Abuse
Of
Trust
The Cleveland affair
has brought child sexual
abuse right back into
the headlines yet again.
Mary MacLeod and
Esther Saraga argue that

while the incidence of
child sexual abuse is
now widely recognised,
Cleveland shows the
dangers of a backlash

mid all the recent pub
licity, it is often forgotten that child sexual
abuse
was
first
brought to public
attention by women,
who 'spoke out' about the harrowing
experiences of their childhood. During
the 1970s, feminist organisations like
Rape Crisis and Women's Aid set up
helplines and refuges, and their experiences clearly challenged the myth that
children and women are at risk from
strangers: most sexual violence occurs
within the family.
In the 1960s, professionals (initially
paediatricians, then social workers)
had begun to recognise the extent of
physical abuse of children within the
family. It took another 20 years for
these same professionals to acknowledge both the incidence of sexual
abuse, and the extent to which they had
ignored it. Kempe and Kempe, two of
the pioneering experts in this field,
write that they 'look back on a number
of patients under our care in whose
cases we simply did not consider sexual
abuse as a major or the single cause of
the youngsters' problems. This is particularly disturbing now when the matter
seems so very obvious ...' (Kempe and
Kempe, The Common Secret 1984).
Many reasons have been given for the
delay in recognising child sexual abuse.
It is rarely on its own a life and death
issue. When a child has been sexually
abused there are few external visible
signs, like bruises. Children do not
often talk about the abusing adult
because of threats or coercion, and
when they do 'disclose' they are often
not believed. It is mainly the disbelief
of parents, teachers and the adult world
in general which has prevented acknowledgement of the extent of sexual
abuse.
For many years, the reality of sexual
abuse was obscured by the influence of
Freudian notions that children's reports of abuse were not fact but
fantasy. These ideas have recently
been challenged by feminist writers
and by some psychoanalysts. It is now
widely accepted that children do not lie
about abuse. Young children simply do
not have the necessary experience or
understanding to invent detailed stories of abuse. But the revulsion felt
about incest has made people, shy away
from the problem.
There are no reliable figures for child

sexual abuse. However this does not
mean that we cannot say anything
about its incidence. There are two
sources of evidence: 'cases' that appear
in the files of authorities such as social
workers, police, or doctors; and questionnaires given to random samples of
adults. The figures obtained from
retrospective surveys are much higher
than those derived from case files. The
latter are clearly a gross underestimate
of the problem, because the vast
majority of abused children tell no-one.
Figures also vary according to the

10

questions asked in a survey, or the
definition of sexual abuse that is used.
There are two important distinctions;
one is the nature of the actual assault,
which may range from 'flashing' to
touching, masturbation and oral, anal
and genital rape; the other is the
relationship between the abused and
the abuser. All sexual abuse of children
involves an abuse of power by an adult
over a child who is unable to consent.
But if the assault is carried out by a
loved and trusted adult, it is part of a
grotesque betrayal of trust.
Despite these difficulties, there is
general agreement among researchers
that the official statistics are an
underestimate. Retrospective surveys
suggest that between 1 in 10 and 1 in 4
children are sexually abused. In the
majority of cases (60-80%), the victim
is a girl. In the overwhelming majority
of cases (about 95%), the abuser is a
man, and usually known to the child,
frequently (about 50%) a family member. It is also agreed that the more
people acknowledge child sexual abuse
and are prepared to believe it occurs,
the more cases come to light, and the
more children and adult survivors feel
able to disclose, often for the first time.
The recent rapid increase in cases in
Cleveland and elsewhere is therefore
more likely to indicate a 'breaking of
the silence' and greater professional
awareness than either an increase in
abuse or 'over-zealousness'.
Professional concern has moved on from

questions of incidence to debates about
the best way to intervene, both when a
disclosure is made, and when there is a
suspicion of abuse. Medical evidence is
not 'key' for most professionals. Instead they are trying to improve their
ways of talking directly to children to
enable children, who may have been
highly traumatised, to tell what has
happened. The child and what she says
is the best evidence that we have. Only
for very young children (below two
years) is this source of evidence not
available, so that we have to rely on
physical or behavioural signs. Medical
diagnoses are only appropriate in cases
in which there are physical signs of
abuse.
There is a tension between the evidence required to act to stop the abuse,
protect the child, and begin therapy,
and the evidence required to obtain a
criminal prosecution. At the present
time, the law does not allow an alleged
abuser to be convicted on the uncorroborated evidence of an unsworn
child. (Children as young as two years
are quite capable of being accurate
witnesses. They are not able to understand the 'duty to tell the truth', and
hence cannot swear in court.) The new
Criminal Justice Bill has provoked a
furious debate about the admissibility
of children's evidence and the weight
that should be given to it.
There has been little debate on the
question of why child sexual abuse
occurs. Most professionals see child
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sexual abuse as a family problem;
something that occurs in 'sick' or
'dysfunctional' families. In their view,
in normal families, members adopt
roles appropriate to their sex and age.
When these roles are performed properly, families are stable and work well.
Child sexual abuse happens when the
wife/mother 'steps out of line'. For
example: 'When a mother withdraws
from her family, her children and
husband may turn to one another for
support, practical assistance or comfort, and the foundations of an incestuous relationship are laid' (Child
Sexual Abuse Within the Family, Ciba
Foundation 1984;. Withdrawal may
mean that the mother is depressed,
goes out to work, or refuses to sleep
with her husband. Mothers are seen as
responsible for securing their children's safety, and described as either
actively or passively colluding when
abuse occurs.
ublic awareness and understanding of the issues has
lagged seriously behind that
of interested feminists and
professionals. In the last few years
there have been many autobiographical
accounts, novels, tv documentaries and
films about child sexual abuse, but it
was the publicity given to the launch of
Esther Rantzen's Childline which
appeared to finally convince everyone
that large numbers of children were
indeed 'in trouble or danger'. Childline,
a national telephone helpline for children, was launched last October amid
much controversy. The impact of
Childline has been contradictory. It did
not result in the strengthening of the
services with statutory responsibility
for the protection of children, but
instead to an appeal for funds for a
charity, launched on tv and supported
by private enterprise.
The message of Childline was difficult
to resist. Even the government was
forced to make a donation - enough to
keep the charity going for about two
weeks. By Christmas, the media hype
had died down, and Esther Rantzen was
appealing to the 'happy' children to
collect money to give to those who were
less fortunate than themselves. But it
did serve to emphasise that large
numbers of children were being sexually abused.
What neither the government nor
Cliildline seemed to have anticipated
was the subversiveness of an operation
which invites children to tell what is
going on in the family. A backlash was
inevitable and predictable. Interestingly the vehicle for the backlash was not
children disclosing abuse, but professionals in Cleveland who allegedly
'discovered' abuse, or even, as in Stuart
Bell's version, 'created' it. in order to
obtain more resources.
It is impossible to know exactly what
has happened in Cleveland. But it is
clear that large numbers of children
(202) were suspected of having been
abused. Following medical diagnoses.
83 cases were confirmed as sexual
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abuse to social services, who have a
duty to investigate any allegation of
abuse and to act to protect the child. In
Cleveland they took the children into
care on a place of safety order.
The controversy has been described
in the press in many different ways: as
being about the interference of the
state in working-class families; the
power and role of different 'experts',
particularly doctors and the police, and
disagreements between them; and the
'rights' of parents versus the rights of
children (although very little has been
written about children's rights). The
issue of how to intervene has been
confused with the issue of whether
abuse has occurred, and how to 'diagnose' it. All of these issues are of
course legitimate ones about which to
be concerned and to write.
The first attack by Stuart Bell, the

Labour MP for the area, was over the
numbers of cases. He and the tabloids
just could not believe that child sexual
abuse was so prevalent. He suggested
that the professionals must have invented it. Careful tv reporting of the
research evidence on incidence, the
experience and quiet confidence of Dr
Higgs and the Cleveland social workers
has somewhat undermined the bluster
of Stuart Bell, and pushed him into the
second line of defence or argument
against over-zealous paediatricians.
But professionals are forced to take
action to protect individual children,
and they have to act without knowing,
necessarily, the right thing to do, in the
midst of furious disagreement about
what is right, and without access to the
resources that they require.
his work is painful and difficult; decisions have to be
made by balancing risks and
probabilities, on the basis of
not enough information, without the
benefit of the hindsight so relied on by
the press and commissions of inquiry.
Social workers' practice is inevitably
affected by the media attention paid to
child care tragedies. To see Cleveland
as simply another mistake by fanatical
professionals is appealing. The
greatest danger is that abuse has
occurred and nothing will be done. The
evidence from adult survivors is that
they often tried to tell and were not
listened to; they were desperate for
someone to intervene.
We should not ignore the fact that
childcare law is very unfair to parents,
as the recent ruling in the European
Court in Strasbourg shows. Recognising this is not the same as saying that
the state should not intervene, or that
parents are always guilt-free in relation to their children. And what about
the rights of children? Childcare law
demands that decisions are made in
'the best interests of the child', but
there is no consensus on what this
means. And we know that while children may suffer in their families,
public care can often be a damnable
solution to their problems.
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'The large
numbers in
Cleveland
suggest that
something is
wrong in
ordinary
families'

The apparent subject of the trial by
press is paediatric and social work
practice in Cleveland. But the multiplicity of issues and the furore surrounding them have served to hide the
central national anxiety: that what is on
trial is the family. It is unthinkable that
the source of security, safety and love
really can be a dangerous place. The
existence of sexual abuse can be
accepted if it is something that happens
in peculiar places, in peculiar families.
But the large numbers in Cleveland
suggest that something is wrong in
ordinary families, a suggestion which
at the same time threatens the ideology
of the family, creates personal anxiety
and undermines confidence in one's
own family. Sexuality causes anxiety
and embarrassment for most people,
who may feel unease about how to
handle their children's sexuality and
their own feelings about their children.
But in most families, acceptable boundaries are established and adults take
the responsibility of maintaining them.
The fact that the majority of abusers
persuade or coerce children to 'keep
the secret', means that they are fully
aware that what they are doing is
wrong.
Children who disclose abuse, the
bringers of bad news about their
families, often meet anger, rejection
and denial. The increasing media attention to child sexual abuse produces a
parallel public reaction. As Dr Higgs so
tellingly put it in The Observer: 'I think
what is happening to me, and all the
anger that is directed against me, is a
direct analogy of what happens to
children when they disclose that they
have been abused or when abuse is
detected.'
Curiously in all the press and public

comment it has been impossible to
distinguish a 'left' or 'right' wing line.
The Labour Party has been conspicuously silent - only criticising the
government for not agreeing sooner to
set up an inquiry. Only Clare Short
appears to have criticised Stuart Bell's
role in the whole affair. The Left and
the Right have a curious agreement
about state intervention when it comes
to families. They both strive to strengthen traditional family values, and only
disagree about the explanation of why
things go wrong; for the Left, this is a
product of social and material conditions; for the Right, a product of
inadequate or depraved individuals.
The Left has always been clear about
the need for resources to support
working-class families - child benefit,
day nursery provision, adequate health
and education services etc. It has
always argued rightly for prevention
before intervention, and rightly emphasised the appalling impact of poor
housing, unemployment, and poor
health on intimate relationships within
the family - between partners, and
between parents and children.
While there is a clear relationship
between poverty, hardship and physic12

al abuse, both American and British
studies show no such relationship with
sexual abuse. A class analysis offers a
great deal to our understanding of why
some families 'fail' in the care of their
children, as well as highlighting the
scale of the state's failure, from
inadequate resources to poor children's
homes. But a class analysis does not
take into account the power imbalances
within families - it leaves out both
gender and age.
Feminist explanations of child sexual
abuse, in contrast, focus on the fact that
the overwhelming majority of such
abuse is carried out by men. Sexual
abuse is an abuse of male power over
children, similar to sexual and other
violence against women. It can only be
understood by looking at masculinity
and male sexuality. Boys learn to
experience their sexuality as a powerful and often uncontrollable force.
They learn that if they are to feel truly
masculine they must feel powerful, and
that they can overcome feelings of
powerlessness and inadequacy by using their sexuality to control someone
weaker.
Professionals who adopt the 'family'
approach described earlier argue that
since many abusers are rather pathetic
and submissive, child sexual abuse
cannot be seen in terms of male power.
They implicitly accept the inevitability
of child sexual abuse when they hold
women responsible for controlling
men's sexuality: '. . . a man deprived of
his conjugal rights may turn to the
nearest available source of gratification - a dependent child' (Ciba Foundation 1984). Men who are pathetic in the
face of authority can be brutal towards
their women/wives and children. The
belief that men cannot control their
sexuality, and that women and children
have to be responsible for ensuring that
they do not arouse men, is deeply
rooted in our culture, and explains the
common myth that women and children
'ask for it'.
ery little research has
looked at abusers, but the
evidence that exists shows
that they are not disturbed
or deviant men. Rich Snowdon, who
spent a year leading a counselling
group in San Francisco for men who
had committed incest, shows how
'ordinary' the men are. 'I was prepared
for these men to be monsters... But I
was not prepared for them to be who
they were . . . As they began to talk, I
couldn't stop being amazed that they
were all regular guys, ordinary working men and average pillars of the
community. They reminded me of the
men that I knew growing up' (Aegis 29,
1980).
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The lack of public or professional debate

on why abuse occurs is particularly
serious when it comes to intervention.
In particular feminist and orthodox
explanations differ in their view of, and
hence their approach to, the mothers of
abused children. If mothers are 'collud-
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ers', then children can only be protected by taking them into care. If, on
the other hand, mothers are given time
and support to deal with their feelings
of grief, anger and denial, then they
may be able to stay with and care for
their child. Some local authorities have
now recognised this, and they routinely
assign two social workers to each case
- one to work with the child, and one
with the mother.
Protecting children from abuse does
not have to mean the heavy hand of
state intervention. It can instead mean
the provision of resources that can
support the child within the nonabusing part of the family. But this
cannot be achieved if we are only
willing to see the family as a monolithic
structure which is sacrosanct, and the
parents as an indivisible unit. The
question can be crudely posed: is it
more important for children to grow up
free from abuse or to live with both
their biological parents?
The most alarming implication of the
orthodox explanations is the current
view of prevention. There is virtually
no discussion about decreasing the
likelihood that men will abuse (in fact
most 'experts' are very pessimistic
about the capacity of abusers to
change). Instead, prevention is envisaged in terms of programmes like
'Kidscape' which teach children to say
'no'; and this view is endorsed in the
DHSS guidelines. But children do say
'no' - and it makes no difference.

except possibly to increase the threats
against them. 'I said "no"', said one 17
year old in a recent tv programme,
'but he said he did it because he loved
me, and that all fathers do it in their
families . . . I would have had to kill him
to stop him'.
| very attempt to educate children and to empower them is
to be welcomed. But this
approach carries a lot of risks,
particularly for the very children
whom it seeks to help. It makes
children responsible for adults, and
may also make abused children feel
even more guilty. Sex education in
schools, almost ruled out by the present
government, is obviously important.
And there is evidence that 'Kidscape'
classes may make it easier for abused
children to tell. This is important, but
this is not prevention.
Prevention has to be about changing
the ways that boys learn to be men, and
changing our expectations of men. It is
hard to envisage this happening on the
scale required. However, short of this,
a major step forward could be achieved
by changing the law to enable suspected abusers to be removed from a
family, pending investigation, instead
of the child. This would clearly signal
that men's power and freedom of action
within families is unacceptable if they
abuse it.
Saying that child sexual abuse happens because of the way that men learn
to be men, and that it happens in
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'The Left and
the Right
have a
curious
agreement
about state
intervention
when it
comes to
families'
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'ordinary' families, is not saying that it
happens in every family. We could
probably learn a lot about why it occurs
by looking at those men and those
families in which there is no abuse. It is
saying that the family can be a very
dangerous place for both women and
children, that we cannot rely on it to be
a haven of comfort and love, and leave
it at that. There is some evidence that
the risk of abuse may even be greater
in 'traditional' families - those which
adopt strict sex roles - and that men
involved in nurturing their children
may be less likely to abuse.
Children who are neglected and
abused must have recourse to help and
protection. Stuart Bell is wrong when
he challenges the statistics. However
unpalatable, the truth is that many
children are sexually abused by loved
and trusted men, often their fathers.
Abused children and their mothers
need to be empowered to stop the
abuse. The state has a role to play in
this. A positive outcome of Cleveland
could be a debate on the role, responsibilities and actions of the state, provided that this debate is conducted in
public, takes account of the facts that
are known, of different theoretical
explanations, and of their implications
for intervention. Our fear is that the
events in Cleveland will instead simply
be a 'hue and cry', which silences the
children and concerned professionals,
and sends child sexual abuse back into
the closet. •
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