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This testimony concerning physical abuse of children
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social, economic, civil, and political rights. . Child abuse or neglect
‘is considered the responsibility of individuals, institutions, and
society as a whole with the underlying cultural cause of the rooted
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lr. Chairuan, merbers of the Subcommittee: than!l: you for inviting re to testi’y
before you. My name is Drvid Gil. 1 am professo: of social policy ct Brande "s

University in Vzltham, licss.

Several years ago, st the re~uest o7 the Children'c Bureau of the U.S. Department

-

of Heelth, Education, and "lelfzre, I conducted a ceries oF nationvide studies
on physisel zbuse of ch.ldren. To my knowledge, thece studies are, so far, the
only syzte.atic investigation of tuis phenomenon on a nztionwide sczle. Tindings

of thegse studies and recoimendziions besed on there findings were published in

1¢70 by H-rverd University Press in my bool: 'Violence Ageinst Children'.

You have assked me spzcilicslly to focus my testiuony on four issues of concern
to the Subcommittee, namely:
- - ¢ definition of child abuse:
- statistics of incidence:
- a summary of what ic knoun shout perpetrztorc end victims of child abuse;and

- 1y thoughts on the lecislation before you:

A Definition of Child Abuce ond Nezlect

child abuce may be deZined n ¢ voriety of ways, depending on the purpose for vhich
the definition will be used. iiedical practitioners engaged in the diagnosis and
treatment of physically chbused children tend to uce deZin“tions based on physical

-or cnatowical symptoms identi’izble in their child-patients. Mental health

PS 006734

vorkers vho are concerned with emotional cbuse in sddition to physical abuse preier

to brosdan their definitionc of child abuse to in-lude signs of psychological dawage.

-




Soczial vorkers, law enforce.ent cuthorities ond others vhose interest extends
beyond the victims of abuce to pecspetrators o.. zhucive zcts focus their de’ini-
tionc not only -round oLceirvable, physical, and pcychological consecuences of
abuce, but also around behsvioral 2nd wotivational chzrocteristics of perpetrs-
tors. Finally, legislators and social policy spezialictc vhose concarn is the
protection oI all children zgainat potentially injurious acts &nd conditions
recuire ~omprehensive deZinitions which take account, not only of clinical,
physical, end psychological acpects of child'abuse, but alco of cultural, socic],
economic, znd politicol factors which presumably zonctitute the dynemic sources

of this destructive phenoenon.

Definitions, it should be notad, involve not only iIzctual elements, but alco
value prenises. Therelore, beZore suggesting a de’inition of child abuse vhich
should be useful in foruulating cocial policies Zor the protection and well-
teing of theAnation's children, I +vish to explicaie the value premises under-
lying the proposed definition. These value premisecrmay be stated as Zfollowc:
Every child, despite hig individuzl differences ané unicueness, is to be con-
sidered o7 erual ‘ntrincic worth, znd hen~e shoul’ Le entitled to equal social,
ccenonic, civil, and politicel rights, so thathe .oy fully reelize its inherent
potential,,and shrr2 ecuclly in liZe, liberty, ¢nd the nursuit of happines-.
Ob%iously, thece value preunicer -re rooted in the humanistic philosophy oZ ous
Declaration of Independzn-'e. In accordrnce with thess value premises then,

any act of commission or oxiccion by individuals, inctitutions, or coclety

as a vhole, and any conditions resulting f:pm surh &a-tc oxr inection, which de-
prive children of eausl rights cnd ‘liberties, sn'/or interfere tvith their
optimal development, constitute, by definition, sizucive or neglectful acts or

conditions. L

-
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The defin‘tion nroposed hereuvith 'z snecilic enough to icentify physical rnd
eiotion:zl rbuse and négleﬂt resuliing fron ccte o7 <o riesion or owmission on
tte pzrt o7 parents and otiher individual cavetoliers. Yet, at the save tiue,
this definition is brord enough to -over also ¢ wide range of abusive ~nd
deragice acts pevpetrcted ageinct children by such inctltutions zs schooic,
juvenile zourts and detertion ~enters, child welZ-re homes and agencies,
correctional facilities, et:. Tinally, this deZinition covers zlso cbuse =nd
1eglect tolercted or perpetra by society collectively. Illustrations of
this latter type of chuse and neglect are walnutrition -nd at tizes stervation
zpectznt uothers and chi’dren, inadecuzte iedi-al care of wothers, children
and whole families, sub:tandard houcing and other sspects of li in povecty-
stricen neighborhoods, incde-urte education:c]l, rezreztional, and cultusel pro-
vicionc, :nd any wore vell-lmmoun conditiones vhich tend o 52fiouély inhibit nor-

mel ~nd healthy huween grousth rnd developuent,

To round out this brie’ dizcussion of 2 definition o chlld abuse and negle-t

are coxents seem indicated concerning the probable causes and dynemices of

E3

- -

this corplex eyndroze. lizny proZessionals, investigatorec, the communications
mediz, ond the generzl public tend to view child aduce as deviant behavior
In :hicz view perpstrators o ebuc: are ewot'onally cicl: individuals and the

'

abvsive act is a syapto. of their psychological disturbarce. While it ic prob ‘ ¢oly
true that numerous incidentc o7 child abuse are inde2d recults of emotional
illnesc on the part of the jerpetsators, many other “nhidentc occur im nerlectly
noracl failies. This chould curprice no one ~s the use of physical force in

the rearing and disciplining of children is widely zccepted in our society.

Common sense suggestz that vhenever corporal punizanent ig videly used, extrewe
cazes will cocur and children v:ll be injured, "uite fremuently acts aiwed &t

nmerely disciplining children uill, because of chance factors, turn into serious

accidents. Our studiec indicete that the widecpread acceptance in our culture
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0 physiczl discipline of -~h ldren ic the undeirlying ‘cector of physical child
'.abuse ir private homes, in z-hoolc and in various child nare settings such

as Zogter homes, detention ho..es, ~orrectionsl inctituiions, ete. It should

be rotad here that abucive ir-idents which ozcur in the context of e.otional

illnes: of perpetrators are rlco “acilitated by the general cultural acceptrnce
of the use of physical “orze 'n child rearing. For syoptoms o> emotional ill-
ness are oiter exsggerated ewprecsions of normal traits existing in 2 culture.
These brie? comwents on the causel dynemics o child 2duse suggest that the real
sour~es o this phenoéenon acy ve ‘deep in the :abri~ of gsociety rather than
within the personeslities oS individual perpetratorz. Hence, blaming individual
perpetreiors, as ve tend to dc, seans perely to shift responsibility avay Iiom
society vhere it really helonpc. The tendency to interpret social problem;
through individual rather than socio-ci:'tural dynenmics is, by the way, nct
unique in relation to ciild cLuse. Ve tend to interpret most social problews
ag results of individual shortcouings, and we zre thus able to maintain the
1llusion that our socicl systen: ic neariy perfect and need not undergo major

cacnges o order to overcone itc rany destructive cocietal proble::s.

Ireidence, Distribution, cnd Hotes on Pernetrators and Victims

Reliable information on the recl incidence of child ahuze is not cvailable
because o7’ differenées o’ opi;ion ag to vhat incidents epd situstions are to
be zlacciiied as ctild abuse, end rlso because o° the non-public nature of
many cacec. There is some in’ormation on the nuiber of legally reportegs
casec., Yet, thiz information ic of liuited value cince criteria and pro-
ceedures for‘reporting vary v.dely across statec and localities. iforeover,

reported incidents are ..erely an unknown fraction of real incidence.

o
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In spite of the limited validity rnd reliab’lity o7 ollic’zlly renorted >igures,
seversl observations nzy be .rde on the scope and distribution of child abuse

and the <hrracteristics of nernetrators end vietiic., First of sll, it should

be noted that there is no bssis to the Irecuently made ~laim that the incidence

of ch'ld abuse has increased ;n recent years. One si.ply cannot tall: zbout an
incresse or decrease of a phenowmenoh unless one has 2ceurzte cownts of diffcrent
perisd: in t'me. Suc@ gdunts :re not available, :nd hence, there is no besis
for coupcrison over time. Yhat hzs increased in re~ent dgcades is the svucrene:z:
of, the interest in, ond the con.ern for this phens.ienon. Awarenesz, interest,
and con-ern sre mutuzlly reir’or:“ng, snd hence, ve end up vith an impression

of change in incidente. Thile then, we have no evidence Zor or against an increcse
in real levels and rztes o~ incidence, we have evider.e of increases in reporting
levels. This in. rease, hovever, seems due largely to improvements in the rdiinis-
tration oi reporting legisle;ion ~nd to growing rvareness zaong physicians and

others responsible for reporting. -

Reporting levels are known orly for 1967 and71963, the yerrs of the nationwide
surveys. Nearly 6000 cases were reported in 1937 e#nd over 5600 in 1962. For
subsecuent years figures cre availsble only for certain states and locclities.
These figures suggest overall increzses in reporting levels for selected juris-

aictions.

Reported incidents involve nearly exclusively sbuse o7 children in their own

hores. There are hardly ever zny reports on child sbuce in schools and ch&ldren's
institutions aléhough this l:ind of rbuse is knowa to occur frequeutly all over

the countvy. Public authoritiec seem simply reluctant to keep records of child
abuse in the public doroin. Thers cre also no systemati~ records of the nassive
couse and neglect of children due to inzdecuzte aediczl care, inrderuste educetion,

and subct:ndard living conditions s can be found in .Jgrant labor camps, in
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urban ard rurzl slums, on Irndicn reservationc, znd in asny other settings. To ay
vay oI thinking, these public “orms oI asbuse and neglect :re the most serious oncs X
in quslitative and cuantitstive termg, but slso the least tclked about, thought

zbout, ond acted upon aspects o7 the child abuse cpectrua.

I do not vant to take up you; time with 2 recitztion of statistics from the 1937
s end 1955 czurveys puélished in .y book and papers. The suumrry of this mzterizl

is includedrin the pamphlet wzde available zlong with my vritten testiuony,

I vould lile tormention, hovever, certain unuistsrble trends suggested by thece

statiztirc, While ph&sicél czbuse of ;hild;;n is novn to occur in all strata

of our soziety, the incidénce rcte seems signiTi~antly higher awong deprived

end discriminsted agoinst seg.ents of the popule;ion. This difference éannot

be explaihed avay b; tie zrgurment that medicel end other authoritiéé are lecs

likely to suspect and report ébucive incidénts arong the priviledge& segments

of the population. Fér co;mén sense support; the repeated findiﬁgs of highec

incidence rotes among low-incone and minority groups. Coupared to other groups

in the population, the living conditions of these deprived population segments

involve much more strain ond stiess snd frustration fn daily existence which

are reélectedvin lover levels of self-control, snd in ¢ greater p;opensity, to

dischargz 2ngry end hostile Zeelings tovard children. Besides, economically

deprived families tend to live urder more crowded conditions. Also, the rate

of one-parent femilies is much higher in these populction segments, and parents

heve Zewer opportunifies to crrange substitute cere ’or their children énd trle

a rest Zrom child care responsibilities. Fiﬁally, prrents in economically deprived

families have themselQec 2zd little erposure to educationcl opportunities and their

child rearing methods are .ore traditiongl_andrrely acie on physical mesns of

discipline. We thus cannot escaée the conclusion that incidence rates of child

abuse on the part of individusl parents tend to he higher in economically deprived

families whbse childred are zlso more exposed to the n:ny forms of societsl sbuse
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implicit in povertv. Cre oiher -ridespread, erron2our impression concerning
incidence rates needs to be zorre:ited., This ic tiae notion that child abuce
aifects primerily very vourg children., Avialodle rotionuvide figures sugzgest
that ciout half the reported abuce incidents involve s-hool-aged children, &nd
over 75 percent of reported victims of abuse were over to yezrs old. There ic
2lso = higher rzte of incidence during adolescen-e, especially for girls, vhen
parent: get anxious about their daughters' dating patterns. Very young children

tend, ho-rever, to be more seriously injured when rbuced, and fatzl injuries oc:cur

nearly ex:lusively smong the very young.

Commenits on S§.1121

In turning nov to the gpecifiic provisions oI the oill belore you, ve must exaaxine
vhether, and to vhat ertent, its substantive proviéions match its stated objec-
tives, ncuwely, to prevert ch.ld abuse. In wmy viey 5.11C1 includes eleuents vh'ch
could contriuute to the treat.ent and reduction o certain types within the brozd
spectrum of child abuse. However, vhile such contruditions are desirable in-
themselves, they seem inaéeauate, in terms of zvailziie l:nowledge, to the tzel:

of preventing all aspects of child abuce. Let .2 ‘ention some of the shortco.ingc

in the bill which should be coriected in order to strengthen it.

First of »11, the lengurce o7 the bill lzcls a deinition of child abuse and
neglect. Without such = definition, it is not clear what is to be identiTied,
treated, and prevented, nor will it be possible “n the future to evaluate the

effe~tiveness of the bill.

It vould also be desirable to include in the Lill o positive statement concerning

the baric rights of children as persons entitled to the “ull protection of the

_U.S. Conctitution and the Bill of Rights. Such ¢ ctetenent by the Congiress could

over ti.e serve as an importcnt lever to sssure these rights, i necessary,

i




through :ction in xhe Fecdzrzl Jourts.

More gpecifically, it see.c to .. the Congrecc ougin: to outlaw through this bill
e11 fo:. :of physical Zforce uced esa’nst children in the public domain, in zchools,
and in chilc care facilitiec, under the guise o disciplining thez. This fom: ¢!
diccipline undermines the huaan dignity of childrea. It is nothing but cn zncient,
cruel ritual viaich never serves the real edu-at’onzl and dévelopmental needs o
children, but uerely providec ventilation for the ‘ructrztions of adult;. Being
exposed to corporal punishuent teaches children that might iz right. It resulcs

in resent.ent and fear ol their attaclers. At best it achievec éhort-range,
externzlly ernZorced, dis~ipline based on fear, but not steady, long-ter:, internali-
zed discinline based on nocitive identification with caring adults. Ye l:novw that
learning recuires positive huucr relations vhich :zre zpt to be destroyed by coi-
poral punishuent or the ever-present threat of it. It .ay be o interest to note
that Haccachusetts, vhere I live, is -ne of three ctotec in the nation which

outlaved corporal punishsent in its schools and public irstitutions. Yet, our

children and schools in Iicssachucetts are certainly not vorse in acadewic echieve-

ment and overall discipline than the schools and children of other states.

-

. One iiportant by-product of sut’zving the use o7 physical force in schools and

=

institutione would be an unauzbiguous cignal to cll parents and educators that it
iz the sence of Congress thrt educators and peiencs choul?ruse aore constructive
meesures to bring up and discipline childrep than irilicting physical pain and
indignities upon them. Zuch a ecsage ‘ro. the Congress could initiate a re-
thirking of the entire child rearing context in the country. Without such re-

thinl:ing and vithout an eventual redefinition of the status and the rights o7

children, child abuse can si.ply not 2 prevented.

The bill before you should also speil out vhat vou consider o minivum living ctan-

i N =

dard waich the public must a2ccure to all children in order to avoid socially
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san~ticnad abuse and neglect. Froa wy precpective, srd in accordrnce with

the philosophy o7 the Declarat’s: ol Independence, these uini.ua stzndards ouciit
to be co.plete ecuality <  rightc Zor all childrea whi~h can be achieved

through cystematie rediciribution of our nationol realth ond income and of pol--
ticel pover. You .iay not be ready to opt for ecusliiy wight avay, but in any
case you caould specify in the bill = level of de:zency and adecuacy of living
standards belov vwhich a child vould be considerad zbuced and neglected, and
hence, cntitled to protection. P;rhaps you could set 1775, the two-hundredth

annjiverszry of our natior, 25 the target date Zor totzl enuzlity.

I would like to end with 2 ‘ew specific commeniz and cuestions on the Bill. I
assu.e the National Centzr on Child Abuse znd Nejlect is to be an integrel unit
oi the e—isting 0ZZice o7 Child Develonuent. In .y view this is preferable to
establiching a seperate o” ice within HEM, since the prevention of child chuse
and neglect are to be vievred 2s integrel acpects o sro:oting the developuent

and well-“eing of all children, which, I suppoce, ic th~ Zunction of the Gifice

of Child Develop.:ent.

I do not understand the ter. 'accide.t” in Section © (5)(l). Is the intent to
list all accidentsiof any !'nd irvolving childrer unde. age 15, or aerely sccidents
suspected to involve abucive or neglectful acts? 'hat is the purpose of licting
thece accidents? 1Is the intent to develop a nestion-rride registry vhich could
serve a variety ol object’vec, including research and the identificatiqn 07 cusz-

pected perpetrators and repeaters? It see.c the vaguznesc of this provision
3 p

reruirec tlarification.

I hesitate to raise +.estions conzerning the proposed demonstretion progranc
and the $00 willjon to be ruthorized Zor it over the rext ‘ive years. I a..
concerned that we may create oae nore-illusion that ~hild abuse can be prevented

through aueliprative, clinical services. We have in the past developed many
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prograi.c which were addressing the symptoms rather than the roots of social
proble.s. I have an uncowortable sense that the deaonstration programs under
this bil} ma§ fall into this catesory, and that ot the end of five years, aiter
spending $%0 million, and aZter =reating and supporting numerous service progras,
nothing rezlly significant vill have happened. Ve .wst ve willing to face the
hard reality that preventing child abuse and neglect i5 possible only when we axe
ready to attack its sources :n the fabric of our society and culture, ratier than
merely nrovide social and mediczl services to its victins.

I would suggest that the nandate ol the probosed National Cormmission be ovroadened.
In addttio; to studying adninictrative aspects o child abuse reporting, the
Comaission should investiéate the underlying dynanics of child abuse and neglect
in our society and should develop policy recommenéations aimed at eliminating the
sources o’ this ghastiy nhero.enon. I would also;reco:mend that the Cecretary
and the Director of tne OfZice of Child Developuent not be ex-officio members ol
the Cémmission in order to preclude influences -by o”Zicials responsible for the
2”ainictration of existing policies and programs, the effectiveness of which ray
have to Le cuestioned by the Co.u.iszsion. The Secretzry 2nd Director will have

ample opportunity to coxent.on the findings and reco..-endations of the Nztionzl

Comi.ission once it makes tc report ot the President and the Congress.

In concluding my testimony I'nould like to stress that my critical comments should
not be interpreted as oppocition to the enactment of a bill on preventing cnild
abuse and meglect. Such 2 bill is certainly essential., The purpose of ny
critique is mereiy to suggest possible approachec to acsure that the bill, vhen }
enacted, will accomplish the objecztives inplicit in its title, to prevent the

abuse o7 our nation's children.

Hr. Cha’r.an, members o. the Cubzommittee, than!: you zgain for the opportunity to
present to you ny vievs on the nrotection of this nction's most important recource =

our cuildren.




