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Abstract

Chid sexual abuse is a widespread phenomenon. It is an act which has long
historical origins in Western society. Despite this the sexual abuse of children has
generally been denied qnd trivialised by academics. Freud and Kinsey, who are the

earliest contributors to the debates on child sexuql abuse, partook in the denial of child
sexual abuse. Their works have signi/icantly influenced subsequent theoretical
understandings of child sexual abuse. The psychiatric, psychological, and sociological
discourses on child sexual abuse have generally operated to trivialise the extent of this
phenomenon and to place the blame of the occurrence of this heinous act on the child
victims and / or the mothers of incestuous families.

Prior to the 1970's there was s limited academic literature available on child
sexual abuse. It was radical feminisls, in the seventies, who exposed the widespread
nature of child sexual abuse. In doing so, they høve transformed the issue of child sexual

abuse from a private issue to a public one. As a consequence of the women's movement

and the increment in reportings of child sexual abuse, the literature on this topic has

burgeoned. Radical feminists have expiqssd the patriarchal biases which underpin the

mainstresm theoretical explanations of child sexual abuse. This has been done through
the recognition of child sexual abuse as ctn act which is perpetrated by men against,
predominantly but not exclusively, young girls. Radicøl feminists in effect position child
sexual abuse as a manifestation of male powerwithin thefømily ond society.

As a result of the increased reportings of child sexual abuse and increased
awareness by the generøl public there has been a focus upon the implementation of
preventative progrqmmes. 'Protective behoviours' programmes are curuently widely
accepted as ffictive in preventing child sexual abuse. These programmes are taught to
children through the educational system. Ihe bosic assumption of these programmes is
that children can prevent self victimisation by learning empowerment skills.

Ihe aim of this thesis is to provide the reader with an understanding of the

manner in which the mainstream, feminist and prolective behaviours discourses are
operating to construct child sental abuse, victim, perpetrøtor, power, agency and
sexuality. Ihe effect of these discourses will be noted as will the implications the

protective behaviours progrommes have for the feminist movement, the prevention of
child sexual abuse ond childhood safety.
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Introduction

The sexual abuse of children is a phenomenon which has had long historical

in Western society. Rush writes that during the Victorian era, many English gentleman

received pleasure from forcing themselves upon, and deflowering pubescent girls. One of

these gentleman is quoted as stating;

She trembled. I pressed her and gave a tremendous thrust, andwas on the

right road...she screamed "You hurt - get oÍÍ - I won't let you !" She

screeched loudly and struggled violently.

I rose on my knees and looked at the girl who lry quiet with her thighs

wide open and her hand over herface ...1was delighted beyond measare,

she bled more than arry virgin of her age which I ever yet have had I

think.r

This young girl screamed, voiced her outrage at being raped, but her voice was

silenced. It was silenced through the act of being rape, through the delight of the male

perpetrator. The voice of this girl and those of many other young female and male victims

of child sexual abuse continue to be silenced, it is a long and tedious silence. It is a silence

which has been sustained by academics such as Freud and Kinsey, who were the earliest

contributors to the debates on child sexual abuse. It is a silence which has been sustained

by the patriarchal biases and assumptions which underpin the theoretical explanations of

child sexual abuse in the non-feminist literature.

Historically, the sexual abuse of female and male children has been a relatively

t As quoted in RustU F.(19S0). The Best Kept Secret: Sexual Abuse of Children, Prentice Hall

\

Intenrational, New York.pg.6 l.
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widespread occurrence.' In Victorian England child prostitution was common and it was

partly due to the belief that venereal disease could be cured through intercourse with a

child, 'Temale child prostitutes frequented the streets of London often in the guise of

flower sellers."3 In France in 1839, the police commissioner in Paris "devoted one chapter

of his annual report to the sexual abuse of children.'/ Furthermore, the sexual abuse of

children has historically been sanctioned through religious and legal institutions which

have deemed child marriage as appropriate. Rush notes that in India child marriage was

legal until 1955.5 Between 1880 and 1930, case records from a Boston welfare agency

showed that incest abuse comprised of ten percent of the reported cases of family

violence. Current studies suggest that child sexual abuse continues to occur on a large

scale, statistical evidence has revealed that it is the most reported form of child abuse to

social welfare professionals. 6

There is a general consensus among academics that the sexual abuse of children

can have detrimental short and long term ef,Fects on the child victim.t Browne et.al. claim

that the clinical literature shows'that sexual abuse during childhood can play a role in the

development of serious subsequent problems ranging from anorexia nervosa to

2Rush F.(1980).. & Oates, K.(1990). 'Understanding the Problem,' in Oates, K.(Ed), Understanding and

Managing Chitd Sexual Abuse, Harcourt Brace Jovanovich Publishers, Sydney.
t Oates, K.(1990).pg.4.
4 ruio.lteso¡.pg.+.
sRuslL F.(1980).
6VuardrE.et.al.(1995). 'Child Adolescent Sex Abuse Perpetrators: A Review of the Research Literature,'

inJournal of child Psychologt ond Psychiatry, Yol.36, No.5. & Faller, K.(1990). Understanding Child

Sexual Maltrestment, Sage Publications, California. & Wattenberg, E.(1995) 'In a Different Light: A
Feminist Perspective on the Role of Mothers in Father-Daughter Inces!' in Child ll'elfare, Vol.L)OV,
No.3, May-June. & Oates, K.(1990).
t Server, J. &, Jat:øen, C.(1982). 'Contraindications to Reconstitution of Sexually Abusive Families,' in
Child lilelfare, Vol.L)ü, No.5, May.
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prostitution."t Their own study reveals that the initial eflects of child sexual abuse include

fear, anger, guilt, shame, loss of self esteem and depression. The negative effects of child

sexual abuse also manifest themselves in deviant physical behaviour such as bed wetting,

inappropriate and excessive masturbation. The sexual abuse of children can also result in

the pregnancy of adolescent victims. Children who have been sexually abused have been

found to have difficulties at school, have an inability to communicate with peers and

elders, and have a tendency to engage in delinquent and deviant behaviour. Long term

effects of child sexual abuse include depression, suicidal tendencies, anxiety, tension,

nightmares, insomnia, eating disorders, 'out of body experiences,' and a vulnerability to

continued sexual abuse later in adult life.e

The serual abuse of children is characterised by the fact that it is an act which is

perpetrated by men against, predominantly but not exclusively, young females. Leventhal

states that in 1986 in the United States of America, seventy seven percent of the victims

who reported sexual abuse were female and that eighty-two percent of the perpetrators

were male.r0 A study conducted in Australia by Goldman et.al. revealed that twenty eight

per cent of women and nine percent of men experience some from of sexual abuse as a

child.rl This study unfortunately did not demonstrate the percentages of perpetrators of

child sexual abuse who are male. However, Leventhal compared some major studies on

perpetrators of child sexual abuse from the United States of America, England, Wales,

t Browne, A.(1986) 'Initial and Long Term Effects: A Review of the Researcll' in Finkelor, D.@d)l
Sourcebook on child Sexual Abuse, Sage Publications, Bwerly Hills, pg.l43.
tBrowne, A(1986). For further information on the short and long term effects of child sexual abuse refer

to Russell, D.E.H.(19S6). The Secret Trauma: Incest in the Lives of Girls and ll'omen, Basic books, New

York. & Gomes-schwartz, B.et.al.(l99O). Child Sexual Abuse: The Initial Elþcfs, Sage Publications,

California.
rolwenthal, J.M.(1990). 'Epidemiology of Child Sexual Abuse,' in Oates, K.(Ed). Understanding and

Managing Child Sexual Abuse, tlarcourt Brace Jovanovich Publishers, Sydney.
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Canada and found that, '?revalence studies indicate that almost all the perpetrators of

sexual abuse are males."l2

Since the 1970's there has been a proliferation of literature on child sexual abuse,

this increment can be attributed to the tireless efforts of radical feminists who exposed the

widespread nature of this phenomenon and in doing so transformed this issue from a

{,'{-" { '"1 ':r :

private one to a public one. This Ug*eryLegt can also be contributed to the fact that there

has been a rapid increase in reported cases of child sexual abuse.r3 The feminist literature

on child sexual abuse has generally been studied from a radical feminist perspective.

Radical feminists have exposed the patriarchal biases of the theoretical positions employed

non-feminist academics. This has been done through the recognition of child sexual

abuse as an act perpetrated by males against females. And through the recognition of child

sexual abuse as a manifestation of male power within the family and society in large. The

utilisation of gendered language in reference to child sexual abuse has in fact removed the

responsibility of the abuse occurring from women and children to perpetrators, men.

In response to the increased awareness of child sexual abuse by academics, social

welfare professionals and parents, there has been a general desire to implement

programmes aimed at preventing child sexual abuse. The literature available on the

prevention of child sexual abuse demonstrates that protective behaviours programmes,

which are aimed at children, are currently widely accepted as a method to curb the

incidence of the sexual abuse of children. There are detractors of this form of

however they are not as prevalent as those who advocate this preventative approach.
È-.+.'--'

t

tt lbid.(tsgo).
r2 Leventhal, J.M.( I 990).pg.35.
t'Finkelor, D.(1984).
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In the first chapter, I will do a critical literature review of the mainstreamra and

feminist literature available on incest and child sexual abuse. Firstly, I will provide the

reader with various definitions of incest and child sexual abuse within the mainstream and

feminist literature. Following from this I will examine work published by Freud and

Kinsey. This will be done as they are the earliest academic contributors to the debates on

child sexual abuse and their work has significantly influenced the consequent mainstream

and feminist literature on the sexual abuse of children. I will also examine the theoretical

paradigrns which have been employed by mainstream theorists in an attempt to provide

current explanations of the occrrrence of child sexual abuse. The theories which will be

examined are the family dysfunction theory, the cycle of abuse theory, the seductive child

and the construction of mothers of incestuous families as dysfunctional. Through the

mainstream discourse, I will examine the manner in which it operates to render the voices

of women and children silent.

In the third section of this chapter, I will examine the manner in which radical

feminists have transformed the debates on child sexual abuse through the recognition of

this phenomenon as a gendered act and as an act of male power. I will argue that radical

feminists have been instrument¿ i.ítn" debates on child sexual abuse as they have exposed
-r'

the misogynist biases which underpin the theoretical positions employed by mainstream

academics. However, I will also demonstrate that the modernist assumptions underpinning

radical feminist rhetoric has in effect operated to marginalise the experiences of many

t:
women and children, especially male victimsfiln the final section of this chapter, I will

I

to I will refer to the literature which has not becn written from a feminist perspective as either mainstream

or non-feminist literature. The literature which does not incorporate the gender bias of child sexual abuse

will be classiñed as mainstream or non-feminist.

\\
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analyse an article written from a feminist poststructuralist position which challenges the

modernist assumptions which underpin radical feminist rhetoric.

In the second chapter of this thesis, I will be focussing my study upon a widely

accepted child sexual abuse preventative programme, the 'protective behaviours'

programme. In the first section of this chapter, I will analyse several studies which assess

the effectiveness of the protective behaviours progr¿unmes in preventing child sexual

abuse. I will argue that their effectiveness is in fact measured by the acceptance of these

prograÍrmes by the general community and their capacity to modifr victim behaviour in

children. I will also be highlighting the main themes which are common to protective

behaviours progr¿mrmes. This will be done in an attempt to demonstrate that the

assumptions which underpin these programmes are in effect the same, this is despite the

fact that they do differ slightly in teaching methods. In the second section of this chapter, I

will do a feminist deconstructive reading of 'The Right To Feel Safe: Empowering

strategies for children and adults to prevent and intem¡pt violence and abuse,'rs protective

behaviours programme. I will examine the manner in which the discourse of this

prograÍrme operates to construct child sexual abuse, victim, perpetrator, power, agency,

female, male and childhood sexuality. This will be done in an attempt to demonstrate to

the reader the manner in which the protective behaviours programme discourse operates

to reproduce child sexual abuse as a non-gendered act. I will be drawing from the

mainstream and radical feminist discourses on child sexual abuse in the analysis of the

programme. In the final section of this chapter, I will briefly examine the concept of the

r5 Gordon, S.(1995). The Right 1o Feel Safe: Empowering strategies for children and adults to prevent

and interrupt violence and abuse, Mission SA Adelaide.
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prevention of child sexual abuse.

In the final chapter of this thesis, I will conclude by examining the implications this

programme has for the feminist movement, the prevention of child sexual abuse and

childhood safety.

Methodolow

One of the main focuses of this thesis is to provide the reader with an insight on

the manner in which the mainstream and feminist discourses are operating to construct

child sexual abuse. This analysis in effect provides the framework from which the

protective behaviours discourse can be placed and analysed The employment of a feminist

underpin the mainstream and feminist literature on child sexual abuse, allowing for an

understanding of the manner in which victim, perpetrator, power, agency, and sexuality

are constructed by these discourses.

The mainstream and feminist literature which has been chosen for examination

have been published in the last twenty years. This allows for an understanding of the

current academic debates on child sexual abuse. A deconstructive analysis of a media

article will also be undertaken.

The main aim of this thesis is to undertake a deconstructive feminist reading of a

protective behaviours programme. This will be undertaken as the literature available on

ì
t

postructuralist position allows for a reading of the contradictions within and between the , : !: ¡

literary texts on child sexual abuse. This standpoint in turn allows for an understanding of

how these discourses are operating and their effect It highlights the assumptions which

r"i

these programmes has generally debated their effectiveness in preventing child sexual
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abuse. The importance of analysing these programmes from a feminist poststructuralist

perspective in order to uncover the manner in which this discourse is operating can not,

and indeed should not, be undermined. A feminist poststructuralist reading allows for a

recognition of the tensions and contradictions of this text, which in turn provides an

understanding of the effect of this discourse.

The protective behaviours programme which I have chosen to study is being

implemented in South Australian schools. As I have mentioned previously it is entitled

'The Right to Feel Safe: Empowering strategies for children and adults to prevent and

intemrpt violence and abuse.' This programme was chosen for study as it places the

debate of child sexual abuse and protective behaviours programmes into a local context.

The teaching of this programme is conducted by Susan Gordon, the author of the'Right

to Feel Safe' training manual. I attended a training sessior¡ which was conducted by

Gordon over a working day. This enabled me to have a more encompassing understanding

of the programme. It provided me with the appropriate background necessary to conduct

my analysis. The text which was chosen to be studied is the training manual of the 'Right

to Feel Safe' programme.
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1.0 Critical Literature Review: Who is talkins ? Who is beins heard ?

A reading of the academic literature on child sexual abuse reveals that prior to the

1970's there was limited information on the incidence, causes, short and long term effects,

possible modes of therapeutic intervention and prevention regarding the sexual abuse of

children. However, since that period the literature on child sexual abuse has flourished

t ì '.. ti-.".-(- {L"} €

\,'¡r

n(r
\?

dramatically. This growth can be attributed to several factors. These include the incremçnl -

in the disclosure of child sexual abuse to social welfare professionals and the tenacity of

feminists who placed the subject of sexual abuse on the political agenda, transforming it

from a private issue into a public one.

The main body of literature on child sexual abuse is influenced by the theoretical

underpinnings of the schools of psychiatry, psychology, and sociology. The mainstream

literature on child sexual abuse has tended to concentrate on father-daughter incest,

locating the cause of incest abuse children with the maternal member of the family and the

child victim. This blaming is in effect achieved through the utilization of the family

dysfunctional model to explain incest abuse. Another theory which is utilised by

mainstream theorists in attempt to explain the existence of incest abuse is the cycle of

abuse theory. The utilization of the theoretical underpinning's of radical feminism have

been instrumental to the debates on child sexual abuse, in that it has created a conceptual

space from which a critical analysis of the current non-feminist literature can be

undertaken. The employment of the tenets of radical feminist theory by academics has

exposed the entrenched misogynist biases which continue to dominant the non-feminist

literature on child sexual abuse. Radical feminist readings of the dominant literature

challenge the various explanations offered for the cause of child sexual abuse and the
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patriarchal assumptions which influence these ideologies. Causes of child sexual abuse

offered by mainstream theorists which have gained credence among academic circles

include the seductive nature of young girls, the inadequate and dysfunctional mother, the

family dysfunction theory and the cycle of abuse theory. The first two perspectives have

been labeled as myths by radical feminist theorists and the last two positions are

considered to be inadequate understandings of child sexual abuse. The radical feminist

literature departs from the traditional literature on child sexual abuse on several levels.

These points of departure enable radical feminists to identify the patriarchal nature of the

aforementioned perspectives. The first point of departure is the acknowledgment of child

sexual abuse as a gendered act, radical feminists have identified that the majority of

perpetrators are male while the majority of victims are young females. The second point of

departure is the analysis of child sexual abuse as the manifestation of male power. Radical

feminists perceive power as being located structurally, with men as a sex-class possessing

power and with women as a sex-class being rendered powerless. Consequently, it is

implicitly stated by radical feminists that child sexual abuse is a symptom of the patriarchal

nature of the Western family and society. which sanctions the sexual abuse of children by

men.

Prior to the 1970's there was limited academic research on the incidence, causes,

and effects of child sexual abuse. The literature that was available on this phenomenon was i

chiefly characterised by the denial of the widespread incidence of the sexual abuse of

children. Furthermore, there was an obvious attempt by academics such as Freud and

Kinsey to deny women and children the space to voice their experience of these heinous
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sexual acts.r It was the examination and critical analysis of the literature on child sexual

abuse by radical feminists which transformed the academic debates pertaining to this topic.

The foray of radical feminists into this arena of discussion consequently resulted in a

dramatic increase in the literature on child sexual abuse.

There is a tendency by mainstream authors to either dismiss radical feminist

theorizing as insignificant or to take it on board as unproblematic. Furthermore, there is a

lack of writing by feminists who are critical of the assumptions which underpin radical

feminist rhetoric. A reading of the mainstream literature on child sexual abuse reveals that

the theoretical ideologies used to explain the cause of child sexual abuse have remained

unchanged. However, the themes predominating the literature on child sexual abuse have

changed. Over the last couple of years, the mainstream literature has been characterised by

research on prevention programmes particularly ones aimed at children to enable them to

protect themselves from child sexual abuse. These programmes are commonly referred to

as protective behaviours.

In the first part of this chapter, I will identify the various definitions of incest and

child sexual abuse within the mainstream and feminist literature. In the second section of

this chapter I will briefly examine the work published by Freud and Kinsey on child sexual

abuse. This will be done as I believe that the legacy of these works continue to influence

the mainstream and feminist literature currently available on child sexual abuse. I will also

examine the family dysfunctiorq cycle of abuse theory, the construction of child victims as

seductive and the construction of women, mothers as dysfunctional. In the third part of

this chapter, I will examine the manner in which the recognition of child sexual abuse as a

t Herman, J.L (1981). Father-Daughter Incest,Haward University Press, Cambridge.
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gendered act and as a manifestation of male power within the family has transformed the

debates on the sexual abuse of children. Radical feminists have successfully exposed the

misogynist biases which influence the theoretical positions and which have blamed women

and children for the oicurrence of sexual abuse. Despite this challenge, the modernist

assumptions which underpin the theoretical position of radical feminist rhetoric has in

effect operated to marginalise the experience of many women and children, especially

boys. In the final section of this chapter, I will examine an article which analyses the

radical feminist literature on child sexual abuse from a feminist postmodern perspective.

1.1 Incest and Child Sexual Abuse

There is a preponderance of writing within the feminist and non-feminist literature

on child sexual abuse that concentrates exclusively on father-daughter incest. However,

recent studies demonstrate that the manifestation of child sexual abuse does not occur

exclusively or even predominantly within the context of father-daughter relations.2 There

are several underþing factors which contribute to father-daughter incest being

concentrated on by academics. Canavan et.al.3 claim that sibling incest is more prevalent

than father-daughter incest but that it is studied less as it is perceived to be less traumatic.

The focus on father-daughter incest can be attributed to the adoption of theoretical

concepts which were developed specifically to analyse the cause of intra familial sexual

abuse. The literature on child sexual abuse provides a spectrum of definitions of incest,

these definitions will be studied as will the definitions of child sexual abuse available in the

2Russell, D.E.H.(1936). Russell's survey demonstrates that eleven p€rcent of the perpetrators were

strangers to the victinr, while twenty nine percent were relatives and sixty perc€nt were not related to the

victim but were known by the victims family.

'Canavan, M. et.al.(1992). The Female Experience of Sibling Incest,' inJournal of Marital and Family
Therapy, Vol.l8, No.2.
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non-feminist and feminist literature. A reading of this literature reveals that there is a

tendency to utilize the term child sexual abuse despite the fact that the research which is

undertaken concentrates solely on father-daughter incest. The mainstream literature

therefore operates to construct child sexual abuse as incest abuse, this in effect

marginalises the experiences of children who have been sexually abused in other

circumstances, by other trusted male adults.

The definition of incest has expanded over the years in an attempt to make it more

encompassing and inclusive. Howeveç during the earlier writing on child sexual abuse

definitions of the term incest were relatively simplistic. In 1979 Justice et.al.a defined

incest as being any sexual activity, 'bral-genital relations, mutual masturbatiorL fondling

and caressing erogenous areas of the body, or actual intercourse,"s which occurs between

members of a family who are not married. Herman,6 a prominent sociologist within the

field of child sexual abuse who is influenced by radical feminist theory, defined incest in

1981 as being any form of sexual contact between a child and a parental figure which must

be kept secret. De YoungT in 1982 defined incest as being any attempted sexual advances,

heterosexual or homosexual, between family members. ln 1982 Renvoizes defined incest

similarly to Justice et.al. but also stipulated that incest can occur one or more times and

that it must involve a young child, who has not reached the age of consent, and an adult.

Although the study conducted by Justice et.al. focuses on this form of child-adult incest

alustice, B.et.al.(1979). The Broken Taboo: Sex in the Family, Human Sciences Press, NewYork.
t tUi¿(tszs) .pg.2s.
6 Herman, J.L.et.al. (l 98 1).
t De Young, M.(1982). The Sexual l1ctimization of Children, Mc Farland and Company lnc Publishers,

l¡ndon.
sRenvoize, J.(1982). Incest: A Family Pattern, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London.
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relations this aspect is not included in their definition. Kempee in 1984 also defined incest

in the same manner as Justice et.al. but emphasised that it occurred as a result of the

offenders desire. Gordon in 1986 simply defines incest as "sex, not reproduction, and what

I mean by sex is genital contact, not necessarily intercourse."l0

Finkelorrr uses the term child sexual abuse, he distinguishes between sexual abuse

within the family and outside of it by the utilization of the following terms, intra familial

and extra familial sexual abuse. He states that sexual abuse does not exclusively involve

sexual intercourse and that it can include a range of sexual activities. Furthermore, he

defines child sexual abuse as involving an adult over the age of eighteen and a child who is

prepubescent. Finkelort2 also mentioned the importance of consent claiming that children

are not able to give informed consent because of their inability to comprehend the

ramification of sexual aøivities. Canavanr3 also includes the concept of consent in her

definition of incest. Consent is considered to be a central issue in the definition of incest

because she argues that young girls are incapable of giving it. Canavantn defines incest as

any sexual activity between family members which must be kept secret. Incest is defined as

'the involvement of dependent, developmentally immature children and adolescents in

sexual activities that they do not fully comprehend or to which they are unable to give

informed consent or that violate the social taboos of family roles."ls

Beezley Mrazek identifies four factors which must be considered in order to arrive

nKempe, R.S.(19S4). The Common Secret: Sexual Abuse of Children and Adolescents, W.H. Freeman,

NewYork.
I o Gordon, L. ( l9S6).pg.255.
tt Finkelor, D.(1984).

" tbid.ltla+¡.
1' canavan, M.et.al.( I 992).
1'tbid.ltwz¡.
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at a'fuorking clinical definition of child sexual abuse."r6 The author states that the nature,

frequency, and the level of violence of the sexual acts must be identified. Furthermore, she

claims that the intelligence levels, mental capacity and the age diffFerential of the people

involved must be ascertained. The third factor that must be considered is the nature of the

relationship of the child and adult, as well as 'their perceptions and feelings regarding

what occurred and *hy."tt The fourth factor is an understanding of the "attitudes and

involvement of other family members and of the prevailing cultural attitudes about

sexuality in the community."ls

Kelly is critical of feminists who have reproduced definitions of child sexual abuse

which predominate the non-feminist literature, '\rye too are beginning to use the term

sexual abuse to refer only to incestuous abuse."le Kelly is also critical of the current

definitions of child sexual abuse because of the specification that the sexual abuse of

children occurs exclusively between adults and children. The author argues that this results

in the analysis of the sexual molestation of girls which fails to account for the sexual

misconduct by boys who are close in age to the girls, "child sexual abuse by brothers,

cousins, boyfriends, friends, acquaintances and strangers who are close in age to the girl or

young women disappears."2o The author advocates a definition of child sexual abuse that

reflects experiences identified by women and girls as abusive. Kelly claims that the range

of terms that are used to describe sexual assault against women should also be used to

tt Goodar4 C.et.al.(1993). 'Child Semal Abuse: Assualt in a Violent ConteÍ,' in Australian Journal of
Soci al Issu e s,Vol.28, No. 1, February.
t u Bæzley Mr azek, P. ( I 980).pg. 9 1.
t' Beezley M¡azek, P. ( 1 9s0).Pg. 9 f
t'tbidlteao).pe.gr.
reKelly, L.(1988). 'What's in a name? Defining Child Sexual Abuse,' in Feminist Review, No.28,

January.p.g.65.

¿q
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describe the difFerent forms of child sexual abuse. She advocates the utilization of the

continuum model in identifuing various forms of sexual activity and claims that 'such a

continuum can also take account of the fact that the same type of assault may be

committed by a stranger or a relative. Furthermore, Kelly states that it is important to

maintain the ternr, incest as it describes a type of sexual abuse which has a different set of

dynamics.

Dominelli in 1989 writes that incest is "all unwanted sexual advances that occur

between individuals who are involved in relationships of trust and in which one individual

is subordinate to and possible dependent upon the other."" This definition incorporates

the premises of radical feminist theory in that it refers to the unequal power relations

involved in sexual abuse. Furthermore, Dominelli draws upon the work of feminists who

suggest that 'there is a continuum of sexual abuse rangng from flashing and being

touched up to rape which can be classified as incest if it occurs within a relationship of

trust." Dominelli states that this definition is encompassing as it includes close family

friends and social uncles.' The author also claims that feminist definitions of incest are

more encompassing as they do not focus exclusively on biological relationships and penile

penetration.

Driver et.al.22 acknowledge that it is relatively problematic to define the terms

child sexual abuse and incest. However, they provide an encompassing definition of child

sexual abuse. They include various forms of sexual actMty, from touching to verbal sexual

2l Dominelli, L.(19S8). 'Betrayal of Trust: A Feminist Analysis of Power Relationships in Incest Abuse

and its Relwance for Social Work Practice,' inBritish Journal of Social ll/ork Practice, Vol.19, pg.305.

"Dr¡er, E.et.al.(19S9). 'Introduction,' in Driver, E & Droisen, A (Eds), Child Sexual Abuse: A Feminist
Reader, New York University Press, New York.
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insinuations, in their definition. Furthermore, they stipulate that any sexual activity

directed towards a person under the age of sixteen without their consent should be

recognised as child sexual abuse. The authors also state that child sexual abuse, "must be

defined by every circumstance in which it occurs: in families representative of all classes,

races and social strata; in state-run and private institutions; on the street; in classrooms; in

pornography, advertising and fiIms."23

Brock uses the term sexual abuse to refer to both incestuous and non-incestuous

sexual relations. This author also states that the age of the child is important because a

young person is unable to give proper consent to sexual activities. Brock is critical of the

continuum model employed by Kelly which takes into account the range of sexual abuse

that may be experienced. She claims that the continuum model, "can be used to present a

linear model with an implicit hierarchy of experience, from mild to the horrific. To

conceptualise sexual exploitation through a mapping of experiences allows us better to

understand the complexities of women's experiences."24 Brock is also critical of the fact

that "sexual abuse has become a monolithic category and a totalising discourse which

blurs women's experiences while it seeks to uncover them."25 She claims that this has

occurred because the category of 'women' has been defined as a homogenous group rather

than a heterogeneous one.'u

1.2 The Lesacv of Freud and Kinsev

The non-feminist literature on child sexual abuse is replete with the denial of the

23 Driver, E.et. al. ( I 989 ).pg.4.
2aBrock, D.(1991). 'Talkin' 'Bout a Revelation - Feminist Popular Discourse on Sen¡al Abuse,' in
Canadian lloman Studies, Vol.12, Fall, pg.13.
tt tbid.(lsgt).pg.14.
26tbidltllt¡.
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occurrence and incidence of this phenomenon. Freud, whose work is highly regarded

within academic circles, stated that "it was hardly credible that perverted acts against

children were so general."z1 Kinsey, another researcher whose work has gained credence,

also states that, 'Tleterosexual incest occurs more frequently in the thinking of clinicians

and social workers than it does in actual performance."2s Women and children who have

been sexually abused have been silenced by the theoretical conclusions drawn by these two

academics. This silence is the result of the labeling of child sexual abuse victims as liars.2e

Herman claims that,

The legacy of Freud's inquiry into the sabject of incest was a tenacious

prejudice, still shared by professionals and laymen alike, that children lie

about sexual abuse. This belief is by now so deeply ingrained that children

who dare to report sexual sssaults are more likely to have their complainls

di smi s se d a s fanta sy.3o

The traditional psychiatric literature on child sexual abuse has been influenced by

Freud's earlier research and interest in the causes of female hysteria. Freud interviewed

several women from conservative families belonging to the middle and upper echelons of

Austrian society, who had manifested symptoms of hysteria. It was revealed to him by

these women that they had been sexually abused as children by trusted male adults. In

1896 Freud proposed in'The Aetiology of Hysteria,'and'studies on Hysteria'that there

was a direct link between female hysteria in adult life and child sexual abuse. Despite these

27 As quoted in Herman, J.L.(198l).p.g.10
28 As quoted in Russell, D.E.H.(1986). The Secret Trauma: incest in the lives of Girls and Women^Basic

Books Inc, New York, P.g.6.
2eDriver, E.et.al.(1989). & Hermaq J.L.(1981). , ;
to Herman, J.L.(l9Sl). p.g. I l.

í2. U,1
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revelations, Freud withdrew his thesis in 1905 as a result of the negative pressure he had

received from colleagues and his own doubt that decent men would participate in such

deviant behaviour.3I

Eventually, Freud published the'Oedipus Complex,'which stipulates that women

confuse their unconscious desire for their fathers with the belief that they had been

sexually abused.32 He further denounced his early research by claiming that incest was rare

and that if it did occur it was due to the fact that the child instigated the sexual encounter.

Freud also identified in the families of the women who had disclosed sexual abuse the

existence of a pathological mother. This term is utilised by Freud to refer to women who

fail to sexually satisfy her husband. The sexual deprivation experienced by the father,

according to Freud, can result in the husband being forced to seek sexual gratification

from his daughter.33 This position on effect creates a discourse which removes

responsibility from the perpetrator of child sexual abuse, the father to women and children.

Therefore, reinforcing the phenomenon of child sexual abuse as non-gendered.

Furthermore, the discourse is operating to suggest that male sexuality is inevitable and

'needs' an outlet.

In 1953, Alfred Kinsey and his associates interviewed four thousand young,

educated, Caucasian, middle class American women about their sexual experiences as

young children with adults. The data collected demonstrated that incest was a relatively

cornmon occurrence, although Kinsey argued that the incidence of these encounters were

less frequent than previously thought. He, like Freud, stipulated that repeated sexual

" Herman, J.L.(1981).

"Finkelor, D.(1984).

"Herman, J.L.(1981).
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assault between adult men and female children occurred at the instigation of the child. The

data gathered by Kinsey suggested that at least eighty percent of the respondents were

adversely effected by these incestuous encounters.'n However, Kinsey stated that, "it is

diffìcult to understand why a child, except for it's cultural conditioning be disturbed at

having it's genitalia touched."35 This standpoint trivialises the inherent harmfulness of child

sexual abuse. It in effect normalises adult-child sex and sanctions sexual relations between

adult men and young children.

Freud and Kinsey are the earliest contributors to the debate on child sexual abuse,

with their work significantly influencing mainstream research pertaining to the sexual

abuse of children Their research uncovered the existence of the sexual abuse of young

girls by trusted male adults. However, as with the current mainstream literature on child

sexual abuse this research was punctuated with both inconsistencies and denial. Women

were provided with the space by these academics to tell their stories of sexual

victimization, but their stories were consequently denied as fantasy or distortion. Their

voices were silenced.

The sociological literature on father-daughter incest is heavily influenced by the

development of the notion of the dysfunctional family in the late 1940's.36 It was

developed from family psychiatry which differs from classical psychiatry in that it

recognises the family as a 'single entity,' rather than a composite of individual members.

The dysfunctional family theory focuses on the pathology of the family as a 'systen¡' it

toHerman. J.L.(1981).
3s As quoted in Herman, J.L.(1981); pg.7.

'u Waldby, C.et.al.(1989). 'Theoretical perspective's on fatherdaughter incest' in Driver, E. & Droisen, A
(Eds), Child Sexual Abuse; A Feminist Reader, New York University Press, New York.

f)
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does not concentrate on the individual pathology of each family member. The breakdown

of the normal family system is considered to occur when the mother fails to fulfill her

traditional role as a protector and nurturer.

Generally, the literature on child sexual abuse from a family dysfunction

perspective identifies four characteristics of the mother which results in the breakdown of

the family unit. She is considered to be dysfunctional as a wife, mother, parent and adult.

Women are characterised as dysfunctional through the failure to sexually gratify their

husbands. The therapeutic intervention advocated by family dysfunction theorists is to re-

establish 'normal' relationships within the family. This approach is considered to be

important as incest is perceived to be the symptom of the dysfunctional family unit rather

than the cause. However, the relationship that is focused on is the mother-daughter one,

the father's relationship with the daughter and the rest of the family are not examined.3T

Justice et.al.38 advocate interventionist therapeutic treatment for the parents of incest

abuse in an attempt to prevent it from re-occurring. Their main focus is transforming the

parents relationship so that the father has his emotional and sexual needs met by the wife

and not the daughter, 'fuhen the parents find greater satisfaction, emotionally and sexually,

with each other, they are less likely to turn to the child to get their needs met."3e This

theoretical standpoint reproduces female sexuality as responsive to others needs and

responsible for male satisfaction. It invokes the notion that male sexuality is inevitable that

men's need for sex is paramount. And it reproduces masculine sexuality as instrumental

use of others.

" Waldry, C.et.al.(19s9).
38 Justice, B.et.al. ( 1979).

'n tbid.lt gzl).pg.250.
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The cycle of abuse theory is another explanation for the cause of child sexual abuse

which has been generally well received by academics. The underlfng assumption of this

theory is that the sexual abuse of children is learned behaviour. This theory suggests that

perpetrators of child sexual abuse have th¡ough their own victimization as children

experienced the abuse as normal.ao Renvoize argues that many fathers who sexually abuse

their daughters were exposed to the sexual victimization of their sisters, mothers of

incestuous families are also identified as being sexually abused as children.ar

Replete in the non-feminist literature on father-daughter incest is the representation

of mothers as submissive, sexual deviants. This construction is a reproduction of Freud's

theoretical understandings of non-participating mothers of incest abuse. In 1979 Justice

et.al,a2 influenced by the theoretical premises of the Oedipus Complex, states that the

mothers of father-daughter incest families are'figid or wants no sex with her husband.'/3

Mothers are constructed by the non-feminist discourse as sexually and socially

dysfunctional as wives through their failure to gratify their husbands sexually. According

to the non-feminist literature on father-daughter incest, this results in the husband being

forced to seek sex from his daughter. De Young states that "in many cases of paternal

incest, the mother sexually withdraws from her husband before incest is actually

initiated.'/o De Young also explicitly articulated that she did not want, 'to blame the

mothers'45 However, the discourse is operating to blame mothers for the sexual abuse of

{Brock,D.(1991).
ar Fraser, M.(1981). 'The Child' in Taylor, B. (Ed). Perspectives on Paedophilia, Batsford Academic and

Educational Ltd, London.
a2 Justice, B.et.al. ( 1979).
t' tbid.llezl). pg.9s-99.
* tuio.ltlsz).pg.2o.
otDe Young, M.(1982). pg.l9.
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their children as it positions mothers as responsible for the protection of their children

from the other parent. This standpoint invokes the notion that the male essential 'need' for

sex is inevitable. Furthermore, it reproduces the construction of female sexuality as

responsive to the male need for sex.

The representation of non-colluding mothers as "tired or worn out, weak and

submissive,'Æ and 'lndifferent, absent or promiscuous,'/t also dominates the mainstream

literature on father-daughter incest. This is despite the fact that the withdrawal of sexual

activity by these women can be read as a form of resistance. The mainstream literature on

father-daughter incest is also dominated by the notion that women desire and encourage

their daughters to fulfill their own diminishing role as mother. It is suggested that the

mothers actively seek in their daughters a substitute wife for their husbands who can fulfill

all marital obligations, including sex.o8 
ae This standpoint agau_ shifts the responsibility for

the occurrence of this heinous act from the male perpetrator to the mother.

Gordon5o extracted the case records of families who had reported sexual abuse by

fathers towards their daughters between 1880-1930. The records were collected from

three Boston welfare agencies and the findings were published in 1986. The authors' main

focus was to challenge the dominant construction of young girls as passive victims of

incest abuse. Resilience and tenacity were the identifying characteristics of these young

girls, however Gordon reproduced the common representation of the mothers as

a6 Justice, B.et.al.( I 979).
o7 tuid.ltlzl¡.
a8 Justice, B.et.al.( 1979).
onKempe, R.S.(19S4). For further information refer to pages 52-53
soGordon, L.(1986).
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"absent"5l and'fueakened."52 The author also reiterates the mother-daughter role reversal

hypotheses as a causal element of child sexual abuse within the family.s' This author

draws from the family dysfunction theory in an attempt to explain the occuffence of incest

abuse and therefore reproduces the construction of mother as responsive to the needs of

male sexuality and responsible for the protection of children from child sexual abuse.

The mainstream literature on father-daughter incest abounds with theories of the

deviant and pathological mother, however there is a noticeable absence of research on

incestuous fathers. One of the main features of the psychological literature on child sexual

abuse is the tendency to examine the pathology of the perpetrator of child sexual abuse.

However, the mainstream literature tends to deny that perpetrators of child sexual abuse

are pathological. This in effect tends to normalise the inappropriate sexual behaviour of

male adults towards children. Righton who is the Director of Education at the National

Institute of Social Work states that,

I see no reason to think that an attraction to children in or approaching

early adolescence is either more or less mysterious, ( or more restricted ),

than a penchantfor redheads. The important dffirence between them

rests not on the dubious assumption that one is 'normal'and the other so

perverse as to require special explanation, but on the socíal rule which

permits adult men to have sexwith adult redheads if both so please, but

forbids them to do sowith children. The rule may be perfectly sensible;

but it cannot be invoked to prove that sexual attraction to children is

5r Gordon, L.(1986).pg.255
52Ibidltlso).pe.255.
5'tbid.ltsae¡.
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pathological.5a

Righton in effect suggests that adult male sexual attraction to children is an

extension of normal male sexuality. This invokes the notion of child sexual abuse as a

natural act, the construction of child sexual abuse as such is in direct conflict with the

documented experiences of children who have been sexually abused. This statement

trivialises the heinous nature of child sexual abuse through its construction of male

perpetrator sexuality as normal.

Despite the fact that there is limited research on the pathology of pe¡petrators of

child sexual abuse, the psychological literature does identify specific i{rcestuous

personalities which is perceived to be the result of a disturbed childhood and possible

sexual vic/timu;ation.ss One of the most common views of fathers who commit incest is

that they are introverted personalities who tend to be family orientated and socially

isolated. These fathers have been identified as establishing few close relationships with

males and with failing to have their emotional needs met. The non-feminist literature on

father-daughter incest suggests that the isolation the father experiences coupled with an

emotionally distant wife forces the father to rely on his daughter to have his emotional and

sexual needs met.56 tt t* Finkelor suggests that a father may seek sexual gratification from

his daughter because he is 'too inhibited or moralistic to find_sexual satisfaction outside

the family."se This particular statement in effect normalises incest abuse through the

toRighton, P.(1981). 'The Adult,' in Taylor, B.(Ed). Perspectives on Paedophilia, BatúordAcademic and

Educational Lt{ London, p9.25.
s5 waldry, c.et.al.(1989).
tuKempe, RS.(1984).
5? Justice, B.et.al. (I97 9).
sERenvoize, J.(1982).

'n Finkelor, D. ( I 984).pg.43
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articulation of perpetrators as moralistic. Can a man who sexually abuses his own children

be considered moralistic because he did not engage in sexual relations outside of his home

with another adult woman ? This standpoint reproduces the construction of daughters and

sons as sexually responsive and responsible for the sexual gratification of 'moralistic'

fathers.

Another coÍrmon view of incestuous fathers is that they are authoritarian,

patriarchal figures who rule their household with an iron fist. They are disciplinarians who

may use physical force to achieve their desired outcomes.uo This view emphasises the

power that the father wields and the consequent subordination of his children and wife.

Furthermore, the dominant literature on father-daughter incest tends to portray incestuous

fathers as incapable of expressing emotional attachment. De Young states that they

"disguise their needs for closeness and intimacy through strong macho attitudes toward

sex. Sex is the only way they permit themselves to get close to anyone.'ft This position

removes the predatory nature of child sexual abuse from view, it invokes the notion that

men se>rually abuse children because of a need for intimacy. This discourse is in effect

operating to dilute the abusive, coercive, predatory nature of child rape through the

conflation of sex and intimacy. Another perspective on incestuous fathers which

reproduces male sexuality as inevitable is their construction as incapable of controlling

their sexual impulses6' 'lhey swear they will never to it again, but soon the compulsion

returns and their will-power disappears.'ó3

The incestuous personality, it is argued, can be controlled under an effective

@ Justice, B.et.al.(1979)
ut tbid.llezl).pe.78.
62Renvoize, J.(1982).
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treatment program.64 Herman,65 who is influenced by the traditional psychological

literature on perpetrators, argues that incestuous fathers should be reunited with their

families if they had displayed signs of rehabilitation as a result of therapeutic sessions.

However, Herman is also influenced by feminist theory and therefore advocates an

interventionist approach which transforms the patriarchal nature of the family, which in

turn would restrict the fathers capacity to sexual misuse his children.

The non-feminist literature on father-daughter incest portrays the mother as

dysfunctional for withdrawing sexual activities from her husband. This standpoint locates

the blame of incest with the mother and it reproduces the notion of female sexuality as

responsive to male sexuality. Furthermore, she is positioned as the parent responsible for

the protection of children from the other parent. The non-feminist discourse operates to

construct the father's strong desire for sex as normal, despite the fact that it eventuates in

the sexual abuse of his children. The incestuous father is constructed by the non-feminist

discourse as a misunderstood, emotionally needy person who can only experience intimacy

through sex. This position invokes the notion that the sexual abuse of children can be

experienced by the child as a romantic, loving, and consensual relationship therefore

trivialising the predatory and inappropriateness of adult-child sex.

The non-feminist literature on father-daughter incest also identifies incestuous

fathers with psychopathic personalities.uu ut This type of father is prone to using violence

as a measure of his authority. He is identified as promiscuous, engaging in sexual relations

63 Rnevoize, J. ( 1 9S2).pg. 87
*tui¿.(ts¡z).
tt Herman, J.l. ( I 9S l).pg.27
*Kempe, R.S.(19s4).
67 Justice, B.et.al. ( I 979).
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outside of his marital home. However, as I have mentioned previously there is a general

consensus within the mainstream literature that,

we dofind men with psychopathic personalities and indiscriminate

seruality who view children as objects, and these men are often also

violent. But mostfathers incestuously involvedwith their daughters are

introverted personalities who tend to be socially isolated andfamily

oriented.6s

Both Freud and Kinsey have identified the presence of the seductive daughter who

initiates sex with her father, this characteristic of young female victims dominates the

literature on child sexual abuse. Justice et.al.6e identifu various characteristics of female

girls who are sexually abused by their fathers, one of these is the seductive daughter. The

authors state that the daughters of incest abuse, "may develop a seductive manner, look,

or behaviour to attract attention,"70 and "she may be the one who initiates sexual activity

with the father and gives the come-on to other men."71 Renvoize states that 'lnost

victimised children eventually learn to be seductive and use this seductiveness."T2 De

Young identifies six causes of the alleged seductive behaviour of daughters, however she

claims that "although the child may play a pivotal role in the incestuous family, the role is

always that of a victim. As such, incest is always a reflection of adult culpability."T3

However, to refer to a child who is being sexually abused as seductive is to minimalise and

* Kempe, RS.(19Sa).pg.a9.
ut Justice, B.et.al. ( I 979).

'o lbid.lteTs).pg.95.
tt lbid.ltlzs).pg.95.
72 Renvoize, J. ( I 9S2).pg. 90.
t' De Young, M.(1982).pg.27
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trivialise the predatory nature of sexual abuse. It invokes the notion that the child

instigated the sexual act. And, it invokes the notion of desire by the child for the

The construction of the seductive child in ef[ect invokes the romance discourse

removes from view the coercive and destructive nature of child sexual abuse.

Armstrong published a book on incest in 1994, she traced the debates that have

surrounded child sexual abuse since the seventies and found that there has been a backlash

which has continued to deny the prevalence of the sexual molestation of children.

Armstrong argues that the legal and social system in America has continued to protect

children and mothers who have disclosed the occurrence of incest abuse. Furthermore, she

states that women's experience of sexual abuse is being denied as a result of the

development of the theoretical concept of false memory syndrome.

The psychiatric literature on child sexual abuse continues to perpetrate the m¡h

that the sexual abuse of children is not a widespread phenomenon. The most current

ideology which denies both women and children the space to legitimise their experiences

of child sexual abuse is the False Memory Syndrome. False Memory Syndrome is

identifiable as a condition which results in an indMdual recalling false memories of child

sexual abuse. It is generatly agreed that this occurs when women are led to believe, by

their therapists who are treating them for other 'neurosis,' that they have been sexually

abused as children.tn ArmstrongT5 identifies the inception of False Memory Syndrome and

claims that the original idea was borne from a woman, Pamela Freyd whose husband had

been accused of serual abuse by his daughter Jennifer Freyd. Pamela Freyd published an

TaArmstrong,L.(1994). Rocking the Cradle of Sexual Politics: l(hat happened when women saicl incest,

Addison-Wesþ Publishing Company, lvfassachusetts.
tt lbid.ltll+¡.
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article, under a pseudonym, about her daughter's false memories of child sexual abuse and

fourteen months later in 1992 established the False Memory Syndrome Foundation.

Consequently, Armstrong claims that it gained credence within academic circles and the

general public because,

The media reacted to it like a starved thing. The stock of quotable experts

soared. Serious social scientists took it to be seriously about memory and

set themselves to doing studies ønd publishing articles.T6

False Memory Syndrome has been effective in denying women and children a

voice. In that it positions them as incapable of identifying and recalling true memories.

There is the suggestion that women are neurotic and liars, and that they live in a fantasy

world unable to distinguish between reality and fiction. Furthermore, False Memory

Syndrome supports the previous hypotheses in the psychiatric literature which claim that

child sexual abuse is not a widespread phenomenon. It also positions men as having the

authentic voice, their denial of sexually abusing children is the only recognised spoken

truth.

An article published in 'The Australian Magazine'77 on False Memory Syndrome

highlights the way in which the media has participated in the silencing of women who

disclose experiences of child sexual abuse. The journalist, Chesshyre, is sympathetic to the

plight of a 'hard-working, law-abiding, self-improving, God-fearing"78 middle class,

white, family man who was accused of sexually abusing his daughters. He claims that the

accused, Paul Ingram "looked as if he would be hard to invent a convincing story as to

t6 Armstrong , L .(1994) .p .9.240 .

7? 
Chesshyre, R.(1995).False Memory ?' in The Australian Magazine, March 1l-12.

tt Ibidltel5).pe.12.
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why he was late home from work."7e This statement in effect reproduces the notion that

seemingly 'respectable' men are incapable of lying. The article continues and implicitly

states that Ingram was innocent of the charges brought against him and had found himself

in his current predicament because "he was swept up in a hysteria that awakened echoes of

the Salem witch hunt of two centuries before."80 This line of argument was pursued

despite the fact that Ingram had confessed to sexually abusing two of his daughters over a

period of seventeen years and had been sentenced to twenty years of incarceration. This

standpoint reinforces the notion that women and children lie about sexual abuse and that

men are the innocent victims of female vindictiveness. Furthennore, it suggests that the

sexual abuse of children is infrequent and that men are incapable of sexually abusing

children.

Chessyhre claims that, "In search of an explanation, they sent for Richard Ofshe, a

social psychologist and expert on cults and police interrogations."*r Ofshe claimed that

Ingram had recalled false memories, fantasies that he had never enacted upon but had

believed he had because of the undue pressure that was placed upon him during police

interrogations and psychological assessments.

This article has the potential to invoke hysteria among those who read it, it

suggests that any adult women is capable of accusing'innocent'fathers of sexual abuse and

consequently destroying every fibre of their lives. The journalist concludes the article by

gleefully claiming that, 'the fight back has begun, and earlier this year Gary Ramona, a

Californian father accused of child sexual abuse, won $4650,000 damages against a

'n tbid. 1 1 sls't.pe. t2.
80 Chesshyre, R.( 1995).pg. I 2.
tr tbid.ltlls).pg.16.
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therapist who induced his daughter to recover'memories'that she had been raped by him

until she was 19."82 Chesshyre's prejudice is glaringly obvious throughout the article,

however it can be best understood by his inclusion of the address to 'The Paul Ingram

Right To A Fair Trial Organisation.' The interesting point to note about this article is how

False Memory Syndrome was used in reference to the accused perpetrator, Paul Ingram.

False Memory Syndrome has operated within the psychiatric literature to silence women,

however it has also been used in conjunction with the silencing of perpetrators. It appears

that the only truth that men are able to speak of, when referring to child sexual abuse, is a

truth which denies that it occurs.

1.3 Radical Feminist Theorv

During the 1970's there was a dramatic increase in research on child sexual abuse,

this increment coincided with a preponderance of writing by radical feminists. It was

during this period that feminists began to publish personal narratives on child sexual abuse.

A prominent contributor to the debate on incest was Florence Rush who published

writings early in the 1970's, Rush stipulates that men sexually abuse women and children

because they have the power to do so, "male sexual power over women and children is

institutionally integrated."s3 Her work, as with other feminist research, influenced the

debate on child sexual abuse as her proposals radically departed from the traditional

literature. She argued that children who were victims of childhood sexual assault were not

the initiators. Rush also acknowledged that incest is a phenomenon which has extended

throughout Western history and that its incidence is not solely confined to one particular

82 
Chesshyre, R( 1995).pg. I 8.

t' Rush, F.(1980).pg. 14.
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race, class or ethnicity.

There is a preponderance of feminist literature on child sexual abuse which has

been written from a radical feminist perspective. Curiously, there is a tendency by

mainstream academics to refer to these writings simply as feminist. This may be a

reflection of the limited knowledge that mainstream authors have regarding feminist

theorizing. As they refer to feminism as if it is homogenous in nature, failing to recognise

the variations which exist within feminist methodological approaches and theorizing.

However, it could also be a refection of the fact that feminist debates on child sexual

abuse have predominantly been examined by radical feminists.

Women and children continue to be silenced by more recent theorizing which has

been undertaken by mainstream academics in an attempt to provide explanations for the

cause of child sexual abuse. This mode of silencing is not as explicitly evident as it is in the

work of Freud and Kinsey. However, radical feminist theorists have been successful in

exposing the patriarchal biases which underpin these theoretical positions and which

consequently silence women and children. It is the acknowledgment of child sexual abuse

as a gendered act and as a manifestation of male power which provides radical feminists

with the theoretical tools to expose the patriarchal biases which influence mainstream

theories such as cycle of abuse, the dysfunctional family and the seductive child.

Radical feminist theorists have been particularly critical of the cycle of abuse

theory. Armstrong is critical of this position and refers to the gendered nature of the act of

child sexual abuse in order to disqualify it. Armstrong claims that "it made no sense.

Offenders continued to tally at over 90 percent male, and the majority of victims tallied as
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female."84 In other wotds, the cycle of abuse theory could only be an adequate hypothesis

if the percentages of male perpetrators and female victims were not so markedly different.

Radical feminists have exposed the tendency of the family dysfunction theory to

blame women for the sexual abuse of children. They argue that this theory has failed to

recognise that the family is patriarchal by nature and that the sexual abuse of children by

their fathers is a manifestation of male power within the family. Liebman Jacobs claims

that "feminist analysis has treated sexual abuse within the family as a source of female

victimization that results from patriarchal family arrangements that create and foster

female dependence and powerlessness through male control over women and children."8s

Finkelor notes that the family dysfunction model of analysis for child sexual abuse has also

failed to address the sexual abuse of boys. He claims that the family dysfunction theory or

as it is referred to by Finkelor the incestuous family model has:

quickly becqme the 'classic' model and much sexual abuse was thought

about in relation to it. However, it is clearly a model that applies

predominately, if not exclusively, to girls. In the absence of any obvious

model to accommodate it, the sexual abuse of boys appeared as something

of an anomoly.tu

Radical feminists have also exposed the tendency of the mainstream literature to

posit children as responsible for sexual abuse occurring through the utilization of the

notion of the seductive child. Driver et.al. state that,

The myth that children are seductive is the commonest device by which a

8a Armstrong, L. ( I 99a).pg. 93.
85 Liebman Jacobs, J.(1990). 'Reassessing Mother Blame in lncest' in Slgns, Vol.15, No.3, pg.499
t6 Finkelor, D.(19s4). pg. 150.
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defensive society can rationalise lhe occurrence of child sexual abuse, and

operates in much the same way as the notion lhal adults who get harassed

must have 'askedfor it.87

Driver et.al. also note how problems arise when there is an attempt to define the age at

which children can be considered seductive. They argue that some academics only

perceive older children as capable of being sexually attractive to paedophiles. This in effect

leaves unnoticed the sexual misuse of younger children, however the sexual use of older

children by adult males is constructed as being understandable and therefore is dismissed

as a problem. Furthermore, Driver et.al. note that those children whose physical

appearance exceeds their age are left, in effect, unprotected from male sexual predation.ss

A critical analysis of the mainstream literature by radical feminists has exposed the

manner in which these discourses have operated to silence and blame both women and

children for the occulrence of child sexual abuse. Dominelli claims that 'lnfluential experts

have endorsed the blaming of women through their writings."se This blaming has had the

effect of rendering women and children's'voices mute and eradicating the space for them

to speak of their experiences. Furthermore, the technique of blaming has had the effect of

undermining the notion of responsibilrty of child sexual abuse. The radical feminist

literature on child sexual abuse has challenged the assumption that women are liars and

that men tell the truth. Driver et.al. state that 'This is an ancient myth which has particular

implications for allegations of sexual abuse made by children and their mothers.'{

8t Driver, E.et.al.( I 989).pg.3 1.
tt tbid.lreae¡.
tn Dominelli, L. (1989).pg.292.
* Driver, E.et.al.( 19S9).



36

1.4 The Construction of Child Sexua

Father-daughter incest is the one case of child sexual abuse that is focused on by

radical feminist theorists. Herman,el Rush,e2 Armstrong,nt Crew Solomon,ea Dominelli,es

and Liebman Jacobs% have all focused their research exclusively on father-daughter

incest. In this respect the radical feminist literature on child sexual abuse has not departed

from the mainstream literature. The radical feminist discourse, similarly to the mainstream

discourse, is operating to suggest that father-daughter incest is the only manifestation of

child sexual abuse. This has the effect of marginalising and trivialising those experiences of

children who are sexually abused by other trusted adults such as uncles, brothers, cousins,

family friends, the local doctor and so forth.

There are several reasons why father-daughter incest has become the one

quintessential case of child sexual abuse in the radical feminist literature. They include the

fact that there has been a concerted effort by radical feminist theorists to expose the

patriarchal biases which dominate the mainstream literature on father-daughter incest. This

has been done successfully, however the failure to move beyond an analysis of father-

daughter incest has also resulted in a discourse which operates to deny, disguise other

forms of child sexual abuse. Some radical feminist authors concentrate their research

exclusively on father-daughter incest as it is considered by them to be the most deviant

nt Hermarl J.L.et.al.(198 t).
eRush, F.(19s0).
ß Armstrong,L.(I994).

'o Crew Solomon, J.(1992). 'Child Sexual Abuse þ Family Members: A Radical Feminist Perspective,' in
Sex Roles: A Journol of Research, Yol.27, No.9-10, November.

e5 Dominelli, L.(1989). 'Betrayal of Tn¡st: A Feminist Analysis of Power Relationships in Incest Abuse

and it's Relwance for Social Work Practice,' inBritish Journal of Social lltork, Yol.L9.
% Liebman Jacobo, J.(1990).
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sexual act.e7 Hermanes specifically studies father-daughter incest because of its' heinous

nature and because it highlights the unequal power relations inherent in the nuclear family.

An analysis of father-daughter incest by radical feminists highlights the inherent

harmfulness of the patriarchal family. Despite the fact that radical feminists are concerned

with the mechanism of power relations within the family, there is a failure to examine

other forms of power relations in which child sexual abuse occurs.

Radical feminist theorists posit the family as inherently harmful as it is perceived to

be the site where the socialisation and construction of gender roles and identities are

formulated.t This theoretical assumption underlies the concept of the family as being a

mechanism which contributes to the perpetuation ofthe patriarchal system. Crew Solomon

states that;

Thefanily contributes to the continuation of the patriarchal system

through the socialising of the young into the appropriate roles, attitudes,

and personality characteristics. Men are socialised to be aggressive and

are taught that sexual conquest is a sign of masculinity. In contrast, 'Most

caltural images ofwomen qre in mtrturing roles, such as breast-feeding,

child care, and husband care.'oo

The notion that women's oppression as a sex- class is the result of the socialisation

of feminine and masculine gender roles within the nuclear famity has had a significant

impact on the fact that father-daughter incest has been examined extensively by radical

ntHerman, J.L.(19S1).
*tui¿.(tssr).
t Crew Solomon, J.(1992).
ræAs quoted in Crew Solomor¡ J.(lgg2).
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feminist academics.

As a consequence of the recognition of child sexual abuse as a gendered act, the

gendered categories of victim and perpetrator are able to emerge. There has been a

tendency by radical feminists to refer to victims of child sexual molestation as female and

perpetrators as male.rot This is made particularly evident by the faú that the majority of

studies conducted by radical feminists on child sexual abuse have specifically focused on

father-daughter incest.ro2 The utilization of the categories of victim in this manner is

reductionist in nature as it fails to provide the conceptual space from which male victims

of child sexual abuse can be analyzed. The construction of victim as female by the radical

feminist discourse has the effect of silencing the voices of young boys who have been

sexually abused. Radical feminists have been critical of the fact that mainstream discourse

on child sexual abuse has operated in such a way as to deny women and young girls the

space to speak of their experiences. Howeveç the modernist assumptions which underpin

the theoretical premises of radical feminist rhetoric operates to silence victims, particularly

that of male victims.

It is imperative to examine the different circumstances in which child sexual abuse

occurs. The importance of opening up the theoretical space to allow male victims of child

sexual abuse a voice can not be undermined. Especially when one is to consider that there

is a general consensus among academics that the incidence of child sexual abuse against

r0r It must be noted that radical feminist academics generally stipulate at the outset of their research that
there are both male victims and female perpetrators of child sen¡al abuse. For example Armstrong, L.
(1994), Crew Solomon, (1992) & Dominelli, L.(1989).
to2As has been shown in the literature review there are many academics who utilize radical feminist
theory zuch as Hermar¡ J.L.et.al.(1981), RuslU F.(1980), Armstrong, L.(1994), Crew Solomon,l.(1992),
Dominelli, L.(1989), Russell, D.E.H.(1986), Wattenberg, E.(1985), James, K.et.al.(1990) & Liebman
Jacobs, J.(1990) and have concentrated their resea¡ch solely on fatherdaughter incest.
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young males is infrequently disclosed and is considered to be underreported.rO3 It is

believed that this is the case as young boys are confronted with the added stigma of

disclosing a homosexual act. In other words, young male victims are silenced by the sexual

abuse, the homosexual nature of the abuse, non-feminist theorizing and the construction of

victim as female in the radical feminist literature. Finkelor states that,

the rape paradigm primarily sensitized people to inquire about the

victimization of girls at the hands of men. The paradigm did not ,j

l:
encourage to consideration of abused boys, especially at the hands of ', 

t

men.too

The radical feminist literature on child sexual abuse has highlighted the gendered

nature of this phenomenon in an attempt to reveal the voices of the victims of child sexual

abuse. However, the theoretical paradigrns employed by radical feminists are reductionist

in nature as they marginalise the experiences of male victims of child sexual abuse. Radical

feminist discourse operates in such a manner as to construct the category of victim as

being female therefore marginalising the experience of male victims.

The radical feminist discourse has tended to construct the category of adults to

refer specifically to male perpetrators, this position avoids the examination of female

perpetrators of child sexual abuse. Driver et.al.rOs highlight the gendered nature of child

sexual abuse with the appropriate statistical evidence and state that, "Our contributors

reflect this survey in the language of their chapters, by referring to child-molesters with the

I 03 Armstron g, L.(I99 4) & Crew Solomon, J.(I992)
l0oFinkelor, D.(19S4). Finkelor also acknowledges that the'family dysfunction'theory which dominates

the sociological literature on child sexual abuse has operated in a way as to neglect the study
tot Driver, E.et.al. ( l9s9).

¡.tl
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male pronourì."106 However, it must be noted that several authors who utilize the tenets of

radical feminist theory in their examination of child sexual abuse have dedicated separate

chapters of their research to analyze female perpetrators. r0T r08 Despite this there is an

absence of literature which examines male victims and female perpetrators of child sexual

abuse from a radical feminist perspective.to' There are numerous studies which have

concluded that the percentage of female perpetrators of child sexual abuse is minimal.rr0

However, an analysis of female perpetrators can not and should not be abandoned because

of the limited incidence of this form of child sexual abuse as it does occur.

The modernist assumptions which underpin the theoretical premises of radical

feminist rhetoric have in effect operated to silence and marginalise the experiences of

\¡/omen and children who have been sexually abused. As mentioned previously, radical

feminists use both gender and youth as a marker of vulnerability to sexual abuse. Weedon

claims that, '?.adical feminists tend to see the root of women's oppression in either

women's biological capacity for motherhood or innate, biologically determined male

aggression as manifest in rape, which makes men dangerously different from women."rrr

It is this model of power as sex-dominance which results in the construction of the

universalizing, monolithic categories of women and men by radical feminists. The

t * tbid. 1 t lal).pg. r -2.
rotFinkelor, D.(1984), & Crew Solomon, I.(1992).
r08 Russell, D.E.H.(19S6), has devoted a separate chapter on male victims, however this author but does

not give female perpetrators the same space for analysis as a result of her study which found that only five
per cent of perpetrators of incest abuse are female. Driver, E. et.al.(1989), analyze se>n¡al abuse by females

but do not examine separately boys as victims of child sexual abuse.
læHamblirL Aet.al.(1981). 'Sex¡al Abuse of Children,' inspare Riå, Issue lO6,M^y & Armstrong,

L.(lgg4), Herman, J.et.al.(1981), Rush, F.(1980), James, K.et.al.(1990), Gordor¡ L.(1986), Goddaf4

C.et.al.(1993), Dominelli, L.(1989), Wattenberg, E.(1985), CanzvarlM.(1992) andKrane, J.(1990).
ItoArmstrong,L.(1994), Russell, D.E.H.(19S6), Finkelor, D.(1984) & Herman, J.et.al.(1981).
ttt Weedon, C.(19S7). 'Principles of Poststnrcturalisn¡ in Feminist Practice and Poststructuralist Theory,

Blackwell Publishers, London.pg. 17.
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utilization of these unified categories as a starting point for the critical analysis of child

sexual abuse results in the obfuscation of the specific conditions and experiences of

individual men and women. Furthermore, it positions all men as sexually dangerous and all

women as inevitable victims of male sexuality. Therefore, it does not provide the space to

move beyond these constructions of femininity and masculinity. Sawicki claims that radical

feminist rhetoric, "reify(s) 'male' and 'female' sexuality and thus fail(s) to appreciate that

sexuality is a historically and culturally specific construct. This is problematic insofar as it

assumes that there is some essential connection between gender and sexual practice."ll2

Radical feminist theorising has exposed the mother-blaming tendencies in the

dominant literature on child sexual abuse, however they have reproduced the

representation of women as mere victims of male power. In l98l Hermanrr3 who is a

prominent sociologist incorporated in her own work the theoretical premises of radical

feminist theory. This author implicitly and explicitly stated that there was a need to move

beyond the traditional constructions of non-participating mothers in the literature of child

sexual abuse. Despite this Herman reproduced the notion that mothers occupy a

subordinate and powerless position within the family concluding that, 'the lack of a

strong, competent, and protective mother does seem to render girls more vulnerable to

sexual abuse."r14

Dominelli draws form the tenets of radical feminist rhetoric in an attempt to

understand the operation of power relations within the family and incest abuse.ttt She

ttt Sawicki, J.(1991). Disciplining Foucault: Feminism, Power qnd the Body,PtotÍledge, New York.
p.g.30-31.
r t' Herman. J.L.et.al. (1 98 1).
I I o lbid.(198 l). pe.49.

"t tbid-1llss¡
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therefore recognises women and children as powerless within the family who are

subordinated by the male head of the household. In an attempt to eradicate mother and

victim blaming, Dominelli reproduces the dominant ideology of women and children as

passive victims of male sexuality. She claims that, '1|êminist work with incest

victims/survivors also allows abused women and children to acknowledge their

powerlessness; not to blame themselves for what happened."tt6 Despite the fact that the

author recognises children of incest abuse as powerless she argues that they should be

referred to as survivors rather than victims because of the level of agency expressed by

them.

As has been mentioned previously, the radical feminist literature has positioned

women and children as inevitable 'victims' of male sexuality. Their gender and youth

render them powerless against the inherently predatory sexual nature of men, who as a

sex-class possess power. This modernist concept of power eradicates the theoretical

space from which one is able to speak about women and children's resistance to sexual

abuse.

As a starting point for analysis, radical feminist theorists have concentrated on the

commonalties which women share at the expense of recognising the differences which

exist between them. The radical feminist literature explicitly postulates that women as a

sex-class are powerless and that their status as victims of patriarchy is a commonality

which unites them. The utilization of this theoretical framework has resulted in the

conceptualisation of child sexual abuse as an act of male aggression, as a manifestation of

the patriarchal power they possess within the family and society at large. As I have

I r6 Dominelli, L.( I 988).pg.302
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mentioned previously, radical feminists perceive power as being located structurally and

possessed by one specific gender group, men. This positions women and children as

powerless within patriarchal societies, as a consequence they are rendered incapable of

gaining or experiencing power. The utilization of a modernist concept of patriarchal power

by radical feminist, has given many women and children of sexual abuse the space to voice

their experiences. However, this discourse on power also operates to render women and

children's voices marginal. This is the case because the radical feminist discourse on child

sexual abuse only provides women and children the space to speak from the devalued

subject position of victim of patriarchy.

Furthermore, radical feminist theory allows for the understanding of how the

patriarchal nature of the family sanctions the sexual abuse of children. However, this

theoretical position can not be utilised to explain why some men choose to abuse the

power they possess within the family to sexually abuse their children and other men do

not.

1.5 A Postmodern Feminist Response

Brock is critical of feminists who advocate and encourage political action against

child sexual abuse by refening to horrific and heinous biographical accounts. She argues

that this method is ineffective, as it does not allow women who have experienced sexual

abuse in a non-violent context a space to locate their own experiences. She claims that,

'without presenting a wide range of stories conveying how sexual abuse occurs, we do not

get a picture of how normalised (and therefore all the more insidious) sexual abuse can be
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in the lives of \ryomen and girls.'ltt This point also refers to the following one made by

Brock that the sexual abuse accounts presented by feminists are done so as if they are the

'dramatic true story."tt From this we are able to note that Brock rejects the modernist

assumption of a single unitary 'truth' of women's experiences and embraces the feminist

postmodern concept of 'truths.'

Brock is also critical of the feminist literature on child sexual abuse which

prescribes women who have been sexually abused as children to the role of victim. She is

suspicious of the dichotomy of victim/perpetrator and claims that it can result in women

further losing control,

llomenwho reveal themselves to have being sexually abusedwhen ytung

risk having this become constructed as the crux of their identity........and

their actions are perceived as alwtys related to their status as

victims/survivors."n

This is further evidence of the postmodern position that Brock has undertaken. As

is the following feminist analysis, sexual abuse has become a monolithic

category and a totalising discourse which blurs women's experience while it seeks to

uncover them. Part of how this is accomplished is through beginning analysis by using a

unitary category of 'women.'rthrock recognises that women universally experience

,'
oppression and that male power is manifested in sexual abuse of women. However, she

argues that by concentrating on this commonality between women, differences which

abound and a¡e a consequence offactors such as race, class, age, ethnicity and so forth are

I r? Brock, D.(199 l).pg. l2
ttt lbid.1l19l).pe.t2

+ 4
- ,';ì
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not recognised. This point is supported with a hypothetical situation, where a young, black

women who is raped by an older white man is encouraged by a feminist therapist to place

the heinous crime within the context of a'victim of patriarchy' model. Brock suggests that

this women's situation was also influenced by other factors such as race.

Although, I have claimed that the epistemological position employed by Brock is a

feminist postmodern one, it is also evident that Brock is influenced by structuralist

theories. As she often refers to the need of recognising structural factors such as race, age,

class and so forth in understanding \¡/omen's experience of sexual abuse. Her work also

advocates the necessþ for, 'when devising strategies for addressing sexual abuse we need

also account for the diversity of conditions which women face.'r20 It is obvious that Brock

recognises the need for examining sexual abuse from a postmodern perspective, but that it

is also imperative to recognise structural factors that operate so that strategies can be

implemented to address child sexual abuse. In other words, Brock has presented a piece of

work that incorporates the postmodern tenets of diversity and deconstruction, however

she has also advocated an approach that allows for the realisation of political action which

is one of the main criticisms of the feminist postmodern framework.
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2.0 Protective Behaviours Proerammes

One aspect of the increased research interest on child sexual abuse has been a

focus upon studies of prevention programmes many of which have been aimed at children.

Since the mid eighties, the literature on child sexual abuse has been characterised by

research which examines the effectiveness of 'protective behaviours' u+
Protective behaviours programmes generally advocate the importance of teaching

appropriate responses to threatening situations such as sexual, emotional, physical abuse

and domestic violence. Therefore, sex abuse is one among several abuses that children are

being schooled in protecting themselves from. These programmes are nofinally taught at

primary schools and are presented in the form of plays, storytelling, role playing and

games. The main emphasis of the protective behaviours progranìmes aimed at preventing

child sexual abuse is to inform children how to identi$ inappropriate sexual behaviour by

adults, to recognise 'good' and 'bad' touching, to encourage children to respond to the

behaviour by saying 'no' and finally to confide in a 'trusted' adult of any attempted or

actual abuse.2 This form of prevention is advocated by academics within the social welfare

professioq3 it must also be noted that there are others who are highly critical of this form

l Mac Millan, H.et.al.(1994). 'Primary Prevention of Child Sexual Abuse: A Critical Review. Part2,' in

Journal of Child Psychologt and Psychiatry, Yol.35. No.5. & Harris Coheq A.(1990). 'Education as a

Means of Prevention,' in Oates, K.(Ed), Understanding and Managing Child Sexual Abuse, Harcourt

Brace Jovanovich Publishers, Sydney. & Finkelor, D.(1984) & Sang, D.(1994)'
2Krazier, S.et.al.(1989), 'Child Senral Abuse Prevention Programs: What lvlakes Them Effective in
protecting Chitdren ?' inChitdren Today, Sepûember - October. & Brooks Johnsor¡ 8.(198Ð, 'Seraral

Abuse Prwention: A Rural Interdisciplinary Effort,' in Child lltelfure, Vol. LXVI, Number, 2, March-

April. e Robertson, K.et.al.(19S5), 'A Program For Prwenting Senral Abuse of Children,' inMCN'

Vol.l0, March-April. & Herman, J.(1981), & Ilarris Cohen, A(1990).
3Robertson, K.et.al.(1985), & Brooks Johnson, B.(1987), & Herman, J,(1981), & tlarris Cohen, A(1990),

& Finkelor, D.(1984).
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of prevention, although they are not as prevalent as those who support it.a

In the first section of this chapter, I will examine several studies which assess the

effectiveness of the protective behaviours programmes and will argue that community

acceptance of these programmes is used as a measure of their success. I will also outline

the underlying themes which characterise protective behaviours prograrnmes, particularly

the notion that children can prevent victimisation through the modification of their

behaviour. In the second section of this chapter, I will undertake a detailed examination of

one protective behaviours programme which is currently being implemented in preschools

and primary schools throughout South Australia. This programme was originally compiled

by the late Peg Flandreau West, who is from the United States of America, it has been

modified for use in South Australian schools by Sue Gordon.s It is not stated in the

training manual of this programme what disciplinary background West is from, however

Gordon has worked 'as a social worker in the field of early childhood.'6 At the moment,

Gordon is employed by Mission SA and manages the publications and the training of

prevention programs such as the protective behaviours one.t This particular protective

behaviours prograflrme is entitled 'The Right To Feel Safe: Empowering strategies for

children and adults to prevent and intem¡pt violence and abuse.' I will examine the manner

in which the discourse of the protective behaviours programme operates to construct child

sexual abuse, victim, perpetrator, power, agency, female, male and childhood sexuality. In

the final section of this chapter, I will examine the implications this prograrnme has for the

o Sullivan, L.(1990), 'Preventing Child Sexual Abuse: Whose Responsibility ?' inAustralian Joumal of
Early Childhood, YoLIS, No.2, June.
tGordon, 5.(1995).
6 ruia.1tlls¡.pg.z.
t rui¿.(tsss).
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prevention of child sexual abuse.

2.1 Child Sexual Abuse Prevention Prosrammes

The protective behaviours programmes were developed in response to the sudden

tr'r'. L.¡",( :t.)'i

increment in the reporting of child sexual assault. Generally, these prograÍtmes have been

considered to be an innovative approach to preventing the sexual abuse of children.

Studies have reported that social welfare professionals, early childhood educators and

parents have accepted the protective behaviours programme as an appropriate and

successful way to curb the incidence of child sexual abuse. Furthermore, the programme is

reported to be well received by children who are introduced to it through school settings.

For example K¡azier et.al.8 state that, 'Many of these program approaches, which include

plays, games and videos, are visually appealing and highly entertaining, and parents and

teachers have widely embraced them." Robertson et.al. claim that, '\re have received only

positive responses from the parents who have participated,"e and "Teachers who have

participated in the workshops have praised them highly,"to and'.we have received nothing

but good reviews from the 800 students exposed to the program."rl Brooks Johnson

conducted a study in the mid western rural communities in North America in order to

determine the success of a production of a play in preventing child sexual abuse. The

author claims that the success of the preventative prograÍrme depended on its acceptance

by parents, educators and the general community.'2 The 'Right to Feel Safe' protective

8 Krazier, S. et. al. ( I 989).p.e.23 .

n Robertson, K.et.al. ( 1985).p.g. 102.
t o tbid. 1 1 la5).p.g.r02.
t t tbid.llets).p.g. l02.
r 2 Brooks Johnson, B. (198Ð, 'Sexual Abuse Prevention: A Rural Interdisciplinary Effort,' in Chi Id
l{elfare, Vol LXVI, No.2, March-April.
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behaviours programme also identifies community acceptance as an integral part of its'

success. Gordon states that,

Community involvement has always been recognised as an important

aspect of the Protective Behaviours process, and has been classified here

as a strategy in the light of recent research which shows that community

involvement, particularly parent involvement in school progrcrms, is one of

the key factors in the success of the program.r3

There have been several studies conducted on the effectiveness of the protective

behaviours programmes and it appears that academics evaluate the success of these

programmes by the degree to which they are accepted by social welfare professionals and

the community in general. The extent to which these prograrnmes 'prevent' child sexual

abuse is not only difficult to ascertain but extremely arduous to evaluate conclusively.

Therefore, it is not surprising that there is a noticeable absence of literature which

examines the effectiveness of these prevention programmes in actually preventing the

sexual abuse of children by 'trusted' adults. However, the acceptance and enjoyment of

these programmes by those who participate in them can not be a defining measure of their

effectiveness in preventing child sexual abuse and other forms of abuse children may

experience.

The protective behaviours programmes are underpinned by three basic

assumptions. The first is that children have the capacity to prevent sexual abuse from

occurring. The second assumption which follows from the previous is that children are

able to prevent sexual abuse through the modification of their behaviour. The third

L¡

t3 Gordon, S.(1995).pg.a7
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assumption is that perpetrators of child sexual abuse will modify their behaviour in

response to a child who is acting 'appropriately.' In other words, the protective

behaviours prograrnmes have deemed that a child should have the capacity to protect

himself / herself from sexual abuse by acquiring certain skills. There is also the implicit

suggestion that the child is responsible for preventing sexual assault and that part of that

responsibility involves acting'appropriately.'

The three aforementioned assumptions which underpin the protective behaviours

progr¿mrme also influence the type of research that is undertaken by academics on the

effectiveness of these prograrnmes. Studies which examine the effectiveness of the

protective behaviours programmes are not only concerned with its' acceptance by parents,

teachers and children but are also concerned with the degree to which a child's behaviour

has been modified in response to participating in the programmes. Leventhal states that

the;

ultimate goal of any program lo prevent sexuql abuse is to teach

behaviours so that when an adult makes a sexual advance toward a child,

the childwill act in an appropriate manner by saying no and telling a

r e spons i b I e adu t t w ha t happ e ne d.ra (E m ph as is added)

Krazier et.al. claim that the protective behaviours progfammes are successful

because, "A significant change in behaviour, associated with reduction of risk for child

abuse, did occur with the introduction of this behaviourally based curriculum ."rs Klazier

et.al. conducted an evaluation of the 'Safe Child Personal Safety Training Program' which

1a As quoted by Krazier, S.et.al.(1989).p.g.23
I s Krazier, S.et.al. ( 1989).p.g.25.



is one of the many protective behaviours programme currently being taught in the U

States of America. It does not differ significantly from the other protective behaviours

programmes that are in circulation. The basic concepts of this programme are taught to

children from three to ten years of age, it is taught through the demonstration of age

appropriate videos. Following the viewing of the video, children are encouraged to

undertake role playing to practise the skills of the programme. A discussion of the

concepts of the programme and other activities are used to reinforce the main themes of

the programme.tu This programme "emphasises prevention of sexual, emotional and

physical abuse by people known to the child, prevention of abuse and abduction by

strangers."lT

The evaluation of the Safe Child protective behaviours programme involved

interviewing six hundred and seventy children, who ranged from three years of age to ten,

they were from "rural, urban, and suburban schools in three states."l8 The children had

been involved in scripted role plays prior to and following participation in the protective

behaviours prograflrme in order to assess 'the child's ability and willingness to terminate

unwanted touch effectively and appropriately in the face of flattery, emotional coercion,

rejection, bribery and secrecy."re The authors concluded that, 'the most important finding

was that this approach to prevention consistently enabled children to demonstrate skills

associated with reduction of risk for child abuse."20 This evaluation procedure seems to be

quite inappropriate and unethical. To expose children to such situations even via

' 
u Krazier, S.et. al. ( I 989).

t t lbid.lt lae).p.e.2a.
t t tbid. 1 t lal).p.e.24.
t' tbid.llete).p.e.24.
2o tbidltl8e).p.e.24.
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imagination can be distressing, especially if the child has experienced some form of sexual

abuse previously.

The degree to which the success of the protective behaviours prograÍìmes are

measured depends on the extent to which children modify their behaviour. This reinforces

the notion that perpetrators of child sexual abuse can be prevented from sexually

assaulting children through appropriate action by the child. The protective behaviours

programmes implicitly suggest that children are inherently compliant and that their

compliance may endanger them in certain situations as it may be interpreted by

perpetrators as permission to engage in sexual activities. There is the assumption that if

children are able to be assertive by saying 'no' then perpetrators of child sexual abuse will

decrease their predation in the face of the child's' wishes. Furthermore, it presumes that

the perpetrator faced with a clear rebuttal will be unable to misinterpret what the child

wants to do and, being a rational adult, will desist. Following from this one can conclude

that the protective behaviours programme discourse is operatingin a way which implicates

children as active participants of their own abuse. This is so as the protective behaviours

programme positions children as a possible site for intervention in the prevention of child

sexual assault. As described in the previous chapter, the non-feminist literature on child

sexual abuse has utilised the notion of the seductive child, a child who seduces adults to

have sex with them." In rejecting this notion, Gruber claims that the concept of the

seductive child has been supported by studies based on perpetrators accounts of the

victims role in sexual abuse. Revitch and Weiss interviewed a sample group of sex

" Faller, K.C.(1990), 'Understanding Child Sexual lulaltreatment,' Sage Publications, London. & De

Young, M.(1982).



53

offenders and concluded that children who are sexually abused aÍe, "aggressive and

seductive and quite often induces the adult offenders to commit the offence."22 The

protective behaviours discourse operates to construct children who are sexually abused as

active participants, sites for change.

The protective behaviours discourse draws from the non-feminist literature on

perpetrators account of the child's role in child sexual abuse, children are reported as

engaging in behaviour that can be perceived as being seductive. The sexually abused child

is constructed by the protective behaviours discourse as engaging in behaviour that is

inappropriate and potentially misleading for some adults. Despite the fact that the non-

feminist literature on child sexual abuse and the protective behaviours programme utilise

the concept of the seductive children, both use different referents to describe the

inappropriate behaviour of the sexually abused child. The protective behaviours discourse

does not explicitly articulate what constitutes inappropriate behaviour for a child to

engage in when with an adult. However, this can be understood through the articulation of

what is considered appropriate behaviour; 'Just Say No.' To assume that a child can

prevent child sexual abuse by saying no, is to presume that there has been a request by the

perpetrator to the child about the sexual act. It is difficult to ascertain how a child is to say

no in the absence of the appropriate question. Furthermore, this standpoint is at odds with

the dominant model of socialisation where adults ¿re presumed to hold and to model

moral standards for children to emulate.

In recent years, radical feminist researchers have argued that these forms of

tt Gruber, K.(1931), 'The Child Victim's Role in Sex¡al Assault by Adults,' in Child llelfare, Vol. LX,

No.5.
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prevention programmes are not only ineffective, but that they could also be inherently

destructive. Dominelli argues that the say no approach "does not work,"23 and "children

start feeling 'deviant' in and 'responsible' for situations in which they can not 'Say No'

because they are frightened of the consequences of rejecting the male assailants sexual

advances."'o Dominelli also adds that this approach to preventing child sexual abuse is

ineffective because it fails to recognise that children are in a powerless position, while

male perpetrators of sexual abuse are in positions of power.2t D.iver et.al. claim that the

protective behaviours programmes can be effective because they have the potential to

teach children to disclose attempted or actual incidents of child sexual abuse. However,

they argue that it is unrealistic to expect that the sexual abuse of children will be prevented

by a child saying 'no' to a perpetrator. They state that children have generally resisted

adult sexual advances by saying no and that it has never been met with success.26

Sang asserts that the 'Just say no' approach can be harmful to children, as it may

discourage them from disclosing an instance of sexual abuse. She argues that if an assault

has occurred despite the child's protest that the child's inability to prevent the abuse from

occurring may compound their guilt and as a consequence may prevent disclosure.2t Sang

provides an appropriate quote from a young boy who was involved in a discussion group

on sexual abuse. The group had, prior to the discussion, been involved in one of the games

used by the protective behaviours prog¡ammes to teach children how to protect

themselves from sexual abuse. Those who participated in the discussion were children,

æ Dominelli, L.(1989).p. 9.303.
2t tbidltlal).p.g.303.
25 lbid-1tlal).p.g.303.
26 Driver, E. et.al.(l 989).
tt Sang, D.(1994).

L'ì,h.
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mostly males between ten and fourteen years of age, there was also a group leader who

lead the discussion. The young boy stated that "If you're stupid enough to caught that way

and then don't fight enough to get a\ryay, you deserve it."28 Sang then continues by stating

that "Every child in the group agreed with this position, despite the leader's attempts to

point out some of the situational realities of &ge, size, strength and power

discrepancies."2e The most distressing aspect of this comment is that some of the boys

who were participating in the discussion were known by the group leader to have been

sexually abused. This is yet another example of an evaluation procedure of a protective

behaviours programme which fails to recognise the potential detriment of exposing

children to this form oftesting.

As I have mentioned previously, the research on protective behaviours

progranrmes are primarily concerned with the effectiveness of these programmes in

preventing child sexual abuse. There is a noticeable absence of attention to the

examination of the manner in which the protective behaviours discourse constructs

concepts such as child sexual abuse, childhood sexuality, power relations and prevention.

In the following section of this chapter I will examine how the protective behaviours

discourse operates to construct the aforementioned concepts. In order to undertake this

task, I will focus upon a protective behaviours programme that is currently being utilised

in South Australian government and private schools. This programme is entitled "The

Right to Feel Safe: Empowering Strategies for children and adults to prevent and intemrpt

violence and abuse."3o 
31

tt Sang, D.(I994).pg.604.

'e tbid.1 t ls4).pg.604.
30 Gordon, S.(1995).(Ed).
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2.2 The 'Rieht to Feel Safe' Protective Behaviours Prosramme

The protective behaviours programme is designed to teach children and adults

skills which theoretically should enable them to intemrpt or prevent physical, emotional,

and sexual abuse. It is also envisaged that the programme will provide children with the

capacity to protect themselves in domestic violence situations and so that they may

disclose cases of parental neglect.32 The protective behaviours programme is taught to

childhood educators by Susan Gordon, who is the author of the training manual, during a

seminar workshop which is conducted for the duration of one working day. Teachers are

presented with the 'Right to Feel Safe' training manual which explains the manner in

which children should be instructed on the skills that the protective behaviours progr¿mtme

aim to teach. The teaching of these skills to children occurs over several sessions

throughout the year. I will be drawing from the training manual and training session

conducted by Gordon to undertake an analysis ofthe protective behaviours programme.

The terms child abuse and violence are used frequently within the text, their

definitions are all encompassing in that they are utilised interchangeably to describe all

forms of abuse that children may experience such as sexual, physical and emotional abuse,

neglect and domestic violence." The construction of these universalising terms has the

effect of obscuring the different gender dynamics which operate in each of the

aforementioned cases of abuse. This obfuscation is enhanced by the fact that these

3¡ I will be referring to the 'Right to Feel Safe' programme as the protective behaviours programme, this
will be done for simplicity reasons. Furthermore, it must be noted that this particular programme is
referred to as a 'process' þ its author Susan Gordon.
32Gordor¡ S.(1995).

" tbid.ltees¡.
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different forms of abuse are not discussed separately nor in any detail. The terms child

abuse and violence are constructed as monolithic categories which blur differences

between forms of child abuse.

The teaching manual for this particular protective behaviours programme does not

provide a specific definition for child sexual abuse. However, it defines unwanted sexual

behaviour as "behaviour ranging from telling sexist jokes, to harassment and coercion into

sexual activity,"3a and '"The coûlmon factor is that one party to the incident is misusing

power to impose unwanted behaviour on the other"35 and 'unwanted sexual behaviour

includes rape, and the sexual abuse of children."36

This programme has drawn from the continuum model in order to identify the

various forms of sexual activity which can be recognised as abusive, at one end of which

contact is 'wanted' and at the other end contact is considered coerced. Brock states that

the continuum model, "can be used to present a linear model with an implicit hierarchy of

experience, from mild (ie. inappropriate touching) to the horrific."37 Wll partakes in

this construction of child sexual abuse as she has, "detailed analysis of the types of abuse,

which she classified into three levels of severity: very serious (eg. vaginal intercourse or

oral sex ), serious (eg. genital fondling or digital penetration ) and least serious (eg.

intentional sexual touching of clothed breasts or genitals ¡."38 This standpoint has the

effect of trivialising and marginalising the experiences of many children who are sexually

3a Gordon, S.(1995).pg.S1.

" Ibid.ltlls).pg.81.
'u tbid,ltegs).p.g.81.
3? Brock, D.( 199 l).p. g .L2-13.
38Leventhal,,J.M.(1990), 'Epidemiology of Child Sen¡al Abuse,' in Oates, Kim (Ed). Understanding and

lilanagtng e:HH Sexual Abuse, Harcourt Brace Publications, Sydney.



58

abused such as those who are 'merely' touched inappropriately. By invoking the concept

of 'unwanted' touch as the measure of whether or not the behaviour, constitutes abuse it

implies that there can be a 'wanted' sexual exchange between child and adult. This

position denies that adults can be sexually predatory and invokes the possibility of child

sexual desire for the adult. It also diminishes adult responsibility for the sexual approach

and moves the responsibility for resistance with the child. The child must interrogate her /

his desires and on the basis of self reflection either resist or accept the approach. This

dynamic is a direct overlay of a model of adult heterosexual 'courtship' onto adult to child

sexual predation. It invokes the discourse of 'romance' consent and desire which has the

effect of obscuring the inherent inappropriateness of adult abuse of children.

The programme employs gender neutral language when referring to child sexual

abuse, therefore failing to articulate that child sexual abuse is perpetrated by males against

females. This is despite the fact that radical feminists have highlighted the gendered nature

of child sexual abuse.3e The implications of this failure are serious as it has influenced the

formulation of the concepts and ideas which underpin the programme. The proteotive

behaviours programme has, like the non-feminist literature on child sexual abuse,

conceptualised this phenomenon as a non-gendered act. This conceptualisation in turn

reproduces a gender neutral description of the abuse. The fact that the physical, emotional

and sexual abuse of children are subsumed under the categories of child abuse and

violence further obscures the gender dynamics which characterise child sexual abuse.

Other forms of child abuse which are covered by the programme are not as clearly

'eCrew Solomon, J.(1992). & Armstrone,L/.l99Ð. & Dominelli, L.(1989). & Driver, E.et.al.(1989). &
Hermar¡ J.L.et.al. ( I 98 1). & Russell, D.E.H. ( 1 986).
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gendered as is sexual abuse. Parental neglect and emotional abuse may be perpetrated by

women as well as men against children of either sex. Furthennore, both male and female

children are likely to experience emotional and physical abuse.

The employment of gender neutral language in reference to child sexual abuse by \

the protective behaviours programme allows for the construction of the gender neutral

categories of victim and perpetrator. The programme asserts quite rightly that anyone is

capable of being a victim of abuse, but in doing so it fails to identiff the greater risk of

sexual abuse to girls. The programme constructs the universalising category of 'children'

as potential victims of child sexual abuse, which has the effect of obscuring the gender bias

which characterises this phenomenon. Gordon states that, "\Me may not know who they

are, but statistics tell us that in every class of children, or group of adults, there is likely to

be at least one who has been hurt physically, emotionally or sexually by someone in a

position of trust.'/0 Curiously, Gordon has utilised statistics to identify the percentage of

children who are abused, however she fails to draw from the data gathered by radical

feminists which demonstrates that the majority of victims of child sexual abuse are

females.

There is a recognition by the programme that sexual activities between two

children can be considered abusive. Gordon states that, '1t is possible for sexual activity

between two children of similar age to be abusive where one is coerced and uncomfortable

about what is happening.'4l The reference to 'two children' fails to recognise the greater

proportion of boy to girl abuse. Despite the fact that this progfamme does not identify

ao Gordon, S.(1995).p.g. 15
ot tbid.ltel5).p.g.82.
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victims of child sexual abuse as female it does recognise that certain groups within the

community are more susceptible to the broader range of abuse and violence than others,

again these groups are spoken about with non-gendered language. Therefore, the source

of power is not revealed or theorised. Gordon states that the vulnerable groups are;

children, the elderly and infirm, people with physical and intellectuol

disabilities, and otherswhoform a minority grup in arry given

communily by virtue of their ethnicity, gender, religion or sexual

preferences.a2

If this quote is read literally one would expect that the 'minority' gender, boys are

the ones who would be more vulnerable to abuse. It conflates minority and powerlessness

and fails to identify that within all of the aforementioned groups girls and women are more

at risk to be abused than boys and met1 except homosexual males.

Similarly, the term 'adults' is constructed by the protective behaviours discourse to

implicate males and females as potential perpetrators of child sexual abuse. The utilisation

of the term adults in reference to perpetrators of child sexual abuse, in effect creates a

discourse which avoids speaking of the gendered nature of child sexual abuse. The

construction of the universalising category perpetrator avoids the need to acknowledge

radical feminist studies which have revealed that only four to five percent of perpetrators

of incest abuse are female.n' The term perpetrator has been constructed by the programme

as being both female and male, despite the fact that the percentages of female perpetrators

are relatively low.aa Gordon states that, 'the 'perpetrator' (should be) encouraged to take

o2 Gordon, S.(1995)pg. I l.
o' Crew Solomon, J.(I992).pe.47 4.
4Armstrong, L.(1994).
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responsibility for the effect of his / her behaviour.'/5 This conceptualisation of the term

perpetrator could be considered to be appropriate in that female perpetrators of child

sexual abuse do exist. However, this construction of perpetrators is seriously misleading

due to the fact that the programme does not specify at the outset that perpetrators of child

sexual abuse are predominantly male.

The detrimental aspect of the construction of the non-gendered term perpetrators

is that it has the potential to mislead childhood educators and children into assuming that

women are just as likely to be perpetrators of child sexual abuse as men. Those who are

exposed exclusively to this protective behaviours programme lack the appropriate specific

information on perpetrators of child sexual abuse. The 'Right to Feel Safe' programme

states that their programme has the "aim of teaching children to avoid or get away from

potentially abusive situations.'/u This programme therefore assumes that children are able

to avoid "potentially abusive situations,'/7 despite the fact that they are not provided with

accurate knowledge about perpetrators of child sexual abuse.

The construction of the gender neutral perpetrator as adult shifts the seat of power

of child sexual abuse from gender to generation. In other words, this discourse is

operating to construct all adults as potential th¡eats to the well being of all children. This is

despite the fact that Gordon states, "To follow this approach to its logical conclusion

would mean teaching children that parents, teachers, grandparents, priests, sports coaches

e.t.c are also dangerous - surely not an acceptable suggestion."4s In other words, there is

o5 Gordon, S.(1995).(Ed) .p.g.82. The words in the parentheses have been added.
* tbio.ltlss).pe.2o.
ot lbid.llws).pe.20.
ot tbid.ltel5).pe.75.
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the recognition by this protective behaviours progr¿unme that all adults are more powerful

than children and that the sexual assault of children is an abuse of this power. However the

programme also articulates clearly that it is inappropriate to mention this specific detail of

child sexual abuse to children. The position of the programme is that the maintenance of

children's innocence is paramount. This is despite the fact that this innocence or lack of

appropriate knowledge on issues pertinent to perpetrators of child sexual abuse can

operate to increase a child's vulnerability to sexually abusive situations.

Gordon states that some prevention programmes approach the issue of child sexual

abuse in the following manner;

they mry be taught about their private parts and directed never ever to let

ønyone touch them there. These approaches can be veryfrighteningfor

young children. If they have never had inappropriate sental experiences,

the notion that it can happen can not only destroy their innocence, but can

also be traumatic.ae

Ennew states that, "The ideal of childhood innocence presumes that children's

sexual rights consist of protection not only from sexual abuse and exploitation but also in

some cases from knowledge of sexualþ."so Dominelli recognises how the idea of

innocence can increase a child's vulnerability to sexual abuse, 'lnnocence is used to deny

children access to certain types of information. Lack of information increases a child's

powerlessness because knowledge is itself a form of power."tt Although the programme

has been successful in maintaining a child's ignorance of sexuality this has also resulted in

ae Gordon,S. ( I99 5).pg.7 5.
50Ennew, J.(1986), The Sexual Exploitation oJ'Children, Polity Press, Cambridge. pg.36
51 Dominelli, L.( I 989).pg.300.
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a failure to provide children with specific information on sex, sexual abuse and

perpetrators. The attempt to maintain a child's innocence of sexually abusive acts is

honourable to say the least. However, this programme aims to equip children with the

skills and resources to protect themselves from sexually abusive situations. It places the

responsibility and expectation on the child to intemrpt the abuse from occurring while

denying them the appropriate knowledge to do so.

The maintenance of a child's innocence of sexual knowledge is achieved through

what is identified by Gordon as a 'one step removed approach.' The author states that,

W? can give some practical preparationfor abusive situationswithout

being over - dramatic by using a one-step-removed approachwhichwe

hwe been accustomed to call 'fuhat ift..." ó2 and 'We maywant to

increase the level of protection to two-steps- removed by asking "l/'hat if

someone .." ratlrer than "lílhat if you..."s3

This approach enables the author to avoid discussing specific factors of child

sexual abuse such as the gendered nature ofthe act. The author Susan Gordon states that,

"\ile can begin to address the issue of sexual abuse even with very young children - and

we can do it without scaring them or g¡ing them detailed sexual knowledge before they

are ready for it."5a She provides an anecdote to demonstrate the manner in which children

may be taught about sexual abuse without having to convey to them specific details about

sex.

Ihe author's own experience was of a great aunt who was both prickly

s2 Gordon, S.(1995).pg.76.
53 lbid. 1 t els).p.e.7 6.
s4 Dominelli, L.( I 995).pg.S3
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and dribbly -and smelt of mothballs. I can remember saying to my mother

'Do I have to kiss Aunt Julia when she comes todãy ?' My dear mother

was very sympathetic, and her response far more understanding than

those of many of her day, but nevertheless it was one which reinforced a

victim mentality" ond "It's often possible to keep ourselves safe without

hurting other people'sfeelings. I could have given Aunt Julia a hug

instead of a kiss, or picked her aflrner from the garden, or kissed her

hand instead of her face. I would høve felt good and so would Aunt

Julia.5s

This is the only example that is presented in the protective behaviours prograrnme

training manual. Although, it must be noted that the manual does include a bibliography of

recommended books, audio tapes and videos which have various examples of how to

approach the subject of child sexual abuse without speaking specifically about sex. These

resources do include examples of uncomfortable situations that children may find

themselves in with both males and females.56

The most outstanding feature of the example that is provided is the use of a female

character, an elderþ aunt. The utilisation of a female to demonstrate the authors argument

has the effect of shifting the focus away from males, who are predominantly the

perpetrators of child sexual abuse. This avoidance and silence removes analysis of child

sexual abuse from males to females, from gender to generation. This discourse which is a

part of the non-feminist discourse on child sexual abuse suggests that women have an

s5 Gordon, S.(1995).pg.33
tu tbid.ltles¡.
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active role in the sexual abuse of children. The other outstanding feature of this example is

the peculiar construction of 'sexual' in this example. The kiss that is required by the aunt

is not sexual in the way that an adult males request to kiss his genitals would be. The

young Susan Gordon was able to articulate her feelings about kissing her Aunty Julia

because it was not a kiss of passion, desire and, or predatior¡ but it was a kiss of respect

and obligation. This type of kiss can be easily traded for a flower or a hug, however no

such trades are open to a child who is being 'requested' to perform and endure sexual

predation. This example reproduces the notion of the adult perpetrator as 'rational.'

Furthermore, it positions the sexual act as being negotiated or negotiable and that the child

has the capacity to identifr, articulate and effect rejection without hurting the feelings of

the adult. In what sense is Aunty Julia a perpetrator of child sexual abuse ? To imply her

as this, is to dilute and distort the reality of sexual coercion of children profoundly.

It is difficult to ascertain the usefulness of such an approach for children who are

confronted with a potentially abusive sexual situation. How is a child to distinguish

between the honest affections of an elderþ aunt and the affections of a paedophile ? The

programme suggests that any feelings of discomfort in the presence of an adult should be

acknowledged by the child and enacted upon. However, it seems a difücult and arduous

task for a child to assume, especially considering that they do not have the appropriate

knowledge concerning sexual abuse. The most disconcerting aspect of the programme is

the manner in which children are encouraged to respect the feelings of adults even in

situations which they find threatening, 'I would have felt good and so would have Aunt

Julia."57 and "I could have given Aunt Julia a hug instead of a kiss."58 The discourse is

5? Gordon, S.(1995).pg.33.
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therefore operating in such a way as to encourage children to compromise their feelings of

discomfort out of respect for adults. It is conveying the message to children that they must

continue to accept adult rules despite feelings of discomfort and it implies that one form of

touching can be experienced as less threatening as another form. Oates acknowledges that

it is difficult for children to challenge adult demands, "It is a physical fact and a

disciplinary gospel that children can not fight back and can not tell. They are not allowed

to challenge the demands of responsible adults."5e Despite the fact that children are taught

through the 'Right to Feel Safe' programme to respect elders the author adds that,

'T{owever if the unsafe feeling reaches emergency proportions, good manners can be

dispensed with.'{0 In other words, the programme assumes that children have the capacity

to gauge the degree to which they feel unsafe and react appropriately.

The protective behaviours programme conceptualises child sexual abuse as a

misuse of adult po\iler. The author states that, 'fue now understand the power issues

involved,'fl and "abuse and violence will be eliminated when those who are more

powerful than children by virtue of their size or position, begin to use their power

responsibly.'f2 Therefore, the protective behaviours programme conceptualises abuse as

an misuse of adult power and that of older, stronger children. The construction of the

monolithic category of adult shifts the seat of power from gender to generation which

further obscures the gendered nature of this phenomenon. This standpoint is in direct

58 Gordon,S.(1995).pg.83.
5e Summit, R.(1990). 'The Specific Vulnerability of Children,' in Oates, K. (Ed). Understanding and

Managing Chitd Sexual Abuse, Harcouf Brace Jovanonvich Publishers, Sydney.
* Gordon, S.(1995).pg.83.
t¡ tbidltess).(Ed).pg. 13.
u'tbid.ltels).pg.13.
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conflict with the theoretical conceptualisation of child sexual abuse as a manifestation of

male power by radical feminists.

This programme aims to maintain childhood innocence. The assumption which

underpins this objective is that children are sexually innocent, that all sexuality is socially

mediated. Although, it is not explicitly stated by the protective behaviours programme that

children's sexuality is mediated as a result of socialisation it is implied. In order to gain a

sense of the author's position on childhood sexuality it is imperative to examine the

concept of violence which is utilised by the prograntme.

Gordon implies that the presence of violence is attributable to a dysfunctional

society, by implication of adults to perpetrate violence in normal relationships. The

Þ'-
underþing cause of violence is positioned as the inappropriate socialisation of children to

accept violence as normal. She identifies various professionals such as politicians, business

magnates, media bosses, law enforcers, religious leaders, educators and parents as being

capable of misusing their power to abuse children.63 However, Gordon suggests that the

aforementioned professionals have the capacity to use their power responsibly to eliminate

existing forms of violence. The author is critical of business and media magnates who

exploit violence for remuneration. She is also critical of law enforcers who utilise violence

against perpetrators in an attempt to eradicate it. Furthennore, she is critical of religious

leaders who subject women and children to violence.uo In other words, Gordon suggests

that children are exposed directly and indirectly to all forms of violence during everyday

living. This exposure to different forms of violence, whether it be through watching

63 Gordoq S.(1995).
to tbia.ltels¡.
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violent movies or being subjected to abuse, is said to result in children learning and

emulating violent behaviour of adults and thus sustaining the generational cycle of

violence. Gordon states that the 'protective behaviours' programme has the potential to

intemrpt this cycle of violence;

The long term effect, if we persist, could be awhole new generation of

people who refuse to accept anyform of violence, who htow how to solve

problems without using violence, who know how to have funwithout

involving violence, and who uphold everyone else's right to feel safe as

staunchly as they uphold their own. [4e could have awhole new

generation of people who interrupt the cycle of violence and raise children

who do not know the meaning of violence and abuse because they have

never experienced it.65

The protective behaviours programme therefore positions children as being one

potential site of intervention to interrupt the transgenerational 'cycle of violence.' Gordon

states that, 'In each class of children or group of adults we have not only potential victims

of abuse, we also have potential perpetrators."66 Potential perpetrators are identified as

children who have been subjected to violent episodes at some stage during their childhood.

The lack of specification of the term violence operates to suggest that the exposure of one

form of violence to a child such as domestic violence, can result in the manifestation of

other forms of violence such as sexually abusive relationships with children in later adult

life. Gordon states that, "They are learning by example that violênce is a way to solve

ut Gotdor¡ S.(1995).pg. 14.
* Ibia.ltees).pg.ls.
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problems, that people who love each other hurt each other, and that the use of power over

another person is a way to get what you want.'ß1

This model of intergenerational transmission of violence is combined with the

absence of gender analysis of perpetrator and victim; violence is presented as being

exclusively transgenerational rather the result of socialised gender roles. Despite a overall

failure to acknowledge the gendered nature of violence, Gordon does identify that

domestic violence is a phenomenon which is

generally, but not exclusively, perpetrated by a man against a woman. It

can take the form of physical, emotional, sexual or economic sbuse, and

the eflects can be long lasting and debilitating. Children are often hidden

victims of domestic violence, suffering severe emotional damage even

when they are not being physically hurt.68

This is the only instance where Gordon acknowledges that men are more likely to

be perpetrators of abuse than women. However, this statement is constructed in such a

manner as to undermine the extent to which domestic violence is characterised by a gender

bias. Despite the fact that Gordon participates in the l3ming of who is perpetrating against i'
whom in domestic violence situations, the 'Right to Feel Safe' programme doqs not utilise

this information. Rather than explore the gender dimension Gordon focuses on 'the family'

as a site of socialisation. It is never identified as problematic*Gordon does not, indeed can

not, deny that the family is the site of most violence against children. Indeed that parents -

most particularly fathers are the source of many attacks. However, she manages to report

tt Gordon, S. ( I 995).pg. 16.
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this fact in completely neutralised terms that fail to locate the potential danger. Gordon

states that "We know that the most likely perpetrators of child abuse, whether sexual,

physical, or emotional, are the adults in the house.'{e Her use of 'adults in the house'

again removes the relational dimension of violence from view. Through the utilisation of

the universalising term there is a failure to acknowledge that boys and girls are socialised

to assume distinct gender roles.7O Curiously, Gordon does recognise that, "There are also

some gender difFerences in socialisation, in that women and girls are more likely than men

or boys to talk about their feelings with a friend."Tr However, there is no recognition that I

children are socialised to assume different sexual roles.

Gordon advocates the importance of teaching children the importance of creating

networks of trusted adults. It is believed that children will be able to protect themselves

from abuse if they have a recognised network of trusted adults that they can call upon in

moments of danger. Children are instructed to trace their hand and place on each finger

and the palm, the name of a trusted adult friend. Gordon advocates the importance of

naming parents as trusted adults and suggests that each child should write 'mum and dad'

on the thumb of the adult network hand. This in effect further obscures the potential

danger of the family, particularly that of the father. Furthermore, there is the underlying

assumption that children are capable of identifying who can be trusted. This standpoint

trivialises the fact that child sexual abuse is predominantly perpetrated by trusted males,

who are not only trusted by the child but the child's parents. How is it possible for

children to identify who can be trusted when adults are in many cases unable to identify

6e Gordon,S.(1995).pg.39.
to Crew Solomon, J.(1992).Pg.47 6.
tt Gordon, S.(1995).pg.37.
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trusted people ? Why do children have this responsibility ?

There are two assumptions which underpin the programme which contribute to the

notion that both male and female children are capable in later life of becoming perpetrators

of child sexual abuse. The first assumption being that the exposure of any form of violence

in childhood may manifest itself in the perpetration of other forms of abuse in later life,

including the perpetration of child sexual abuse. The second assumption being that

violence is transmitted from one generation to the next. The 'cycle of abuse' theory

suggests that those children who have been sexually abused will in turn sexually abuse

their own children.T2 This theory has been discredited by radical feminists on the gtounds

that the majority of perpetrators are male while the majority of victims of child sexual

abuse are female.73 Brock states that, 'lilomen rarely sexually abuse their own children

whether they themselves have been sexually abused ot not."74 The generalisation of the

term violence operates to conceal the gendered nature of child sexual abuse which in turn

obscures the fallibility of the 'cycle of violence' theory on which the rationale for the

progr¿mrme depends.

The programme assumes that children are sexually innocent and that the i

maintenance of this innocence is paramount has had the effect of distorting the gendered

nature of child sexual abuse. This distortion occurs through the avoidance of speaking

directly about the nature of sexual abuse with children. It can therefore be argued that this

standpoint creates a discourse which minimalises the sexually predatory natures of males.

The protective behaviours discourse operates to implicate women to as 'equally likely' to

t2 Brock, D.(199 l).pg. 12.
t' Ibid.1 tle t). & Armstron e, L.(1994).
to tbid.ltllt).pg.12.
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sexually abuse children, which further removes from view the gendered nature of child

sexual abuse. Although, children are constructed by the programme as being sexually ¡

innocent there is also the implicit suggestion that they have the capacity to seduce adults. I

Gordon asserts that the protective behaviours programme has the capacity to prevent

"both victim and perpetrator behaviour."75 This standpoint therefore positions

inappropriate child behaviour as one of the causal factors of child sexual abuse. The

assertion that perpetrators of child sexual abuse are engag¡ng in inappropriate deviant

behaviour can not be questioned. However, the identification by Gordon of the existence

of victim behaviour is startling. It invariably implicates the child as an active participant of

their own abuse. The consequence of this is that it has the effect of placing part of the

burden of responsibility and blame of the occurrence of the sexually abusive act on the

child.

During the teaching seminar on the 'Right to Feel Safe' programme which was

presented by Susan Gordor¡ we undertook an exercise which involved identifying victim

behaviour. Children were defined as engaging in victim behaviour if they were passive,

quiet, apologetic and ûail. All of this characteristics are feminine attributes but are not

acknowledged as such. Through the identification of these feminine characteristics as

contributing to the manifestation of victim behaviour, there is the implication that victims

are more likely to be female. However, this is not acknowledged through the utilisation of

the all encompassing category of children. Gordon identifies all children as being in a

powerless position vis a vis adults. However, the assertion that children can invite abuse of

this power through victim behaviour undermines and trivialises the notion that adults are

tt Gordoq S.(1995).pg.27
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more powerful than children. It invokes the notion that children are rendered powerless as

a result of their behaviour. It also trivialises the predatory nature of child sexual abuse and

suggests that children are active participants of their own abuse.

Having identified victim behaviour the programme aims to modify it in order to

reduce the risk to the child of being sexually abused. The prograûrme asserts that this

modification can be achieved by teaching children that, "\Me all have the right to feel safe

all the time."76 Gordon states that,

Feeling safe is certainly my right, AND with that right comes cI

responsibility to respect and uphold the rights of others to feel safe too.

The theme opens up the whole area of rights, respect ønd responsibility,

with implicationsfor prevention of both victim and perpetrator

behaviour.TT

However, when children claim the right to feel safe for themselves, they also claim

the responsibility of ensuring their own safefy. They have the responsibility of recognising

sexual contact, avoiding sexual contact, disclosing sexual contact and then re-disclosing

sexual contact. They are also expected to act appropriately when confronted with a

potentially sexually abusive situation. Gordon states that, "saying 'NO' is not enough. It is

important to know how to say 'NO' in such a way that others listen."78 This statement

implies that it is the child's responsibility to articulate clearly and in an assertive manner

that they are uncomfortable with what is happening. It invokes the notion that the child

may be perceived to be seducing the adult in the absence of a clear, definitive 'no.' This is

?6 Gordon, S.(1995).pg.27
tT lbid-1tel5).w.27.
tt tbid.lless).pg.65.
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discussed more thoroughly in the first section of this chapter. Curiously, Gordon also

states that, 'T(icking or punching are generally not tactics we teach to children in a

program which advocates non-violence. They are also not generally effective against more

powerful adults, and may have the effect of further enraging them."7e Despite the fact that

Gordon recognises that adults may be enraged by a violent response by a child. She does

not consider the possibility that the perpetrator of the sexual abuse may also be enraged by

hearing a child respond to their sexual advances with 'no'.

To conceptualise children as engaging in behaviour which contributes to their

position as powerless, is to invoke the notion that children are responsible for the sexual

assault inflicted upon them. This protective behaviours programme places the

responsibility on the child to modify his / her behaviour to prevent sexual abuse, however

there is no expectation that adults should do the same. Children ¿ìre encouraged to disclose

cases of abuse and are instructed that, "rf they do not get a satisfactory response when

they first talk to someone, they may need to persist in telling someone, or tell different

people, until something happens and they feel safe again."8o Gordon states that, "\Me teach

persistence because adults have not yet learned to listen to children."sr This statement

conflicts with the dominate notion that adults, as guardians and protectors, listen and

respond to children. Furthermore, it suggests that children have the capacity to socialise

adults to act appropriately. "There may be times when no matter how well they apply what

they have learned, children are still abused. This is never the child's fault."82 Although,

7e Gordon, S.( 1995).pg.36.
to tbid.ltlos).pg.s1.
tt lbid. 1 t le5 ).pe.S r-52.
tt tbid.llles).pg.15.
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the 'Right to Feel Safe' programme states that children are not to blame for the

occurrence of child sexual abuse, the discourse operates to implicate children as

responsible for the abuse occurring.

Gordon recognises that it is difficult for children who have been abused to respect

the rights of others to be safe.

Young children, and those whose right to safety has been violated, may

need to learn that 'I hsve a right to feel safe' beþre they are able to

comprehend or respect the rights of others tofeel safe too. However the

total theme goes beyond a self-centered approach.s3

However, this author does stipulate quite clearly that it is unacceptable for

children to use abusive behaviour despite their circumstances. Therefore, the underlying

assumption of this progr¿ürme is that indMduals can and should take on board the

responsibility of respecting others right to feel safe despite the fact that there has been an

infringement on their right to feel safe. The lack of respect which perpetrators have for the

tights of their victims is well documented in the literature on child sexual abuse. For

example, Morris Fraser in writing about paedophilia, intenriewed a man who was sexually

abused as a child and in his later life sexually violated his own adolescent daughters and

their female friends.sa Fraser states that, 'TIe was quite unrepentant about the children he

had used; life, he said, had handed him a raw deal in the beginning, and he saw no reason

why he should not follow his own inclination now."85 The notion that children will respect

others right to feel safe despite the fact that their own right has been violated is in direct

83 Gordoq S. ( 199 5).pg.27
toFraser, M.(l9Sl).
tt lbid.ltltt).pg.44.
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conflict with the transgenerational cycle of violence theory. Gordon states that violence is

learned behaviour which is then emulated, however she also expects that a child will not

emulate this behaviour if they are taught that it is inappropriate through the educational

system.

The programme, therefore conceptualises assertiveness training as a form of

empowerrnent. It is not just the skills of assertion which the programme aims to teach but

also an awareness in children of the need to utilise the skills of the protective behaviours,

including assertiveness. Children are taught that they should be able to identi$ when they

'feel safe' and to rely upon this as a measure of when it is appropriate to use the protective

behaviours skills. Therefore, Gordon identifies that 'Teeling safe is the basis for

empowennent,"s6 and she also implies that in order to feel safe and empowered one must

be assertive.

Curiously, this programme aims to modifu victim behaviour by teaching children to

be assertive, loud and strong. This is despite the fact that the discourse is operating in such

a way as to associate the aforementioned characteristics with perpetrators of child sexual

abuse. In its identification of victim behaviour as passive, quite, frail, unassertive and

different behaviour the programme constructs both normal and perpetrator behaviour as

assertive, loud, self interested. The programme is simultaneously encouraging children to

assume behaviour that is generally associated with perpetrators of violent acts, but also to

reject that behaviour when confronted with it.87 This is in direct conflict with the aim of

the programme which is to socialise children to recognise that violence is inappropriate.

86 Gordon, S.(1995).pg.27
tt tbid.ltels¡.
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2.3 The Prevention of Child Sexual Abuse

The concept of prevention depends on the construction of child sexual abuse as an

act which has a perpetrator and victim, either of whom are perceived as possible sites for

intervention by some external agency such as law or education. The type of intervention

which is advocated and undertaken to prevent child sexual abuse depends on what is

perceived to be the cause of child sexual abuse. As I have mentioned previously, the

'Right to Feel Safe' progranrme positions the cause of violence to be the inappropriate

socialisation of children to accept violence as normal. This cycle of violence theory is

utilised in an attempt to explain the cause of child sexual abuse. Children are therefore

perceived to be one of the possible sites of intervention to intem¡pt the transgenerational

cycle of violence. However, the fact that the protective behaviours programme is an

intervention strategy aimed at modiffing children's behaviour, suggests child sexual abuse

is caused, at least in part by the inappropriate behaviour of children towards adults. This

discourse invokes the notion of the seductive child which in turn minimalises and trivialises

the predatory sexual nature of child sexual abuse. Furthermore, this standpoint has the

effect of absolving perpetrators of their responsibility of the inappropriate sexual acts they

engage m.
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3.0 Conclusion

The 'Right to Feel Safe'r programme is an instance of protective behaviours

programmes which are currently being implemented in primary shools throughout

Australia. These programmes are widely embraced by educators and academics as an

innovative approach to prevent child sexual abuse, while detractors of these programmes

do exist they are not as prevalent as those who advocate their implementation. These

programmes, in their formulation, have rejected radical feminist insight on child sexual

abuse as there is a failure by them to locate the sexual abuse ofchildren as a gendered act,

an act perpetrated by males against females. This rejection has the effect of diScrediting

the radical feminist discourse on child sexual abuse. Through the discreditation of radical

feminist insight the programme in effect operates as a backlash against women and

children being recognised as targets of male abuse.

In effect the protective behaviours prograÍrmes are the contemporary response of

the larger mainstream discourse which has historically operated as a backlash against

.?

feminism, the women's movement and child sexual abuse as an act of male pre_dation. Jhe

protective behaviours programmes through the construction of child sexual abuse as a

non-gendered act, has in effect become one of the quintessential cases of the mainstream

discourse on child serual abuse which operates to discredit radical feminist insight. These

programmes are in fact an instance of the mainstream discourse on child sexual abuse

which have operated to trivialise and minimalise the sexual abuse of children and to render

the voices of women and children silent.
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The implementation of protective behaviours progr¿rmmes are in effect responding

to the growing awareness, and consequent fear, of the general community about child

sexual abuse. This growing awareness was in part precipitated by the tireless efForts of

feminists who catipulated the issue of child sexual abuse from the confines of the private

sphere to the public arena. Prior to the 1970's public awareness of child sexual abuse was

limited, it was a phenomenon which was primarily dealt with by social welfa¡e

professionals. An analysis of the mainstream discourse on child sexual abuse reveals that

the therapuetic interventions advocated by social welfare professionals in effect operated

as a backlash against women and children being recognised as targets of male sexual

r
pl9_dation The implementation of the protective behaviours programmes in schools means

that it is accessed by a whole generation of Australian children, their parents, educators

and social welfare professionals. In effect, the implication of these programmes is that they

have become a vehicle through which knowledge of child sexual abuse can be accessed by

the general public. The protective behaviours programme, as an instance of the

mainstream discourse, reproduces and makes accessible to the public the misogynist

assumptions which underpin the academic literature on child sexual abuse. The implication

of these programmes is that they are operating to contradict and discredit radical feminist

insight by reproducing child sexual abuse as a non-gendered act. The programme operates

as a backlash against radical feminists who exposed the widespread nature of the sexual

abuse of children by adults. This backlash is being played out in the public arena because

that it where radical feminists shifted the debates to'

The protective behaviours programmes are inherently contradictory as the effect of

ì-¡
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these programmes is in direct conflict with the proposed aim which is to prevent child

sexual abuse. The protective behaviours prograrnmes are in effect operate as a reactive

measure rather than a preventative one. This conclusion can be drawn from the fact that

the potential of these programmes to actually prevent the widespread nature of child

sexual abuse has not been ascertained. Furthermore, these programmes advocate the

teaching of strategies which have always been utilised by children but have been ineffective

in preventing and / or intem¡pting sexual abuse. The implementation of preventative

programmes aimed at children in effect retains the position of perpetrators to sexually

abuse children. This is so as it removes the responsibility of the occulrence of child sexual

abuse from adult perpetrators to children, which in turn obcures the need to focus on

intervention programmes to prevent behaviour. These programmes invoke the "lì

notion that male sexuality is inevitable, that men will always sexually abuse children. This

standpoint is in effect created through the notion that children are the possible sites of

intervention in the prevention of child sexual abuse, perpetrators of child sexual abuse a¡e

not considered as such. These prograrnmes are reactive as they remain intact the position

of perpetrators through the focus on children, while reacting to public fear of the

phenomenon. In effect, these programmes are ignorant of their own gender assumptions

and potential for victim blaming and as a consequence of this, perpetrator excusing.

The utilisation of gender neutral language by the protective behaviours

programmes in reference to child sexual abuse could be just another example of the

general tendency to occlude difference and include sameness. It is possible that the

protective behaviours discourse is a part of the philosophical tradition of inclusiveness.

!
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Liberal feminist theorists have traditionally posited equality as sameness, rather than

equality as difference.t The emphasis placed on sameness is reflected in the language

which is employed by liberal feminists. This discourse in effect constructs the

universalising, gender neutral categories of individual' and 'adult.' The tendency to deny

difference, particularly sexual difference, in effect creates a discourse which operates to

avoid the sexual form of violence.

The protective behaviours programme discourse operates to reinforce child sexual

abuse as a non-gendered act through the utilisation of the philosophical tradition of

inclusiveness. The conceptualisation of the universalising terms of perpetrator and vicitm,

in effect allows the discourse to construct the non-gendered terms adult and child.

Through the construction of these universalising terms, the discourse operates to shift the

seat of power from gender to generation. This standpoint is in direct conflict with the

radical feminist standpoint which states that child sexual abuse and rape is the exercise of

male power. The failure to a¡ticulate the gendered nature of child sexual abuse in effect

obscures and renders the inherently predatory nature of male sexuality inivisble.

Furthermore, it invokes the notion that women are just likely as men to be perpetrators of

child sexual abuse. This position can in effect operate as a backlash against women and

children being recognised as targets of male sexual abuse. As the positioning of violence

as gender neutral is inherently anti feminist.

The reproduction of violence as being transmitted generationall¡ in effect

reinforces the notion that childhood is the stage of development where socialisation

occurs. Childhood is in effect marked as the primary socialising period, it is positioned as a

i
\¿
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2Phi[ips, A.(19SÐ. 'Introduction,' in Phillips, A.(Ed). Feminism and Equality. Basil Blackwell, Odord.
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period where individuals learn behaviour which is then sustained throughout adulthood. In

other words, the protective behaviours discourse operates to imply that adults can not be

socialised to change the behaviours that they were taught as children. Therefore, the

protective behaviours progr¿rmme is able to position itself as a programme which may

implement change through the focus on the apprporiate socialisation of children.

The focus on children to intem-rpt the cycle of violence in effect reinforces that the

notion that childhood safety is the responsibility of children. The protectvie behaviours

programme discourse operates to shift the responsibility of childhood safety from adults to

children. This standpoint is in direct conflict with the dominate notion that adults are the
f''

T

protectors and guardians of children. Furthermore, by situating children as capable of self

protection, the discourse is operating to minimalise the powerless position of children vis a

vis adults. The notion of socialisation which is utilised by the protective behaviours

programme in effect operates to locate children as having the capacþ to effect societal

change. Therefore, the protective behaviours programmes are in effect operating to

position children responsible for self protection and societal change.
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