women kill their 

husbands… that sort of thing.  I mean, we work together and it’s sometimes too intense, and that’s 

an issue, but hey.  It’s also interesting, if you think about it, if you’re working with colleagues there 

are boundaries, boundaries, you know.  We don’t call each other names and stuff, but there are 

boundaries.  Whereas, when you’re working together, it’s more intense, I think. 

 
Rebecca Dobash:  Well, when you’re working with someone – I mean, you have to trust each other. 

[Russell Dobash agrees] We know that we can say to each other things that we would never say, and 

I don’t mean in a rude kind of way, I just mean in an intellectually, or whatever, challenging kind of 

way:  ‘I disagree with that’, or ‘I think that’s not it… It’s this... No, no…I think…’.  That kind of back-

and-forth.  Well, you can only have that kind of back-and-forth with your colleagues up to a point.  

So we have, over time, in a sense probably pushed the boundaries of how far you can go with that 

back -and-forth, without it in any way being destructive.  This is just the task of trying to figure out 

what we’re doing, what’s happening [Russell Dobash agrees], how do you present this, how do you 

convince people, what’s the argument here, that sort of thing.  So, that even though we have this 

lifelong work with Kate, a fantastic interviewer, Kate Cavanagh – wonderful.  And she and Ruth and 

Monica Wilson etc., and these would be a category of people who would be almost, we could almost 

go that far with them [Russell Dobash agrees], you know, but you would go beyond that and these 

would be people we wouldn’t know well enough, or have a long enough relationship with to be able 

to go that far.  So in a sense it’s allowed us… Well, years ago, I think we said, we either have to learn 
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how to work together or we’ve got to get a divorce [pause]. So, I hope we learned how to work 

together. 

 

01:06:31 That’s a really interesting reflection on the whole process, the reality of the process, that 
you’re talking about, as well as the substantive issues, in terms of your research.  And I have one final 
question, and that is: what do you think the future holds, and what would you like to see happen next 
in terms of research, and in terms of policy?  But obviously research as the… 
 
Russell Dobash:  That’s an interesting question.  I do think there needs to be more research on 

women’s trajectory.  What happens to women as they go through the refuges, return to the man – 

or not – what happens?  The resettlement process…To be honest, as well, I don’t know that area 

that much anymore because we do stuff on perpetrators, but I think that’s extremely important.  

And also you could do the follow-up studies on perpetrators, as they go through programmes, and 

the US… there’s tons of evaluation studies on men’s programmes and it’s mixed… but any rate, 

there’s this huge debate about whether they work or not, but you have to say, ‘Well, what else do 

you do?’.  And, so we need to think about the interventions, and we need to think about the 

pathways, the routes to using violence against a partner.  How does it relate to other violence?  It’s 

interesting because in the homicide study, the intimate partner guys turn out to be really quite 

different than men who kill [Rebecca Dobash: at least some of them do], some of them do.  There’s 

a twenty-five percent of the homicide guys, the murder guys, who have very conventional 

backgrounds.  But they’re not necessarily conventional when you look at their orientations to 

women, their lack of remorse, their empathy and so forth.  So they’re quite conventional guys, we 

call them, and that research, our research particularly, has spawned research across the world… 

additional research, and they’re finding this and so on.  So that’s important – what happens there?  

Because it turns out that some of the intimate partner murders in intimate partner violence is highly 

circumstantial and situational.  Okay, how do we deal with those situations?  How, for example, do 

the cops know when there’s a real threat to a woman. Well, that’s the other thing: in this country, 

and I mean Great Britain here, there are all of these risk assessment tools, and some of them are 

just… you know, the three of us could sit around and create one and call it… [Rebecca Dobash: and 

they don’t work] and they don’t work.  You could run it up the flagpole and a lot of people would do 

it, and that’s happening in England, particularly.  And so that sort of issue:  what are women’s risks?  

How can we, in a sense, assess those?  And how are they seen in a dynamic way?  Because it is 
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dynamic:  the guy starts… she leaves him.  Leaving is very, very dangerous and women know that, so 

how do we support those women and so on – they don’t even know maybe they need support… 

 
Rebecca Dobash:  But here’s a… particularly in the area of male offending, there’s quite a long 

history of looking at the life course.  So how do we see the life course of young boys who become 

offenders, or men who commit murder, or whatever?  And it’s much more oriented, much more 

oriented, if almost exclusively oriented toward males.  I think we should ask the life course question 

of women.  And particularly here with respect to things like, an experience like this, and Women’s 

Aid, you’ve got the women and her experience, we’ve got Women’s Aid – the organisation, we’ve 

got the transformed world in which this now happens, but it still has all these negative… many of 

these negative things, and we really haven’t actually, I don’t think, looked at the life course of 

women. [Russell Dobash agrees] So we say, ‘What happens? Do they get another house, or do they 

get a job?’.  So we ask some life course questions, but not a lot [Russell Dobash agrees].  And there 

isn’t a whole, I don’t think, I may be wrong, but I don’t think there’s, if not a whole, there isn’t any 

research on the life course of women, and so it’s the life course of women after a very powerful 

experience.  So they’ve experienced the violence, they’ve gone to Women’s Aid, they’ve had this 

period in the refuge or whatever’s happened next, they’ve been rehoused, if they have, or they’ve 

gone back to him… whatever [of] those things happened next.  And what happens next – we have no 

idea.  Now it seems to me that here’s a big research domain around the life course of women in 

which this experience is fundamental to say… let’s find out?  Let’s find out.  I don’t think we know. 

 
Russell Dobash:  It would have been great if Women’s Aid would be able to provide you with twenty 

women who went through the refuge ten years ago.  What were their views of the refuge? To look 

back… 

 
Rebecca Dobash:  That’s a life course story [Russell Dobash:  that’s right], what happened next?  Not 

just in the next year, but in the next period, I mean, in this life course area there’s now some… which 

usually has been done around juvenile offenders and it’s not around… but there’s been a piece of 

work, just a couple of years ago, [which] was published [and] which was looking at these guys, when 

they’re now reaching sixty-five, seventy years – they’re now retiring, getting ready to die, and 

they’re at the end of their lives, not at the beginning of their lives.  Well, I don’t think we have 

anything like that about women. I don’t think, so. 
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Russell Dobash:  No, no. 

 
Rebecca Dobash:  Or anything. 

 
Russell Dobash:  There’s a lot more on offenders. 

 
Rebecca Dobash:  Exactly. 

 
Both:  Yeah, yeah. 

 
Rebecca Dobash:  So there’s an area, right there.  I would think would be a very, very important area 

because it also tells you about the world of women that we now live [in].  Because they lived in a 

world, depending, on how far back you go, the world… which we talked about in the beginning when 

this [violence] was completely fine and nobody was going to do anything, to the world in which we 

now live, in which it is illegal, and we do think it’s not right and we do have organisations, etc. 

[Russell Dobash agrees].  So, in a sense, cohorts of women in these changed worlds, I think, would 

be a very important thing to do. 

 
Russell Dobash:  It’s also [a] very scary enterprise… Women’s Aid is involved… and we were telling 

the Arizona people this, again, what research – follow the women up.  See what happens.  And we 

said, this is kind of scary, we have to try, and the problem is you need sophisticated research you 

don’t need ‘before and after’, you need to say ‘What was the process?’.  Because these women, as 

you well know, have a lot of problems going on their lives:  they’ve got their kids who have 

problems; they don’t… Can’t find jobs, can’t get jobs and so on.  It has to be a very sophisticated 

research analysis, as Rebecca said, there’s just tons of research, as there… should be, on the life 

course of early onset offenders. 

 
Rebecca Dobash:  Males, males, males. 

 
Russell Dobash:  Males, mostly males, they do… 

 
Rebecca Dobash:  Some females, but…  
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Russell Dobash:  Then there’s a big project that goes on in Scotland; it’s hugely expensive.  Okay, 

that’s great, but what’s happening to women who go through?  What’s happening to young girls as 

they come through, you know, what are their changing attitudes? It may be going on now, there 

may be research… 

 
Rebecca Dobash:  …but the problem with this kind of research as well is that there’s no single factor 

[Russell Dobash agrees] that actually dominates and determines anybody’s life, and there’s no single 

factor that you could say made it work, or not work, good or bad.  So in some ways, that’s what 

makes it… it makes it frightening, but it also means it has to be in the hands of some individuals who 

are really going to look at the wider domain in which all kinds of other things… have an impact. 

 
Russell Dobash:  It’s also so important to be able to characterise the context.  The context is always 

changing and the context is… so important.  So, women might have been able to get jobs ten years 

ago, where they can’t now, or vice versa, and all that, so that it’s not just to say, well… or obviously 

you say, ‘Well, they failed because they didn’t whatever, get married, dah dah dah, and so on’, so it’s 

a really interesting one.  Here’s a thing, too, because more and more, men and women are co-

habiting, rather than getting married, and there’s a lot of research, both here and mostly in the 

States, actually, the States and Canada, which shows that co-habitation carries greater risk factors 

than married couples [Rebecca Dobash:  for violence] for violence.  So, if there are more and more 

co-habiting, the violence should be going up.  It seems that it’s not; it’s either flat, or it’s going down 

and that’s difficult relative to reporting.  So that would be an interesting project relative to those 

two types of relationship:  men and women who’d married and there was intimate partner violence 

and what happens afterwards, versus the co-habiting relationships; boyfriends, girlfriends are 

dangerous as well – they actually tend to be more… So, there’s that kind of… I mean, we know about 

the problem – it’s measured every year, and all that sort of stuff and that’s fine.  And so, what do we 

make out of this?  That’s always the problem – what interpretation.  But to do this kind of research 

would feed in, in the long term way and the short term, because after a year or two you could begin 

to start thinking about what’s going on.  That’s what these people in Edinburgh – I can’t remember 

what they’re called – but they’re doing this research on children, but it’s about offending… 

 

Rebecca Dobash:  But here’s another area and that is children [pause].  So we have these notions 

about what boys are, what girls are, what their relationship to each other may be, etc.  And really to 
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get a true grip on this, we actually need to get people before something happens, so that it doesn’t 

happen.  Again, I think the world has changed, well, it has – the world has changed, but much of it is 

still very recognisable.  So, another big area, I think, life course of women one, yes, and looking at 

young children – socialisation of the children, what they have when they come together, what they 

bring in from their homes, what they bring in to the schooling situation, how then they deal with 

each other, and into adolescence…[Russell Dobash:  Yes, there’s some of that going on, is going on] 

Yes, yes, but these sorts of things, in a sense, because also what you’re doing, at the same time, is 

just not marking what we’re seeing at any given point in time.  You’re asking the question – what we 

need to do to make this…?  If… we’re still seeing this, it still looks like the same old thing, then we 

really need to say, what do we need to do?  But even it looks somewhat like the same old thing, well, 

what more do we need to do to keep pushing that that away? 

 
Russell Dobash:  Also, that kind of research needs to be targeted because they have these courses in 

schools, I don’t know how meaningful they are and so on, and there’s probably some research on 

that, but one of the things I always think is that they’re too early because this stuff kicks in in 

adolescence, it really does. 

 
Rebecca Dobash:  You see, I don’t think they are too early because I think it kicks in, it becomes a 

problem in adolescence – it’s created before then.  You’ve already got the views that when you’re 

now twelve, or thirteen, or fourteen, [Russell Dobash: yeah] so really, I’m going to become the 

expert here and that is, when I was at university, one of the things is because of the differences 

between our backgrounds, because I was doing the family, socialisation and all these sorts of things, 

we had these courses in child development and you observed children.  And you had a little 

notebook and you were writing down what they were doing, and who’s hitting whom, and who 

expects what, and who’s in the doll house, and who’s, you know, dah dah dah.  And you could see 

already all of these orientations, this is years ago.  Okay, now, out of our back window there is a 

nursery school next to us, and we have these endless discussion about what these children are doing 

out there [Russell Dobash:  amazing] in that nursery school and you say, ‘Okay, now we’re looking at 

someone who really needs to be socialised – there he is’. And it’s not always a he, but usually it is a 

he, and so it’s not just kicking in in adolescence.  That’s my point. 
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Russell Dobash:  No, I don’t think it is, but I think it’s kicking in relative to intimate partner stuff 

[Rebecca Dobash: oh yes] in adolescence.  I mean you had this twelve year old in the US who was 

spurned by his twelve year old girlfriend, and he got on a roof and shot five people, at the school, at 

the school.  At any rate, but it’s probably throughout and how you see these guys really think…it’s 

the possessiveness, the jealousy and so on that really kicks in [Rebecca Dobash: entitlement] 

entitlement, sense of entitlement, and that’s… 

 
Rebecca Dobash:  So there are some big research projects to be done out there.   

 
Russell Dobash:  Yes, and not just by technologists, as well. 

 
Rebecca Dobash:  No. 

 
Russell Dobash:  That’s an interesting point, yeah. 

 
Rebecca Dobash:  A world of work ahead. 

 
Russell Dobash: Yeah. 

 
Rebecca Dobash:  For somebody else. 

 
Russell Dobash:  Somebody else. [They laugh] 

 

End interview 

 

 

 

 

 

 


