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It is arg u ab ly one of the hard - won ach i evements of
the wo m e n ’s movement to have placed child sex u-
al ab u s e ,e s p e c i a l ly incestuous ra p e , on the politi-
c a l , legal and media agenda (Bell, 1 9 9 3 , p. 1 5 4 ) .
H oweve r, not unlike other ach i evements of the
wo m e n ’s move m e n t , it has been an ambiguous suc-
c e s s .The making over of child sexual abuse into a
question of paedophilia is an uneasy translation at
b e s t . Guy Hocquenhem has argued: “ These new
a rguments are essentially about ch i l d h o o d , that is
to say, about the exploitation of popular sentiment
and its spontaneous horror of anything that links
s ex with the ch i l d .”1

R e c e n t ly, the question of systematic and collu-
s ive ly obscured sexual abuse of minors has
become a central media theme in both Euro p e
and North A m e r i c a .I m p o r t a n t ly, the emergence of
this media-spectacle has been related to the com-
ing to maturity and thus coming to voice of the
victims of such ab u s e .( Just as signific a n t ,h owev-
e r, is the fact that the media have not always been
willing to add ress such themes.) In tandem with
the spectre of org a n i s a t i o n a l ly protected ‘ p a e-
dophile priests’, another media-enabled spectre of
s o c i a l - s exual panic has emerged: the ‘ p a e d o p h i l e -
a t - l a rge’ or the ‘ p a e d o p h i l e - i n - t h e - c o m mu n i t y.’
Z y g munt Bauman, the social theorist, in his book
In Search of Po l i t i c s i n t roduces a discussion of the
loss of the possibility of a meaningful politics by
citing a spontaneous public protest in response to
p re c i s e ly this spectre of the paedophile-at-larg e .
Bauman retells the story of Sidney Cooke , a pae-
dophile who had been released from prison and
returned home. H o m e , in this case, was Ye ov i l ,i n
E n g l a n d ’s West Country.These protests are
described as highly ch a rged emotional outpour-
ings from ord i n a ry people: ord i n a ry people who
took to the stre e t s , and gathered outside the local
police station where it was believed that Cooke
was in hiding. Bauman argues that what is at stake
in this protest is what seems to be the only space

left where spontaneous public action and collec-
t ive political invo l vement is ava i l able to the citi-
ze n ry. A c c o rding to Bauman, the powe rl e s s n e s s
felt by these people is ove rcome for a short period
when a sense of commu n i t y, s h a red belonging, a n d
s h a red outrage can be ex p ressed powe r f u l ly and
p u b l i c ly.

Bauman invo kes the theme of m o ral panic as a
way of explaining what is at stake in these
p ro t e s t s .M o ral panic is a sociological construct
d eveloped by British academics in the 1960s to
a dd ress a media-facilitated fear of such perc e ive d
societal threats as the emergence of youth subcul-
t u re s .S t a n l ey Cohen in his (1972) Folk Devils &
M o ral Pa n i c s p rovides a broad outline:

Societies appear to be subject , eve ry now and t h e n , to
periods of moral panic. A co n d i t i o n ,e p i s o d e , person or
g roup of persons emerges to become defined as a
t h re at to societal values and int e re s t s ; its nat u re is
p re s e nted in a stylised and stereotypical fashion by t h e
mass media; the moral barricades are manned by
e d i to r s, b i s h o p s, politicians and other right- t h i n k i n g
p e o p l e ; socially acc redited ex p e rts pro n o u n ce t h e i r
diagnoses and solutions; ways of coping are evo l ved or
( m o re often) re s o rted to ; the condition then disappears,
s u b m e rges or deteriorat e s . . . Sometimes the object of
the panic is quite novel and at other times it i s
something which has been in ex i s t e n ce long enough,
b u t suddenly appears in the limelight. Sometimes t h e
panic passes over and is fo rgo t t e n , exce p t in fo l k l o re and
co l l e ct i ve memory; at other times it has more serious
and long-lasting re p e rcussions and might p ro d u ce such
c h a n ges as those in legal and social policy or even in t h e
way the society co n ce i ves itself. (Co h e n ,1 97 2 ,p. 9 )

This construct has been criticised, not least as a
consequence of it passing into greater and non-
specialised curre n cy. Pointing to the we a k n e s s e s
of the concept Simon Wa t n ey has argued that:

To begin with, [ m o ral panic] may be employed to
c h a ra cterise all co n f l i cts in the public domain where
s c a p e - go ating t a kes place. I tc a n n o t ,h oweve r,

d i s c r i m i n ate between either diffe re nt o rders or degre e s
of moral panic. Nor can it explain why ce rtain types of
eve nts are especially privileged in this way. A b ove all, i t
l a c ks any capacity to explain the endless ‘ove r h e a d ’
n a r rat i ve of such phenomena, as one ‘ p a n i c’ g i ves way to
a n o t h e r, or one anxiety is displaced across diffe re nt
‘ p a n i c s ’. Thus one moral panic may have a re l at i ve l y
limited frame of re fe re n ce ,w h i l s t another is heav i l y
ove r-d e t e r m i n e d ,j u s t as a whole ra n ge of panics may
s h a re a single co re meaning whilst others operate in
tandem to co n s t r u ct a larger ove rall meaning [...] t h e
t h e o ry of moral panics makes it ex t remely diff i c u l t to
co m p a re press hysteria and gove r n m e nt i n a ct i o n ,w h i c h
m ay well turn out to be closely re l at e d . (Wat n ey, 1 9 87, p.
41 )

Accepting the limited power of analyses of
m o ral panic, it is nonetheless interesting to note
that the paedophile scare is arg u ab ly a classic
example of moral panic, and one that is subject to
s eve ral re n ewals over the last three decades.
R e c ognising the paedophile narra t ive as part of a
panic response stro n g ly suggests then that it is
s e rving a function of displacement.Thus Bauman
and others will argue that the core meanings at
p l ay here do not reside in the ostensible content
of the stories told and re t o l d .R a t h e r, it is a ques-
tion of serving some other need. E s s e n t i a l ly this
p roposes a functional reading of the panic as a
m e chanism for disavowing a broader set of
i n t ra c t able social and political problems by allow-
ing for the symbolic acting out of a proxy anxiety
in a way that is amenable to some potential re s o-
l u t i o n .S u ch resolution is usually dependent on
a t t a ching blame to a localisab l e , if not prox i m a t e ,
c a u s e .Thus Bauman sees the clutch of panicke d
people of Ye ov i l ,p rotesting the presence of an
alien in their midst, as a re flex of the felt loss of a
public sphere and of a participative politics.
H oweve r, it may be that these situations are more
c o m p l ex than is allowed by positing a simple
opposition between surface content (paedophile
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as threat of imminent harm to ch i l d ren) and actu-
al function (reclaim a space of politics / disavow
its loss).The need for a more nuanced reading of
these panic responses is particularly suggested by
the recent upsurge in narra t ives of ch i l d - s ex
offences which invo l ve celeb r i t i e s .

These recent narra t ives provide a further twist
on this narra t ive of perve rsity and violence with
the emergence of the celebrity paedophile in the
British and to a lesser extent in the Irish media.
S u ch cases as the Gary Glitter conv i c t i o n , the Ti m
Allen conviction (husband of a famous Irish T V
ch e f ) , the Jonathan King pro s e c u t i o n , the Pe t e
Townshend story and more re c e n t ly the false accu-
sation of Matthew Ke l ly are indicative of an emer-
gent trend in the media which fo rges a
relationship between celebrity and ch i l d - s ex per-
ve rs i t y. (It may be that there is a genealogy of
these recent narra t ives to be found in the earl i e r
h i s t o ry of Holly wood and the notorious crimes of
s t a rs such as Fatty A r b u ck l e . )

H oweve r, it is not just conventional celeb r i t y
that is at issue here: it’s not simply about stars ,i t ’s
p r i m a r i ly a question of media visibility.When the
t wo Soham ch i l d ren we re abducted and mu rd e re d
in the late summer of 2002, the unfolding media
c ove rage culminated in the revelation that the
police spoke s p e rson (who had anch o red mu ch of
the TV cove rage) had been named in an FBI
report on UK-based, internet child pornogra p hy
v i ewe rs . As has happened many times befo re , a
public image of civic and moral probity and a pri-
vate ‘truth’ of perve rsity collided.This collision
took place in the, a rg u ab ly alre a dy p o r n o g ra p h i c,
c o n t ext of a daily news narra t ive of tra u m a .( A
t rauma that was made over into soap opera by a
n ews industry appare n t ly starved of other hot con-
tent during the August holiday period.) The ex t ra
ch a rge of sensation generated by this case was the
p roximity of the compromised police officer to a
m a s s ive ly exploited story of ch i l d - mu rd e r.

Media ex p o s u re becomes, in these cases, a n
i n t e gral aspect of the narra t ive of paedophilia: the
paedophile is in a sense alre a dy famous and
becomes infa m o u s , is alre a dy exposed in the
media and is then subsequently further ex p o s e d ,
o u t e d as a perve r t .

C e n t ral to this re n ewed curre n cy of paedophile
stories is the trope of ‘ child pornogra p hy on the
internet’ and the organised netwo rks of ch i l d
ab u s e . Certain cases in the US and in Belgium
we re given international media prominence in the
1990s and thus established a ve ry strong re l a t i o n-
ship between the internet, consumption of ch i l d
p o r n ographic imagery and organised netwo rks of
child ab d u c t i o n ,t rade and sexual ab u s e . In 1996
the FBI established its Innocent Images p ro-
gramme which add resses child porn on the inter-
n e t .This programme has garnered international
media cove rage because of the ex change of info r-
mation about consumers of child pornogra p hy
with other governments and police fo rc e s .Th u s
child porn has become the object of international
police collab o ra t i o n , similar to earlier initiative s
to collab o rate internationally around drugs tra f-
ficking and terro r i s m . This is indicative of the per-
c e ived scale of the thre a t .

In one famous exposé of the threat of the inter-
net as a medium of paedophile activity a group of
North American Police Chiefs we re presented in a
seminar with an FBI agent posing as a twe l ve -
ye a r-old girl in an online chat ro o m .The ‘ g i rl ’s ’
c over story was that she was away from sch o o l
with the flu .Ve ry quick ly, she became the targ e t
of enquiries from ostensibly older men who made
enquiries about her sex activities and re q u e s t e d
p i c t u res of her. One interlocutor sent a digital
image of his genitals. In other ve rsions of this
s t o ry the interlocutor arranges a meeting with the
child under the pretence of being a same-age-
group peer only to emerge as a midd l e - a g e d
p re d a t o r. A key trope in the discussion of org a n-
ised netwo rked paedophiles is the description of
their ability to engage with the child in the ch i l d ’s
domestic sphere , since the internet-enabled com-
puter is in the bedroom or sitting ro o m , and is

thus a gateway into the home, a gateway that can
often be unpoliced and unpro t e c t e d . It is impor-
tant to note that these scenarios of adults re c r u i t-
ing younger ch i l d ren and teenagers online, a re
cited as examples of child pornogra p hy.The arg u-
ment thus made is that there is a smooth and
uninterrupted continuum between the consump-
tion of imagery and the actualising of pre d a t o ry
s exual assaults on ch i l d re n .The smooth continu i t y
of this spectrum is guaranteed by the fig u re of the
paedophile: only a paedophile would look at such
i m a g e s , and a paedophile by definition is one who
a c t ive ly sex u a l ly assaults ch i l d re n .( Th e re are
i n t e resting parallels with earlier concerns for the
deleterious effects of the cinema on ch i l d re n ,
e s p e c i a l ly as these pertained to perc e ived sex u a l
t h reats to the child in the darkened space of the
c i n e m a , and the presumed inherent promiscuity of
the cinematic image itself (See Hansen, 1 9 9 0 ) . )

It is notewo r t hy also that these recent narra-
t ives of paedophilia have become, not just part of
‘ n ews’ and ‘ d o c u m e n t a ry’ progra m m e s , but also
the stuff of ex p l i c i t ly ‘entertainment’ TV pro d u c-
tion (accepting that these distinctions are slight
a ny way ) .Thus the US TV series Law & Order
Special Victims Unit in its 2002 season featured a
p re p o n d e rance of storylines centred on ch i l d - s ex
o f f e n d e rs .( This series signals its remit as a consid-
e red commentary on the moral and legal dilem-
mas of contempora ry US society by re f e re n c i n g
s p e c i fic topical social issues in the storyline and
p roviding context setting dialog u e .Thus it ech o e s
and re i n fo rces the broader curre n cy of the pae-
dophile narra t ive in the media.) Intere s t i n g ly
these storylines genera l ly entail mu rder scenarios
as the logical extension of the ch i l d - s ex offence.
The abuse stories are genera l ly situated in the
c o n t ext of non-biological fa m i ly relations or of
state care and we l fa re initiative s . In one instance
the victims are non-US citizens imported as part
of an organised trade in ch i l d re n - fo r- s ex , in anoth-
er instance the victims are ch i l d ren from dy s f u n c-
tional families where the primary carer is a drug
a ddict or otherwise incapacitated.Th e re is in one
s t o ryline a specific add ress to the North A m e r i c a n
B oy Love A s s o c i a t i o n , an advo c a cy group for pae-
d o p h i l e s .This organisation is cited in the course of
a standard context-setting aside by one ch a ra c t e r.
The effect of this device is to re i n fo rce the topical-
ity of the theme and underline the broad social
u rg e n cy of the issue.

These narra t ives of child sexual ab u s e ,w h e t h e r
in the news or in detective show s , refer ultimately,
and however heav i ly mediated, to actual events in
the wo rl d .What they describe does in some criti-
cal sense take place. On the other hand these are
not the only stories that might be told about ch i l d
s exuality or child sex assaults.These narra t ive s
c l e a rly service a moral panic re flex .These stories
n a r rate child sexual violence by fo rging a series of
linkages between child sexual assault and seve ra l
key themes: the indiv i d u a l i s e d ,p a t h o l ogical type
‘the paedophile’; the ex t ra - familial netwo rks of
these otherwise re m o t e , isolated types (enclave s
of clerics or netwo rks of tech - s avvy online pre d a-

t o rs); the perva s ive thre a t , yet ex t ra o rd i n a ry
n a t u re of the pervert; the danger of new tech n o l o-
gies (digital imaging, digital netwo rks) as ve h i c l e s
bringing these, otherwise ex t e r n a l i s e d ,t h re a t s
into the home (the putative ly safe place of ch i l d-
hood); the vulnerability of non-traditional fa m i ly
c o n s t r u c t s .These stories tell us that child sex u a l
assault is a pathology of the contempora r y, o f
m o d e r n i t y. It should be re m e m b e red that when
feminist authors began to produce narra t ives of
s exual assault on ch i l d re n , among the key themes
we re the fa m i ly, male authority, i n c e s t , the con-
struction of femininity as ch i l d - l i ke , and the collu-
s ive societal re p ression of these stories of ab u s e .
For earlier feminist accounts child sexual ab u s e
was thus a p athology of pat r i a r chy, of authority.

Returning then to the moral panic interp re t a-
t i o n , it appears that the paedophile scare is
ove rd e t e r m i n e d . It is symbolically operating many
and various anxieties but also displacing and
obscuring other dilemmas. It obscures the simple
fact that ch i l d ren are primarily vulnerable to sex u-
al exploitation in their fa m i ly homes at the hands
of their pare n t s , their care rs , their siblings, t h e i r
re l a t ives and other fig u res of trust. It obscures the
simple fact that ch i l d re n ,i n t e r n a t i o n a l ly, a re sub-
ject to all manner of ch ronic and fatal ab u s e s ,
under systems that are collusive ly maintained by
a whole host of international playe rs . It displaces
our pro found ambivalence for this historically
recent construct, the ch i l d , and does not allow us
to ask why the child can be so sex u a l ly ch a rg e d ,
for so many ‘ o rd i n a ry people’. It obscures that
w h i ch is arg u ab ly the primary locus of most vio-
l e n c e , of most sexual pain and dy s f u n c t i o n ,t h e
fa m i ly. It services the re c u r rent anxieties that
h ave tra d i t i o n a l ly emerged in the face of tech n o-
l ogical ch a n g e . And indeed, as Bauman notes, i t
does seem to enable a fleeting sense of commu n i-
t y, identity and belonging in the face of horro r.

The paedophile scare appears to brook no dis-
senting positions, no hesitant critique or even any-
thing that obliquely suggests that the whole
spectrum (from internet imagery to ch i l d - mu rd e r )
is not an ab s o l u t e ,i n t e gral and uniform ev i l .
Indeed if the ch i l d - s ex question was pro p e rly a
q u e s t i o n , a topic on which publicly re a s o n e d
ex change and dialogue could pro c e e d , the mora l
panic would be puncture d . It re q u i res the quench-
ing of all and any ambiguity, all and any scruple,
so that an absolute and binding consensus may
h o l d . It may be that this is the one point at which
m o ral panic responses and some feminist accounts
of child sex offences conve rge: there must be no
c o n f u s i o n , the juxtaposition of sex and the child is
a lways and eve ry w h e re monstro u s . But of cours e
h i s t o r i c a l ly ch i l d ren have not been listened to, o r
b e l i eved in respect of these matters , while adults
h ave often been protected by fa m i ly collusions
and the support of other social structure s , and so
the fear of slippage is unders t a n d ab l e .A m b i g u i t y
in these matters , it is believe d , will accrue benefit
o n ly to offenders and pre d a t o rs .
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