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Terminology 

relating to ‘child 

abuse’

‘the very idea of child abuse has 

been in constant flux the past 

thirty years […] People do many 

of the same vile things to 

children, for sure, that they did a 

century ago. But we’ve been […] 

changing the very definitions of 

abuse and revising our values 

and our moral codes accordingly.’

(Hacking 1991:253)



Terminology 

about responses 

to ‘child abuse’

(e.g. ‘safeguarding’, 

‘child protection’)

‘because child sexual abuse 

[before the 1980s] was many 

things with different meanings 

and consequences, it was almost 

impossible to frame a coherent 

policy towards it.’

(Smart 1999:393)



‘Child abuse’ terminology in the 

Prison Service

An inherently risky 
environment

Vulnerable population

Lawful staff powers:

• Physical restraint

• Forcible strip-searching

• Punishments e.g. isolation

No ‘child protection’ 
before c.2000

Undifferentiated – i.e. same 
measures in adult and youth 
prisons, e.g.

• complaints procedures

• policies re: use of force

• inspections

• Boards of Visitors

Late introduction of 
‘safeguarding’

Duty to implement child 
protection policies

• 1989 Children Act

• Applied in YOIs only from 2002

General duty to ‘safeguard 
welfare’

• 2004 Children Act



Documents we reviewed

Secondary literature, 
e.g.

Child abuse literature

Abuse inquiries re: 
other settings

Academic histories of 
youth justice

Establishments of 
interest

Those with historic 
allegations

(all male)

+ female borstals/ 
detention centres

Policies/governance, 
e.g.

complaints

staff discipline

Boards of Visitors

Child abuse: ‘any action by another person – adult or child – that 

causes significant harm to a child’

(NSPCC n.d.)



Terminological

i.e. records were 
never created

Lost, missing or unavailable records

Never 
deposited/ 

culled

98% of all Home 
Office records? 

(Rock 2017:20)

Deposited but 
missing

(lost?)

Deposited but 
closed

(data protection 
reasons)



Some inaccessible files…



Inaccessible 

files…
‘[some silences are] not a 

silence at all, but the result of 

projecting the existence of 

evidence into a space where 

none exists.’

(Thomas et al. 2017:153)



Countering archival silences

asking what archival 
silences mean

using hindsight to 
expose risk-blindness

using non-archival 
sources against 
archival records



1. Asking what 

silences mean

‘[strip-searching is] one of a 

range of [custodial] practices 

which would, in any other 

circumstances, trigger a child 

protection investigation and 

could even result in criminal 

charges.’

(Carlile 2006:9)



1. Asking what 
silences mean



2. Using 

hindsight to 

expose risk-

blindness



2. Using 

hindsight to 

‘remember’

(TNA, HO 383/329)





3. Using 

unofficial 

records

(Ericson 1975, describing 

HMDC Whatton)

‘Divs’ (low-status/vulnerable detainees)

Targets of violence, (sexualised) 
bullying and humiliation

Disdained by officers and 
detainees alike

Most detainees

Expedient acquiescence? Getting out ASAP?

‘Daddies’ (high-status detainees)

Enforce order (with tacit approval)
Kangaroo courts and ‘knuckle 

therapy’

Officers

Occasional violence
Delegation of power 

to ‘daddies’
Concealment of true 

nature of power

Managers

Ignorant of real conditions? Wilful? Complicit?



2. Using 

hindsight to 

‘remember’

(Ericson 1975: 96)



Conclusions
7) Are there, historically and in 

the present day, gaps 

between policy and 

implementation with regards 

to safeguarding children 

against CSA? […]

a. Is CSA in the secure estate 

a systemic issue, or just ‘a 

few bad apples’?
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Reflection on 

archival 

silences…

‘pits conventional forms of 

knowledge about the past 

[…] against the claims of 

groups who have typically 

been disenfranchised by 

dominant regimes of truth’

(Burton 2006:2)
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