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h i l d Welfare agencies across the developed world have experienced a n 

pas t twenty y e a r s or so. A l m o s t a l l these changes have occurred u n d e r the 
heading of "Chi ld Protection", a quite distinctive a n d identifiable w a y of doing 
chi ld welfare work w h i c h comes complete w i t h a n ideology of childhood, a set 
of professional procedures a n d practices based on beliefs about a phenomenon 
ent i t l ed "child abuse" a n d a n e w social w o r k v o c a b u l a r y embedded i n a 
discourse w h i c h is only very r a r e l y questioned. I r e l a n d h a s been no exception 
to th i s ru le a n d the interest ing a n d important collection of essays publ i shed 
i n the S u m m e r 1996 edi t ion of the Journal of the Institute of Public 
Administration of Ireland d i sp lays a l l the contradict ions a n d tens ions cur­
ren t ly exhibited by those academics a n d professionals engaged i n r e s e a r c h 
a n d pract ice i n ch i ld protection. I t is possible to see w i t h i n these e s says a 
combination of scepticism, unease a n d uncerta inty from most of the academic 
contributors , hard-headed , pragmat i c a n d rea l i s t i c a s se s sment s from p r a c ­
t it ioners a n d managers of w h a t "child protection" c a n achieve and , i n at l eas t 

I I N T R O D U C T I O N 

unforeseen a n d unprecedented expans ion i n the i r workloads over the 



one ins tance , b l ind fa i th i n the possibil it ies he ld out by "child protection" for 
G r a n d S c a l e s o c i a l eng ineer ing . T h i s c u r i o u s m i x t u r e of c a u t i o n a n d 
reck le s sness is perhaps the single most obvious feature of the contemporary 
global "child protection" scene. 

T h e intent ion of th i s rev iew article i s to locate these i ssues as they appear 
i n Administration, w i t h i n th i s global context. T h i s w i l l be accomplished i n 
four stages. T h e second section w i l l explore the "child abuse" question as i t 
h a s r e c e n t l y been s u r f a c i n g i n t e r m s of publ ic a t t i tudes to t r a d i t i o n a l 
in s t i tu t ions . I n t h a t sense I r e l a n d i s no exception to a s i tuat ion w h e r e 
t r a d i t i o n a l , n a t i o n a l l y c u l t u r a l l y embedded forms of author i ty have been 
brought into quest ion by "child abuse" scandals a n d tragedies. T h e examples 
given w i l l be those of Be lg ium, the U n i t e d Kingdom a n d Ire land . I n the t h i r d 
section, the rev i ew w i l l explore the matter of the scale of increases i n chi ld 
protection w o r k a n d the now wholesale application of procedure-led chi ld and 
f a m i l y soc ia l w o r k pract i ces . A g a i n , examples w i l l be g iven from other 
countries , i n th i s ins tance A u s t r a l i a , the U n i t e d K i n g d o m a n d I r e l a n d . T h e 
fourth sect ion w i l l focus on the n a t u r e of the "child protection" discourse, 
specifically the w a y i n w h i c h the t e r m "abuse" is u s e d as a decontextualised 
a n d d i sembedded signifier. T h e i l l u s t r a t i o n here w i l l be from two of the 
chapters i n the Journal w h i c h w i l l be a n a l y s e d by m e a n s of a pragmat ic / 
m a n a g e r i a l v e r s u s ideal i s t ic /romant ic dichotomy. F i n a l l y , i n conclusion the 
rev iew w i l l dea l w i t h the problems associated w i t h the definition of the t e r m 
"abuse" a n d provide some indicat ion of the k inds of changes w h i c h are l ike ly 
to be m a d e to c h i l d protect ion/chi ld wel fare programmes i n the not-too-
d i s tant future. T h e r e are certainly strong elements i n the collection of essays 
w h i c h indicate a n awareness of the problems created by current policies a n d 
practices i n I re land . 

I I " C H I L D A B U S E " A N D D E - T R A D I T I O N A L I S A T I O N 

T o w a r d s the end of h i s e s say on "Protecting I r i s h C h i l d r e n i n T ime" , 
F e r g u s o n refers to a "structural cris is i n t rus t relations" i n I r e l a n d (Ferguson, 
1996, p. 29). More specifically, he ra i ses the matter of t r u s t i n the Catho l i c 
C h u r c h . I r e l a n d i s by no m e a n s alone i n th is respect, there are two quite 
spectacular recent examples of th i s phenomenon i n B e l g i u m a n d the U n i t e d 
Kingdom. 

S ince the end of the Second W o r l d W a r , B e l g i u m h a s unt i l very recent ly 
presented as a model of a federal mul t i - l ingua l a n d mult i -rel igious society. 
E s s e n t i a l l y , the country consists of two communit ies w i t h completely dif­
ferent e thnic a n d rel igious identit ies , along w i t h the capita l city of B r u s s e l s 
w h i c h h a s a l w a y s h a d a separate a n d conceivably t h i r d c u l t u r a l ident i ty 



w h i c h over the past th ir ty years has become increas ingly in ternat iona l i sed as 
the E u r o p e a n Union's adminis trat ive heart . T h e B e l g i u m federal constitution 
e n s h r i n e d the r ights of both F r e n c h speaking C a t h o l i c c i t izens a n d F l e m i s h 
s p e a k i n g P r o t e s t a n t c i t izens . H i s t o r i c a l l y , economic (but not n e c e s s a r i l y 
polit ical) power l a y i n the h a n d s of the southern F r e n c h speak ing C a t h o l i c 
l a n d o w n e r s . C o n s t i t u t i o n a l a n d of necess i ty , pol i t ica l compromises w e r e 
made to ensure t h a t the federation s tayed governable. However , s ince 1945, 
economic power began to shift towards the Protes tant nor th located a r o u n d 
A n t w e r p w i t h its in ternat ional port a n d heavy industry . T h e polit ical c lasses 
on both sides of the federal divide have been forced increas ing ly into "doing 
deals" i n B r u s s e l s i n order to hold the federat ion together a n d inev i tab ly 
m a n y of these compromises enta i led difficult pol i t ical decis ions about the 
a l locat ion of government funds a n d E U funded p r o g r a m m e s . O n e con­
sequence of this h a s been that F l e m i s h speaking Protes tant northerners have 
increas ingly opted for more a n d more independence w i t h i n the federation a n d 
i n doing so, h a v e ca l l ed into quest ion more a n d more of the t r a d i t i o n a l 
inst i tut ions of the B e l g i a n government. Speculat ion became rife i n the 1990s 
about government corrupt ion , sen ior po l i t i c ians w e r e forced to r e s i g n , 
ind ic ted a n d invest igated. I n the s u m m e r of 1996 i t w a s d iscovered t h a t 
Dutroux , a m a n serving a short pr ison sentence, w a s one of the ind iv idua l s at 
the hear t of a "paedophile r ing" who h a d abducted a n d confined girls . Indeed 
i t w a s es tabl i shed that whi l e s erv ing h i s pr i son sentence, two of Dutroux's 
capt ives h a d been left caged a n d unat tended i n a n empty house. F u r t h e r 
police enquir ie s began to uncover bodies a n d t h e n the finger of susp ic ion 
inev i tab ly began to point towards prominent bus iness m e n a n d pol i t ic ians. 
T h e p r i m e m i n i s t e r , D a h e a n e appointed a n official invest igator , who w a s 
t h e n sacked w h e n Dutroux's l a w y e r s c la imed he h a d demonstrated support 
for a parent's pres sure group by at tending a sponsored d i n n e r on beha l f of 
parents of mi s s ing chi ldren. A protest demonstrat ion w a s he ld i n B r u s s e l s on 
October 20 against the pr ime minister 's action. T h e size of the protest r a l l y 
w a s ent ire ly unant i c ipa ted , i t a t tracted some 350,000 people who b l a m e d 
government corruption a n d incompetence i n the c r i m i n a l jus t i ce sys tem for 
the deaths of chi ldren. W h a t is of importance here i s t h a t the demonstrat ion 
m u s t h a v e a t trac ted a v e r y wide range of people w i t h differing agendas , 
protes t ing about the n a t u r e of the government a n d a l a c k of t r u s t a n d 
confidence i n its abi l i ty to deal fair ly , openly a n d equitably i n the sphere of 
c r i m i n a l jus t i ce . A few w e e k s la ter , i n the U K , the government began to 
introduce m e a s u r e s to re s t r i c t ownersh ip of f i r e a r m s i n response to the 
m u r d e r of 16 school c h i l d r e n a n d a teacher i n D u n b l a n e i n M a r c h 1996. 
F i r e a r m s owners h a d been at tempt ing to discreet ly lobby the government 
aga ins t the n e w l a w despite m a s s i v e publ ic opinion i n favour of the new 



regulat ions . I n late December, the D u k e of E d i n b u r g h sa id i n a radio in ter ­
v iew that "There's no evidence that people who use weapons for sport are any 
more dangerous t h a n people who use golf clubs or tennis racquets or cr icket 
bats". The Guardian l e a d i n g ar t i c l e of the next day commented on the 
D u n b l a n e tragedy — t h e n proceeded to m a k e the point t h a t the Duke ' s 
comments h a d even further discredited w h a t h a d become a n a lready widely 
d i scred i ted a n d u n p o p u l a r ins t i tu t ion — the B r i t i s h R o y a l F a m i l y . A g a i n 
direct l i n k s were m a d e between events involving the m u r d e r of ch i ldren a n d 
the inab i l i t y of a t rad i t i ona l ins t i tut ion to take cognisance of public s ens i ­
t ivit ies on the matter . 

I n D e c e m b e r 1995, a E u r o p e a n government ac tua l l y fel l from power 
because of a "child abuse" scandal . I n th is instance i t w a s the coalition led by 
A l b e r t Reyno lds , the I r i s h Tao i seach . I t w a s the delay of the I r i s h Attorney 
G e n e r a l to extradite a Catho l i c priest to Nor thern I r e l a n d to a n s w e r charges 
of sexua l a s sau l t s against chi ldren, w h i c h caused the collapse of the coalition 
government leading to a general election. 

T h e s e t h r e e e x a m p l e s of "child abuse" i s sues ac t ing as the focus for 
nat iona l protests about tradi t ional inst i tutions w h i c h have lost authority a n d 
legi t imacy exemplify one w a y i n w h i c h the b r a n d name "abuse" h a s come to 
be u s e d as a commodity, a r a l l y i n g s logan so to speak by those w i s h i n g to 
br ing about change. I n I r e l a n d , i t i s the R o m a n Cathol ic church , a tradit ional 
inst i tut ion w h i c h w a s given a level of influence rare ly seen i n modern, secular 
d e m o c r a t i c soc ie t ies , w h i c h h a s been c a l l e d into pub l i c d i scred i t . I n 
Ferguson's words: 

T h e s e developments [ in I re land] reflect how i n m a n y respects the social 
problem of ch i ld abuse h a s t a k e n on a profound sociological significance 
i n the de-tradit ional isat ion a n d l iberal isat ion of I r i s h society (p. 30). 

W h a t i s in teres t ing about Be lg ium, the U K a n d I r e l a n d is tha t the impact of 
t h e "scandals" h a s t a k e n di f ferent forms — i n B e l g i u m , the f edera l 
government a n d the c r i m i n a l just ice system, i n the U K , the monarchy a n d i n 
I r e l a n d , the R o m a n Catho l i c church . T h e s e forms c learly very m u c h depend 
on loca l factors, the i m p a c t is on those social identi t ies w h i c h have been 
constructed by t r a d i t i o n a l ins t i tut ions . F e r g u s o n — al though he does not 
speci f ical ly m e n t i o n the fa l l of the Reynolds 's government — h a s c l ear ly 
identif ied the role p layed by concerns about "child abuse" as the major factor 
i n the r e - s t r u c t u r i n g of t r u s t re lat ionships i n I r e l a n d . Sadly , these scandals 
const i tute the w o r s t cr imes k n o w n to W e s t e r n c iv i l i sa t ion . T h e y inc lude 
forced abduct ion, captivity, rape , torture, the m a s s m u r d e r of ch i ldren a n d 
the use of official positions of authori ty to sexual ly a s sau l t a n d exploit c h i l ­
dren . W h a t is impor tant about these "worst possible" case scenarios is the 



symbol ic role they h a v e come to p lay i n societies w h i c h are u n d e r g o i n g 
accelerat ing social a n d economic change a n d the w a y i n w h i c h the m e d i a a n d 
the publ ic use these cases to c a l l for changes i n the m e a n s of governance 
w h i c h cannot be accommodated by ex is t ing democrat ic (or for t h a t m a t t e r 
undemocrat ic) tradi t ional institutions. I t comes down at the end of the day to 
a mat ter of t rus t a n d accountability. 

I l l I N C R E A S E D C H I L D P R O T E C T I O N W O R K L O A D S 

T h e second essay publ i shed i n the Administration collection c a r r i e s the 
tit le " C h i l d A b u s e Guide l ine s i n Ire land". I n th i s essay B u c k l e y echoes the 
v iews he ld by other in ternat iona l commentators that orthodox a n d conven­
t iona l government a n d agency procedures are b a s e d on the r e s u l t s a n d 
recommendat ions of "child abuse" inquir ies . Nowhere is th i s more the case 
t h a n i n the U K , where t rad i t iona l ch i ld care social w o r k h a s now become 
overwhe lmed by procedure. B u c k l e y points out that "One of the effects of 
w o r k i n g w i t h i n officially designated channels c a n be a re-definition of cl ients' 
needs according to whe ther or not the ir s i tuat ions fit into w h a t a n agency 
feels i t ought to be doing". She goes on to state that: 

M y r e s e a r c h on chi ld protection activity i n a community care social work 
team suggests that unless the concern (an interest ing t erm w h i c h w i l l be 
dealt w i t h l a t e r i n th i s section) expressed i n a r e f e r r a l fits the c h i l d 
abuse c r i t e r i a set by a n agency, the subject of concern is less l ike ly to 
receive a service. O u t of 166 non-chi ld abuse re ferra ls made to a social 
work team over six months, only ten received any follow-up, as opposed 
to ch i ld abuse referra ls , where most were invest igated to some degree. 
T h i s suggests the narrowing of w h a t w a s originally a generic social work 
service to one w h i c h focuses quite n a r r o w l y on ch i ld protection, a n d 
ignores the needs of other famil ies i n the community . E v e n w i t h i n the 
total n u m b e r of referrals designated as chi ld abuse i n the study, only 25 
per cent surv ived the invest igat ive filters w h i c h decide whether or not 
they w i l l rece ive a service . T h e conclus ion to be d r a w n from these 
findings suggests that practice w h i c h is dominated by official guidel ines 
resul ts i n social workers spending most of their t ime invest igat ing cases, 
v i ewing them through a chi ld abuse lens a n d e l iminat ing those w h i c h do 
not conform to the designated norm of abuse (pp. 49 a n d 50). 

T h i s p a r a g r a p h contains one of the most important pieces of informat ion i n 
the j o u r n a l — it confirms that the patterns of chi ld protection act ivi ty i n the 
R e p u b l i c of I r e l a n d are exact ly i n l ine w i t h those found i n the U K a n d 
W e s t e r n A u s t r a l i a . A s B u c k l e y says , " S i m i l a r r e s u l t s h a v e been noted by 



T h o r p e (1994); F a r m e r a n d O w e n (1995); a n d Gibbons , Conroy a n d B e l l 
(1995)." T h e r e s e a r c h B u c k l e y cites i n support of h e r f indings w a s a l l 
u n d e r t a k e n i n the late 1980s a n d ear ly 1990s i n the U K a n d A u s t r a l i a . O n e 
w a y of u n d e r s t a n d i n g the fi lter/funnel process she refers to is by producing a 
d i a g r a m w h i c h shows how cases are filtered out. F i g u r e 1 is a funnel showing 
how case s w e r e f i l t ered out i n G w e n t ( S o u t h W a l e s ) S o c i a l S e r v i c e s 
D e p a r t m e n t d u r i n g the f irst few months of 1990. 

F i g . 1: Child Protection Referral Outcomes Gwent County Council Social 
Services Department 1990 

F i g u r e 1 is a d i a g r a m m a t i c v iew of the w a y i n w h i c h the f irst 100 ch i ld 
protection re ferra l s m a d e to G w e n t Socia l Serv ices from the beginning of 
J a n u a r y 1990 were h a n d l e d (see D e n m a n a n d Thorpe (1993)). I t shows that 
j u s t over one-third of investigations produced a "substantiated" resu l t (39 per 
cent) w h i l e l ess t h a n one-third (28 per cent) received a home-based service. 
O n l y 15 cases (15 per cent) achieved regis trat ion, whi le 9 ch i ldren entered 
care . T h i s d i a g r a m gives some indicat ion of the extent to w h i c h regis trat ion 
f igures give a very distorted p ic ture of the true levels of ch i ld protection 
act iv i ty a n d t h a t r e s e a r c h w h i c h is based solely on register act ivity gives a 
v e r y m i s l e a d i n g p ic ture of events . B u c k l e y ment ions t h a t the K i l k e n n y 
Report recommended the use of registers ( M c G u i n e s s , 1993; Buck ley , 1993) 
but t h a t "... r e s e a r c h findings indicate t h a t the introduct ion of chi ld abuse 
r e g i s t e r s u n d e r official guide l ines m a y , by de-contextual i s ing i n d i v i d u a l 
s i tuat ions , l ead to art i f ic ia l conjecturing about the incidence a n d prevalence 



of chi ld abuse" (pp. 47/48). Sadly , m u c h of the ear ly chi ld protection service 
r e s e a r c h i n the U K w a s based almost ent ire ly on register s tat i s t ics (see, for 
example, Cre ighton a n d Noyce (1989)). 

F i g u r e 2 reproduces the funne l a n d fi lter d i a g r a m of c h i l d protect ion 
service activity, but this t ime the agency is Northamptonshire Social Serv ices 
D e p a r t m e n t i n 1995. I t i s based on a s tudy of the f irst 205 ch i ld protection 
referra ls accepted by that Depar tment i n the f irst 2 months of 1995 — some 
five years after the sample used i n F i g u r e 1 (Thorpe a n d B i l son , 1996). 

F i g . 2: Child Protection Referral Outcomes Northamptonshire County Cduncil 
Social Services Department 1995 

L e v e l s of substant ia t ion , service del ivery a n d reg i s t ra t ion after i n v e s t i ­
gat ion a r e less than half of the 1990 S o u t h W a l e s posit ion a s s h o w n i n 
F i g u r e 1. T h i s suggests t h a t ch i ld protection act iv i ty m a y ac tua l l y h a v e 
doubled since the r e s e a r c h reported i n Messages from Research ( D O H , 1995) 
took place i n the late 1980s and early 1990s. W h i l e G w e n t a n d Nor thampton­
shire are different agencies ( G w e n t County C o u n c i l h a s ceased to exist w i t h 
local government reorganisat ion i n Wales ) F i g u r e s 1 a n d 2 show a h a l v i n g of 
subs tant ia t i on r a t e s , of case conferencing ra tes a n d of r eg i s t ra t ion r a t e s 
between 1990 a n d 1995. I t m a y be therefore t h a t Buckley ' s r e s e a r c h on the 
operations of the ch i ld protection sys tem i n I r e l a n d a n d the ava i lab le I r i s h 
s ta t i s t i c s for 1993 ( w h i c h show 1,609 s u b s t a n t i a t e d cases out of 4 ,110 
a l legat ions) are a l ready dated. L o n g - t e r m a n a l y s i s of W e s t e r n A u s t r a l i a ' s 
ch i ld protection statist ics gives the following results . 



T H E E C O N O M I C AND S O C I A L R E V I E W 

Table 1: Child Protection Trends in Western Australia 1989-1994 

Career Type 1989-90 1990-91 1991-92 1992-93 1993-94 

Begins Care 258 291 267 260 269 
Becomes Care 4 17 15 28 30 
Home-Based Services , 382 500 410 497 680 
Substantiated N.F.A. 567 769 1248 1549 1695 
Not Substantiated 1331 1664 2406 3403 4308 

T O T A L 2,542 3,241 4,346 5,737 6,982 

A s i s the case w i t h I r e l a n d , W e s t e r n A u s t r a l i a has so far been spared the 
costly divers ion of regis trat ion procedures. However, rates of allegation, rates 
of s u b s t a n t i a t i o n (or conf irmat ion) a n d r a t e s of serv ice de l ivery show 
i n t e r e s t i n g changes over t ime i n W e s t e r n A u s t r a l i a . T a b l e 1 a n d F i g u r e 3 
show that between 1989 a n d 1994, rates of chi ld protection referral rose from 
2,594 per y e a r to 6,982, represent ing a r i s e of 275 per cent over 4 y e a r s . 
R e s e a r c h e r s i n the Depar tment of F a m i l y a n d Chi ldren's Services i n W e s t e r n 
A u s t r a l i a ca lcu la ted t h a t i f those rates of increase were m a i n t a i n e d , t h e n 
every c h i l d i n the s tate could become a subject of a c h i l d protect ion 
invest igat ion by the y e a r 2010. W h a t however is interest ing about Tab le 1 is 
t h a t the n u m b e r of cases enter ing care either dur ing or shortly after invest i ­
gat ions (the B e g i n s C a r e C a s e s ) r e m a i n e d more or less constant d u r i n g 

1989-90 1990-91 1991-92 1992-93 1993-94 

(From Thorpe, 1997, p. 64 in Parton (ed.)). 

F i g . 3: Child Protection Trends in Western Australia 1989-1994 



the period, whi le the numbers receiving H o m e - B a s e d services rose by 178 per 
cent from 382 to 680. N u m e r i c a l l y however th is represents a n addit ion on 
case loads of only 298 across the whole state. T h e social w o r k e r s i n t h a t 
agency appear to h a v e deal t w i t h the t r i p l i n g of inves t igat ions not by a 
t r i p l i n g i n service , but by m e a n s of r a d i c a l increases i n No F u r t h e r Ac t ion 
a n d Not S u b s t a n t i a t e d decis ions . T h i s p a t t e r n conforms to the changes 
exhibited i n F i g u r e s 1 a n d 2 i n the U K local author i t ies between 1990 a n d 
1995. 

O n e interpretat ion of th is data is tha t once chi ld protection procedures are 
establ ished, the chi ld protection w a y of doing chi ld welfare w o r k becomes the 
n o r m i n agencies. I n Buckley 's words: 

I t h a s been argued t h a t whi l e chi ld abuse inqu ir i e s h a v e been i n s t r u ­
m e n t a l i n the f raming of official guidance i n the U n i t e d K i n g d o m , a n d 
I r e l a n d , tha t they are not theoretical ly sound enough to form the bas is 
of procedures to dea l w i t h a m u l t i p l i c i t y of cases a n d s i t u a t i o n s . 
R e s e a r c h f indings h a v e been u s e d to demonstrate the w e a k n e s s a n d 
restr icted focus of the recommendations from the K i l k e n n y I n q u i r y , a n d 
the necess i ty to a n a l y s e t h e i r impl i ca t ions i n grea ter depth before 
t rans la t ing them into guidelines. 

I have argued t h a t there i s a danger t h a t the i n d i v i d u a l d iscret ion 
a n d therapeut ic s k i l l of professionals m a y have to s u r r e n d e r to a d m i n ­
i s t ra t ive m a n a g e m e n t because of the regu la t ion of m e a s u r e s to dea l 
w i t h chi ld abuse. I t h a s also been suggested that the formal i s ing of pro­
cedures w i t h i ts increased d e m a n d for accountabil i ty h a s the potential 
to re-pr ivat i se protection to cover the worker a n d agency f irst , a n d the 
chi ld a n d family second (p. 53). 

T h e evidence from the U K a n d W e s t e r n A u s t r a l i a i s tha t th is "potential" h a s 
now been r e a l i s e d a n d t h a t the combinat ion of greater publ i c a w a r e n e s s 
along w i t h closer inter-agency co-operation h a s produced a s i tuat ion where 
procedural ly c i rcumscr ibed ch i ld protection invest igat ions become a n o r m a l 
a n d s t a n d a r d i s e d w a y of responding to a wide range of different problems 
coming to the attention of chi ld welfare agencies. I n the U K , these procedures 
are de termined by guide l ines set out i n Working Together ( D O H , 1991). I n 
W e s t e r n A u s t r a l i a , w h i c h has nei ther mandatory report ing procedures nor a 
regis trat ion system, practice is shaped by a n official document entit led Child 
Protection Services: A Guide to Case Practice ( D e p a r t m e n t for C o m m u n i t y 
S e r v i c e s , 1987). I n I r e l a n d , the C h i l d A b u s e G u i d e l i n e s ( D e p a r t m e n t of 
H e a l t h , 1987) out l ines s i m i l a r procedures a n d check- l i s t s a n d act ive ly 
promotes inter-agency co-operation. 



E a c h D C C / M O H shou ld a r r a n g e periodic meet ings of the key staff 
involved i n the management of cases to enable them to exchange v iews 
a n d experiences i n re lat ion to effective procedures a n d ensure that those 
newly involved are fully informed a n d a w a r e of the support avai lable to 
them. H e (sic) should also, i n consultat ion w i t h the senior members of 
h i s (sic) t eam, rev i ew from t ime to t ime procedures i n h i s (sic) a r e a for 
co -ord ina t ing support s erv ices genera l ly i n cases w h e r e dif ferent 
d i sc ip l ines a n d different agencies are providing support on a regu lar 
bas i s for fami l ies w i t h young chi ldren. T h i s would faci l i tate the ear ly 
detection of vu lnerable famil ies as we l l as increase the overal l effective­
ness of support m e a s u r e s for them. I n this w a y stresses w h i c h give r i se 
to s i t u a t i o n s a s soc ia ted w i t h the inc idence of c h i l d abuse c a n be 
identif ied ear ly on a n d steps t a k e n to al leviate them. A l l staff dea l ing 
w i t h the welfare of chi ldren have a responsibil ity i n th is area a n d should 
develop a greater a w a r e n e s s of chi ld abuse a n d of the c i rcumstances 
w i t h w h i c h they are deal ing (Department of H e a l t h , 1987). 

T h e r e a r e two important components to th i s official advice. T h e f irst i s the 
encouragement of act ive co-operation w i t h other agencies, wh i l e the second 
refers to "situations assoc iated w i t h the incidence of ch i ld abuse" a n d not 
s imply to c h i l d r e n who are k n o w n to have been h a r m e d or in jured . I n other 
words the spectre of "Risk" is ra i sed without actual ly us ing the word. No clear 
informat ion i s offered about w h a t specifically are the "situations associated 
w i t h the incidence of chi ld abuse". T h e r e is however, a n assumpt ion that pre­
dictions c a n be made. T h e evidence is tha t i t i s precisely these assumpt ions 
about "Risk" factors a n d prediction w h i c h has i n part led to the "blowout" as 
A u s t r a l i a n s put it, i n headl ine chi ld protection figures (see P a r t o n , T h o r p e 
a n d W a t t a m (1997) forthcoming). A s W a t t a m (1996) has said, "notions of r i s k 
h a v e become c e n t r a l to c h i l d protect ion practice". W h a t the i n c r e a s e i n 
re ferra l s demonstrate i s the w a y i n w h i c h th is concept, i n associat ion w i t h 
procedural isat ion, h a s so profoundly affected practice. 

T h e r e m a y be another a n d r a t h e r more s inister factor here associated w i t h 
w h a t B a u m a n (1989) ca l l s "Moral Invis ibi l i ty". T h e point w h i c h he m a k e s 
about the Holocaust i s tha t the systematic selection and murder of six mi l l ion 
J e w s i n E u r o p e i n the 1930s a n d 1940s w a s made possible pr imar i ly by the 
effective a n d efficient funct ioning of a range of bureaucra t i ca l l y organised 
agencies . W o r k e r s i n these agencies d id the i r jobs as they were organ­
i sa t iona l ly a n d procedural ly defined. I n that sense they were often only one 
par t of a system; of local government, local police, local transport officials a n d 
local t ranspor t w o r k e r s . R ight across E u r o p e (and not s imply i n G e r m a n y ) , 
these m e n a n d women did the ir work a n d carr ied out s tandard procedures i n 



the applicat ion of selection cr i ter ia a n d the arrangements for transportat ion. 
I t i s not clear how m a n y of these officials a n d workers knew that at the end of 
th i s process l a y the gas chambers . B a u m a n refers to the fa i lure of enforced 
emigrat ion d u r i n g the ear ly y e a r s of the w a r as a solut ion to the " J e w i s h 
Problem" i n E u r o p e as N a z i conquests expanded . T h e r e w e r e s i m p l y too 
m a n y J e w s to cope w i t h i n the newly occupied territories . After October 1941 
a new solution w a s found to deal w i t h the changing scale of the problem. 

T h e t a s k of "getting r i d of the J e w s " h a d been found another , more 
effective m e a n s of implementat ion: P h y s i c a l ex terminat ion w a s chosen 
as the most feasible a n d effective m e a n s to the or ig ina l , a n d n e w l y 
expanded, end. T h e res t w a s a mat ter of co-operation between var ious 
departments of state bureaucracy; of careful p lanning , des igning proper 
technology a n d technica l equipment, budgeting, ca l cu la t ing a n d modi ­
fy ing n e c e s s a r y resources : indeed, the m a t t e r of d u l l b u r e a u c r a t i c 
routine. 

T h e most s h a t t e r i n g of l essons d e r i v i n g from the a n a l y s i s of the 
"twisted road to Auschwitz" is tha t — i n the la s t resort — the choice of 
physical extermination as the right means to the task of E n t e r f e r n u n g 
was a product of routine bureaucratic procedures: means — end calculus , 
budge t -ba lanc ing , u n i v e r s a l r u l e appl i ca t ions . T o m a k e the point, 
s h a r p e r s t i l l — the choice w a s a n effect of the e a r n e s t effort to f ind 
rat ional solutions to successive "problems", as they arose i n the changing 
c ircumstances . I t w a s also affected by the widely described b u r e a u cratic 
tendency to goal-displacement — a n affliction as n o r m a l i n a l l b u r e a u ­
crac ies as the ir rout ines . T h e very presence of funct ionar ies charged 
w i t h the i r specific t a s k s l ed to fur ther in i t ia t ions a n d a cont inuous 
expans ion of or ig inal purposes. Once again , expertise demonstrated i ts 
self-propell ing capacity, i ts procl ivity to expand a n d e n r i c h the target 
w h i c h supplied its raison d'etre ( B a u m a n , 1989, pp. 16 a n d 17). 

B a u m a n m a k e s the point t h a t the majority of these funct ionaries , experts 
a n d adminis trators were un l ike ly to have strong ant i -Semit ic v iews , but that 
they were merely doing the ir work, the end resu l t of w h i c h w a s not vis ible to 
them. H e echoes K e l m a n ' s opinion t h a t m o r a l inh ib i t ion i s r educed w h e n 
three conditions exist: official authorisat ion: rout in i sed a n d procedural i sed 
action: d e h u m a n i s a t i o n of v ic t ims (by m e a n s of definitions a n d i n d o c t r i n ­
ation). A l l these conditions exist i n the "child protection" enterprise , i n w h i c h 
i t i s possible to see the w a y i n w h i c h new l a w s based a r o u n d the U n i t e d 
N a t i o n s Convent ion on the R i g h t s of the C h i l d h a v e affected socia l w o r k 
practice. Boyden (1990) refers to th is as the globalisation of childhood — or a 



p a r t i c u l a r construct ion of chi ldhood — on w h i c h v i r t u a l l y a l l recent ch i ld 
we l fare leg is lat ion i n the developed wor ld is based. T h i s of course inc ludes 
the 1989 C h i l d r e n A c t i n the U K a n d the 1991 C h i l d C a r e A c t i n the Republ ic 
of I r e l a n d . C h a n g e d l a w s on ch i ld welfare work give official legi t imation to 
developing practices , official guidance organises these into specific procedures 
a n d gu ide l ines , w h i l e the v o c a b u l a r y of the c h i l d protect ion d i scourse 
d e h u m a n i s e s ac t ion i n fami l i e s by r e f e r r i n g to t h e m as "perpetrators", 
"abusers", "dangerous" or whatever . 

I t i s c lear that guidelines mediate i n important w a y s between official legit i ­
m a t i o n a n d pract ice . S a t k a (1995) refers to these as "textually organised 
practices" based on Dorothy Smith's notion of "conceptual practices" ( S m i t h , 
1990) . S a t k a ' s a n a l y s i s of the development of F i n n i s h fami ly a n d ch i ld 
we l fare services shows how the changing "organising texts" of fami ly a n d 
ch i ld social w o r k practice (theories a n d the intervent ion a n d practice guides 
t e x t u a l l y b a s e d on t h e m ) reflect w ider struggles a r o u n d re la t ionsh ips of 
r u l i n g , w h i c h specifically i n the chi ld welfare example are those of c lass a n d 
gender. S h e demonstrates how these texts a n d practices progressively shape 
intervent ions a w a y from activit ies based on local, contextual ised knowledge 
a n d direct p e r s o n a l experience of poverty, c lass a n d gender, to more pro­
fess ional i sed a n d i n d i v i d u a l i s e d interpretat ions based on moral categories 
possessing a modern and scientific ring. T h e s e m o r a l categories serve the 
purpose of creat ing a m o r a l distance between worker a n d client, they become 
"objectifying discourses" w h i c h she c la ims "are constant a n d s tandard i sed 
across geographical ly a n d temporar i ly separated settings a n d accessible to 
anyone w i t h appropriate competencies". 

T h i s i s the purpose served by the In ternat iona l Society for the Prevent ion 
of C h i l d A b u s e a n d Neglect w h i c h held i ts 1996 In ternat iona l Conference i n 
D u b l i n . T h e conference i t se l f offered i ts in ternat iona l a n d local audience a 
ver i table s u p e r m a r k e t of texts a n d technologies of intervention. P e r h a p s a l l 
ch i ld protection social workers ought to read Satka's account a n d ana lys i s of 
the modifications made to the F i n n i s h Poor L a w after the C i v i l W a r of 1918. 
T h e w a r bit terly divided the nat ion a n d left 30,000 dead wi th m a n y widowed 
a n d o r p h a n e d i n need of poor relief . T h e widows a n d orphans of W h i t e 
famil ies (the victors i n the C i v i l W a r ) automatical ly qualified for, c la imed a n d 
obtained state pensions wi thout question. T h e widows a n d orphans of R e d 
fami l ies (the losers i n the w a r ) received monthly v is i t s from social workers 
who inspected the ir homes a n d the ir chi ldren a n d wrote reports for the local 
m u n i c i p a l poor l a w boards. F i n a n c i a l re l ie f for t h e m w a s based ent ire ly on 
the f indings a n d recommendat ions of these reports. S a t k a notes for example 
that: 



. . . both the foster care a n d the care of R e d c h i l d r e n by t h e i r own 
biological mothers "whose sk i l l s a n d motivat ion for ch i ld r e a r i n g were 
questionable" were required to unders ign that contract as a precondition 
for getting poor relief. ... T h e contract inc luded ... severa l obligations for 
the m o t h e r c o n c e r n i n g h e r e v e r y d a y p r a c t i c e s of m o t h e r i n g a n d 
housekeeping. S h e h a d to unders ign a form conf irming t h a t she w a s 
going to keep h e r home a n d ch i ldren c lean, careful ly control the free 
t ime activit ies of chi ldren, a n d teach her ch i ldren indus tr iousness a n d 
the v ir tues of a decent cit izen. O v e r a l l these obligations w a s a threat , 
pr in ted on the w r i t t e n contract , t h a t should she not carefu l ly follow 
w h a t she h a d signed, her ch i ldren could be t a k e n a w a y ( S a t k a , 1995, 
p. 91). 

L i k e B a u m a n , but th is t ime i n a chi ld welfare context, S a t k a shows how 
expert ise a n d profess ional i sm i n combinat ion w i t h b u r e a u c r a c y , creates a 
mora l distance between those charged w i t h the t a s k of intervent ion a n d those 
who are subject to it. T h e example she gives is t h a t of a ruled sector of a 
society w h i c h h a d recent ly been t r a u m a t i s e d by C i v i l W a r a n d w h e r e the 
losers, the Reds , were he ld to be moral ly inferior. T h e y were defined, l ike the 
J e w s i n Europe , as a mora l category. 

I V R E A L I S M A N D I D E A L I S M I N C H I L D P R O T E C T I O N 

O n e of the most interes t ing features of the chi ld protection discourse is i ts 
or ig ins w i t h i n med ica l science, med ica l knowledge a n d m e d i c a l pract ice . 
Pfohl (1977) traces the origins of current ch i ld protection pract ices a n d the 
ideologies on w h i c h they are based, to U S paediatr ic ians a n d more specifically 
the paediatr ic radiologists who began to identify unexpla ined mult ip le hea led 
a n d h e a l i n g fractures i n infants. T h e y coined the express ion "Battered C h i l d 
Syndrome" i n 1961 ( K e m p e et al., 1962) w h i c h s lowly became trans formed 
into "Non-Accidental I n j u r y " ( N A I ) a n d f inal ly , by the e a r l y 1970s, " C h i l d 
Abuse". T h i s t rans format ion a n d i ts impl icat ions w i l l be dealt w i t h i n the 
concluding section of th is Review, but the point of r a i s i n g the mat ter at th i s 
stage is tha t r ight from the very beginning, the chi ld protection discourse w a s 
shaped w i t h i n a posit ivist a n d scientific paradigm, a mat ter w h i c h h a s been 
extens ive ly explored e lsewhere (Parton, 1985; Par ton , T h o r p e a n d W a t t a m , 
1997 forthcoming) a n d is referenced to by Ferguson's paper i n Administration 
(p. 15). S ince the discourse h a s i ts origins w i t h i n "scientific" l i t era ture i t i s 
w o r t h not ing that the terminology of ch i ld protection contains a vocabulary 
consist ing of moral as opposed to scientific categories. A good example of th is 
i s the 1986 I n t e r n a t i o n a l Conference edition of the I S P C A N J o u r n a l Child 



Abuse and Neglect w h i c h conta ined e leven papers w r i t t e n by conference 
contr ibutors . F i v e of these e leven papers dealt w i t h single female parent 
famil ies , b u t they are represented differently i n the t it les of the papers . A s I 
commented i n Evaluating Child Protection, P a p e r 2 uses the express ion 
"child a b u s i n g a n d h i g h r i s k parents" yet i n the text describes the i n t e r ­
vent ion i n the following way: 

T h e m a i n function of the supportive home helpers w a s to provide n u r -
t u r a n c e to the a b u s i n g mothers , act as a p a r e n t i n g model for the 
m o t h e r , a n d t e a c h home m a k i n g s k i l l s to i m p r o v e the p h y s i c a l 
functioning of the home (Hornick a n d C l a r k e , 1986, p. 311). 

P a p e r 8 u s e s the express ion "parenting problems" i n i ts tit le, but i n the 
text describes the subjects of the r e s e a r c h as "300 mothers" (Thorpe, 1994, p. 
26) . W h a t w a s important about these papers w a s that h a l f were w r i t t e n by 
c l in ica l pract i t ioners or researchers whose va lue judgements on chi ld r e a r i n g 
practices were disguised a n d dressed up as scientific categories. T h i s offers us 
a n i m p o r t a n t clue as to how m o r a l invis ib i l i ty a n d m o r a l distance h a s been 
c r e a t e d a n d i s be ing s u s t a i n e d i n c h i l d protect ion. Sc ience i s u s e d to 
trans form m o r a l categories into objectifying discourses. 

T h e i rony of th i s i s t h a t m a n y ch i ld wel fare pract i t ioners are a w a r e of 
th i s , a l though they cannot consciously ar t icu la te it . T h i s becomes c lear i n 
Doherty's paper i n Administration, w h i c h is followed by a completely dif­
ferent perspective i n Kel ly ' s contribution to the collection of essays . Doherty , 
a serv ice m a n a g e r , (whose e s say is ent i t led " C h i l d C a r e a n d Protect ion: 
Protect ing the C h i l d r e n — Support ing T h e i r Service Providers") begins on a n 
anxious a n d caut ionary note: 

I h a v e concerns regard ing our collective react ion to these events, (the 
constant flow of chi ld abuse scandals i n Ire land) a n d i n part icular to the 
evolv ing negat ive att i tude to service providers i n the chi ld protection 
field. R a t h e r t h a n developing a ba lanced picture w h i c h recognises the 
enormous complexity of the chi ld protection t a s k a n d the commitment 
a n d profess ional i sm of current service providers, we are enter ing into 
judgements based on l imited understanding. Increas ing numbers of staff 
are , sadly , coming to v iew ch i ld protection work as thank le s s a n d pro­
fessionally r i s k y (p. 102). 

T h r e e paragraphs later , Doherty adds that: 

T h e anxiety a n d anger w h i c h h a s been fuel led by the disclosures a n d 
scandals h a s led to the emergence of a type of mora l panic, character ised 
by a desperate s e a r c h for s imple solutions based on unreal i s t ic a n d often 
contradictory expectations, a n d a fai lure to grasp the real i t ies of deal ing 



w i t h chi ld protection situations. I have concerns about the impact w h i c h 
th is m o r a l panic , the conflicting a n d u n r e a l i s t i c expectations, a n d the 
search for s imple solutions are h a v i n g on service providers, par t i cu lar ly 
front l ine staff (Doherty, p. 103). 

H e continues later: 

T h e evolving public and m e d i a expectations t h a t professionals c a n solve 
a n d m a n a g e a l l social problems m u s t be quest ioned. T h e a s s u m p t i o n 
that addit ional resources a n d more efficient personnel a n d procedures 
c a n offer guarantees is erroneous. . . . C h i l d protection agencies cannot 
however guarantee that parent s w i l l not h a r m t h e i r c h i l d r e n . A n y 
impl icat ions to the contrary mus t inevitably lead to condemnations a n d 
blame (Doherty, p. 104). 

Doher ty c lear ly v iews pract i t ioners as being i n a n imposs ible posit ion a n d 
refers to "media" a n d "social" expectations. H e does not however inc lude i n 
th is academic commentators who also strongly influence the m e d i a a n d those 
responsible for t r a i n i n g social workers i n the F u r t h e r a n d H i g h e r educat ion 
sectors . Soc ia l w o r k educators h a v e of necess i ty to use texts b a s e d on 
interpretat ions of the findings of research . O n e s u c h influence is K e l l y who 
adopts a feminis t a n a l y s i s of the i s sues . A g a i n , the t i t le of h e r e s s a y is 
r e v e a l i n g "When W o m e n Protect ion i s the B e s t K i n d of C h i l d Protect ion: 
C h i l d r e n , Domest ic Violence a n d C h i l d Abuse". She begins on a n important 
note w h i c h m a k e s sense to anyone re search ing the chi ld protection area . " In 
developing our u n d e r s t a n d i n g of chi ldren's experiences we need to g u a r d 
aga ins t r e c r e a t i n g ideal i sed , u n i v e r s a l i s t i c a n d wes tern-centr ic notions of 
fami ly life a n d chi ld development" (Kel ly , p. 119). K e l l y describes connections 
between w h a t she cal l s "domestic abuse" a n d "child abuse". S h e speaks of 
"women abuse", the "cycle of abuse". Indeed h e r whole e s say i s l i b e r a l l y 
s p r i n k l e d w i t h the word "abuse" a n d depends a lmost ent ire ly on the word's 
existence to support her argument. O n page 124 for example the word "abuse" 
or var iat ions on i t such as "abused" a n d "abuser" is used 19 t imes. S ince there 
are only 38 l ines on the page, the word occurs on average every two l ines . 
K e l l y concludes her argument (that chi ld protection should focus i ts efforts on 
w o m e n protect ion a n d the "empowerment" of c h i l d r e n ) w i t h a l i s t of 12 
points. O f these points, 5 consist of d e m a n d s for more service (Advocacy 
services , services i n refuges a n d bed a n d breakfast hostels, support services , 
prevent ion a n d education work etc.); 5 seek to change a w a r e n e s s (about the 
prevalence of violence i n families , a "stronger knowledge base" etc.); a n d one 
recommends a legal change (the recognition of children's r ights) . I n only one 
ins tance does K e l l y i s sue a w a r n i n g about potential unintended consequences 
of h e r proposals. 



C a r e m u s t be t a k e n to ensure that policy and practice w h i c h recognises 
the connections between w o m a n abuse a n d chi ld abuse does not develop 
p u n i t i v e forms — for example , t h r e a t e n i n g to remove c h i l d r e n i f a 
w o m a n does not get a protection order or formulat ing definit ions of 
"abusing parent" s u c h as the one i n N e w Y o r k State w h i c h inc ludes: 
"allows to be created a subs tant ia l r i s k of phys ica l in jury to the child" 
a n d is u s e d to remove c h i l d r e n who h a v e w i tnes sed domestic abuse 
(Ke l ly , p. 133). 

W h i l e there i s m u c h to commend Ke l ly ' s appeal for the recognition of m a l e 
violence a g a i n s t w o m e n a n d i ts connections w i t h both violence t o w a r d s 
c h i l d r e n a n d the t r a u m a s induced by chi ldren l iv ing i n unhappy a n d violent 
homes, the adoption of crude feminist stances on chi ld protection matters c a n 
backfire. 

T h e r e is a s tart l ingly consistent pattern of the over representat ion of single 
female p a r e n t households i n every single system study I have as yet u n d e r ­
taken , as i l lu s tra ted by the following table. 

Tab le 2: Single Female Parent Families as a Proportion of All Investigations 

Study and Date Sample Size Single Female Parent Families 
Per Cent 

W. Australia 
1997-98 655 42.1 

Gwent 
1990 100 40 

W. Australia 
1989-94 23,727 41.1 

Northants 
1995 205 42.4 

A.N. Other 
Local Authority 
1995 110 45 

W h y are the proportions of s ingle female parent famil ies involved i n ch i ld 
protection invest igat ions so r e m a r k a b l y consistent across the wor ld a n d over 
t ime? P a r t of the a n s w e r l ies i n the i ssue ra i sed early on by K e l l y i n respect of 
n o n - s t a n d a r d c h i l d r e a r i n g sett ings as targets for ch i ld protection act ivity. 
B u t the targets h e r e are w o m e n as mothers, looking after ch i ldren u n d e r 
condit ions of poverty a n d i so lat ion. I n a secondary a n a l y s i s of the 655 
W e s t e r n A u s t r a l i a n cases , Thorpe a n d J a c k s o n (1997 forthcoming) analysed 



the p h y s i c a l p u n i s h m e n t cases ( w h i c h were approx imate ly 90 per cent of 
substant ia ted "physical abuse" cases) a n d discovered t h a t half of these cases 
were women h i t t ing ch i ldren a n d half, m e n h i t t ing ch i ldren . More recent ly , 
S m i t h et al. (1995) r e s e a r c h e d the quest ion of corporal p u n i s h m e n t a n d 
famil ies a n d looked at gender factors. T h e y concluded that: 

Mothers considered themse lves to be the pr inc ipa l p u n i s h e r s i n the i r 
family , a v iew not a l w a y s s h a r e d by fathers who often s a w themse lves 
as t a k i n g a puni t ive stance. I n fact, mothers were more l i k e l y to h i t 
the ir ch i ldren t h a n fathers. T h i s difference w a s not only a consequence 
of fathers spending less t ime w i t h their chi ldren. E v e n w h e n care of the 
offspring w a s equally shared, fathers h i t less ( S m i t h et al, 1995, p. 84). 

T h i s re su l t w a s obtained from a sample of 403 famil ies . I n d r a w i n g just i f iable 
a t tent ion to m a l e violence, especia l ly s e x u a l a s s a u l t s , some (but not a l l ) 
feminists have intensif ied the mora l panic w h i c h Doherty cites as a cause of 
the s tress experienced by social workers who do chi ld protection work. A l l the 
evidence shows t h a t t h i s intens i f icat ion followed by new l a w s , new pro­
c e d u r e s a n d more re sources does not n e c e s s a r i l y ach ieve the d e s i r e d 
objective. R a t h e r , i t generates a n unintended consequence. T h e r e a r e serious 
dangers i n t r y i n g to get social work to serve purposes w h i c h i t quite s imply 
w a s never des igned to do. U s i n g social w o r k to b r i n g about the "Gender 
Revolution" however des irable that Utopian end, cannot succeed. R a t h e r , i t 
w i l l net yet more u n d e r resourced a n d s tressed people. Doherty h a s a l ready 
w a r n e d of the effects of r a i s e d expectations i n I r e l a n d on front l ine soc ia l 
workers. 

V C O N C L U S I O N 

"Abuse" 
T h e s u m m a r y document Child Protection: Messages from Research (1995) 

publ ished by the Depar tment of H e a l t h begins the overview section w i t h "The 
problems of definition". I t notes that "... behaviour becomes abus ive a s soon 
as pract i t ioners describe i t as such" ( D O H , 1995, p. 11). I n r e v i e w i n g the 
re search , W a t t a m (1996) draws attention to the fact tha t once Messages from 
Research concludes t h a t "abuse" is a construction it t h e n proceeds to use the 
t e r m "for prac t i ca l purposes" as i f i t represented a n ontological rea l i ty . I n 
m a n y respects , the "A" word l ies at the core of the problem of the ch i ld pro­
tection enterprise , a problem w h i c h h a s so far defied attempts at resolut ion. 
I n Wattam's words: 

H a v i n g s tated t h a t ch i ld abuse and , i t could be added, a l l the other 
t e r m s ( w i t h i n the ch i ld protection l i t era ture ) are social ly constructed, 



they are t h e n ut i l i sed j u s t a s they are wi th in the discourse i tse l f to judge 
t h a t discourse's pract ices wi thout a n y reference to the ir construction. 
I n d i v i d u a l l y , the r e s e a r c h s tudies m a k e some reference to parent 's 
perceptions a n d the overview suggests that parent/chi ld concerns should 
p lay a greater role i n w h a t is defined as abusive . However , the t e r m 
"abuse" i s s t i l l consistently u s e d as i f i ts definition were remedia l , as i f 
agreement could be obtained. I n fai l ing to recognise the "work" that the 
t e r m "abuse" does i n i ts appl ied sett ings, the D e p a r t m e n t of H e a l t h 
r e m a i n s confused a n d confusing (Wat tam, 1996, p. 191). 

T h e problemat ic n a t u r e of the definit ion of abuse h a s a long h i s tory i n 
ch i ld protection research . Indeed, v i r tua l ly a l l serious researchers have been 
forced a t one t ime or another to tack le i t s imply i n order to m a k e sense 
of the i r own observations. G i o v a n n i o n i a n d B e c e r r a (1979) f irst began th i s 
t a s k i n the U S A some twenty y e a r s ago, u s i n g a vignette technique. T h i s 
methodology w a s adopted by F o x a n d D i n g w a l l (1985) ten years la ter i n the 
U K . T h e i r r e s u l t s w e r e v e r y m u c h i n l ine w i t h the A m e r i c a n r e s e a r c h , 
n a m e l y t h a t professionals were able to agree w i t h each other w h e n vignettes 
descr ibed serious a s s a u l t s or neglect, re su l t ing i n serious h a r m a n d in jury . 
More recent ly , G o u g h (1996) i n a n inv i ted commentary i n Child Abuse and 
Neglect drew upon these past 20 years of definitional debates but came to no 
f i rm conc lus ion beyond a n appea l for further r e s e a r c h "... to construct a 
conceptual sys tem to integrate these separate studies into a social science of 
c h i l d m a l t r e a t m e n t a n d ch i ld protection ..." (Gough, 1996, p. 1,001). T h i s i s 
not s u r p r i s i n g , s ince i n i t s publ ic i ty leaf lets , Child Abuse and Neglect 
declares t h a t i t s "... scope extends to a l l those aspects of life w h i c h e i ther 
favour or h i n d e r opt imal family interaction" ( I S P C A N , 1996). I n a sense, th i s 
s tatement revea ls a l l , i t uses the t erms "favour", "hinder" a n d "optimal family 
functioning" wi thout qualif ication. E v e n a moment's thought on this mat ter 
should cause scholars to stop a n d th ink , for the impl icat ion is that all chi ld-
r e a r i n g sett ings c a n be inc luded u n d e r such a broad definition. T h e r e is no 
ment ion of h a r m , i n j u r y or c r i m i n a l offences here, mere ly a l lus ions to sub­
ject ive judgements about ch i ld r e a r i n g practices. Fo l lowing W a t t a m (1996) 
c i ted ear l i er , i t m a y prove frui t ful to explore the "work" done by the word 
"abuse". 

T h i s mat ter w a s r a i s e d earl ier i n this paper i n the context of the discussion 
on m o r a l a n d scientific categories. "Abuse" does not refer to behaviour, r a t h e r 
it describes an individual moral interpretation of the motive for a behaviour. 
T w o independent observers of the same behaviour might place quite different 
interpretat ions on it , one might regard a motive as well- intentioned, another 
as i l l - intentioned. Indeed i t i s c lear that the practice definition (Thorpe, 1994) 



ranges from behaviour w h i c h constitutes some of the most horrendous cr imes 
k n o w n to w e s t e r n cul ture , through to very minor care g iver shortcomings. 
F r o m any standpoint, th i s is deeply unsatisfactory. 

"Levis" are not Just Jeans. Baudrillard and the Totality of Signs 
I n h i s e s say The System of Objects B a u d r i l l a r d demonstrates how society 

creates m e a n i n g from meaning- less s igns, by merg ing the signified (objects 
s u c h as j e a n s , v a c u u m c leaners or w h a t e v e r ) a n d the sign (the advert i se ­
ment) . T h i s is the process whereby b r a n d n a m e s become establ ished. L e v i s , 
R o l l s Royces , Hoovers , Rolexes , Xeroxes a n d other c o m m e r c i a l products 
become de tached from the or ig ina l objects ( j e a n s > motor c a r s , v a c u u m 
c l e a n e r s , w r i s t w a t c h e s , photocopying m a c h i n e s ) a n d a s s u m e a n e w 
disembedded significance. T h e y refer both to themselves and to l ifestyles a n d 
the qualit ies a n d characterist ics of lifestyles. B a u d r i l l a r d suggests t h a t before 
i n d u s t r i a l i s a t i o n a n d the development of modern, consumer society, objects 
were re la ted to i n t e r m s of use va lue . B r a n d names however develop use-
va lue i n the ir own right. T h e y come to act as a s ign for something else other 
t h a n clothing, t ransport or whatever . T h e y become objects of consumption i n 
themselves , as s igns detached from the orig inal objects w h i c h were u s e d for 
the necessit ies of clothing a n d trave l . U s i n g Baudr i l l ard ' s a n a l y s i s it becomes 
possible to see that the word "abuse" becomes detached from its or ig inal use 
w h i c h signified a motivation of misuse . I t becomes recreated as a Reg ime of 
Signif icat ion, i t acts as a commodity to be u s e d by anyone, a n y w h e r e who 
w i s h e s to compla in . A "regime" i n B a u d r i l l a r d ' s sense consists of the con­
sumpt ion of the "relation" produced by the totality of signs. I n respect of the 
production of the sign "child abuse", the "regime" consists of the in ternat iona l 
professional bodies a n d associations, policy m a k e r s , journa l i s t s , professionals 
a n d loca l agencies who generate the m e a n i n g s w h i c h a t t a c h to the b r a n d 
n a m e "child abuse". W i t h i n this Regime we find newspaper headl ines , images 
of i d e a l c h i l d r e n l i v i n g i d e a l l ives (as r e p r e s e n t e d now by the r e g u l a r 
publ icat ion of some 5 magaz ines devoted to parent ing i n the U K ) pictures of 
i n j u r e d a n d even m u r d e r e d ch i ldren a n d a l w a y s professional stories about 
"the worst possible case scenario" — M a r i a Colwel l , T y r a H e n r y , C h i l d X , the 
K i l k e n n y Report a n d the W e s t C a s e . T h e s e cases also serve to reinforce the 
Regime, the horrendous n a t u r e of these events is not i n quest ion, as i s the 
re lat ive ly recent public awareness of the scale a n d nature of serious s e x u a l 
a s sau l t s on ch i ldren w h i c h have hitherto been concealed. T h e word "abuse" 
t h e n comes to act as a s ign for wrongs w h i c h have been covered up a n d th i s i s 
where it connects w i t h the stories at the beginning of th is rev iew w h i c h refer 
to t rad i t i ona l ins t i tut ions conceal ing the m i s u s e of power i n the past . T h e 
350 ,000 d e m o n s t r a t o r s i n B r u s s e l s on t h a t S u n d a y i n October w e r e 



compla in ing about government a n d j u d i c i a l corruption as m u c h as a need for 
act ion aga ins t ch i ld m u r d e r e r s . S i m i l a r l y , the fal l of the Reynolds's coalition 
i n D u b l i n a y e a r ear l i er w a s a resu l t of dissat is fact ion w i t h the t rad i t iona l 
power of the C a t h o l i c C h u r c h a n d government incompetence as m u c h as the 
need to d e a l w i t h a c r i m i n a l . P u b l i c c r i t i c i s m i n the U K of the D u k e of 
E d i n b u r g h ' s insens i t iv i t i e s i s as m u c h about the fai lure of the monarchy to 
m a i n t a i n a collective na t iona l ident i ty under conditions of social f ragmen­
tat ion as i t i s about the need for t ighter gun control and public protection. 

I r o n i c a l l y , the protection i s sue is one of child protection a n d the w o r d 
"abuse" i n t h a t context i s pref ixed by the w o r d child. O n e of the most 
i n t e r e s t i n g features of m u c h ch i ld protection l i t era ture is the absence of 
chi ldren's voices a n d perspect ives (see P a r t o n , T h o r p e a n d W a t t a m , 1997 
forthcoming) a n d w i t h this i n m i n d , Protecting Irish Children i s no exception. 
T h e most conspicuous shortcoming of w h a t is otherwise a n interes t ing a n d 
important contribution, i s the absence of a n essay on I r i s h chi ldren a n d I r i s h 
chi ldhoods a n d e v e n more important ly , post - tradit ional I r i s h childhoods. 
M u c h recent c h i l d protection r e s e a r c h suggests t h a t demands for i n v e s t i ­
gative intervent ions ar i se w i t h i n contexts i n w h i c h there are disputes about 
the care of chi ldren. A substant ia l proportion of these relate to custody/access 
d isputes w h e r e the i s sue i s not whe ther or not a chi ld h a s been h a r m e d or 
i n j u r e d , but w h e r e there are concerns about c h i l d r e n l i v ing i n p a r t i c u l a r 
c i rcumstances (Thorpe a n d B i l s o n , 1996). I n post-tradit ional societies where 
the l e g i t i m a c y of i n s t i t u t i o n s t r a d i t i o n a l l y e n t r u s t e d w i t h c h i l d r e n a n d 
"tradit ional childhood" h a s become eroded, these concerns are now being fed 
into ch i ld protection programmes . I n s t e a d of concentrat ing the ir efforts on 
ch i ldren who have been h a r m e d a n d in jured , chi ld protection social workers 
h a v e become i n c r e a s i n g l y d r a w n into dea l ing w i t h differences be tween 
i n d i v i d u a l s about preferred ch i ld r e a r i n g practices . T h e evidence suggests 
t h a t approx imate ly two-thirds of ch i ld protection re ferra l s ar i se as expres­
sions of concern about chi ldren's welfare a n d t h a t un le s s these mat ters c a n 
be s epara ted out from al legations w h i c h specify a s s a u l t s and/or h a r m a n d 
i n j u r i e s a t the t ime re ferra l s are accepted, then the scale of inappropriate 
procedura l i sed invest igat ive intervent ions w i l l continue to grow. T h i s i s the 
most l ike ly potential future for ch i ld protection services i n I re land . 
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