
Pedophiles and the Cycle of Abuse 
by Liz Kelly 
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s u c h d a n g e r o u s t h i n k i n g . 

I have become increas ing ly a la rmed at the ways in w h i c h 
feminist perspectives of ch i l d sexua l abuse are be ing undercut 
by the adopt ion and acceptance of flawed concepts and ideas. 
It wou ld be bad enough if th i s was conf ined to professional per
spectives, but more and more, I have encountered the use of, 
and support for, some of these ideas in women's organizat ions. 
The consequences of s u c h sloppy t h i n k i n g are immense , and it 
behooves anyone who t h i n k s hersel f a feminist to take the mean
i n g a n d i m p l i c a t i o n s of u s i n g the w o r d ' p e d o p h i l e ' a n d 
subsc r ib ing to 'cycle of abuse ' theories ser iously. 

What has happened over the last few years is an increas ing 
awareness of, not j u s t the extensiveness of sexua l abuse, but 
also the ways in w h i c h adu l t s organize abuse networks and the 
ways some of these are l i nked to ch i l d pornography and ch i l d 
pros t i tu t ion . A l though feminist ana lys i s has had a profound 
inf luence on how sexua l abuse i n the family is understood, it 
has not yet been appl ied to these other contexts. 

THE RETURN OF THE 'PEDOPHILE' 
The issues became par t i cu lar l y clear to me whi le under tak

ing a review of w h a t we k n o w about s exua l exp lo i ta t ion of 
ch i l d r en (Kelly et a l , 1996). The spark for th is piece was two 
seminars where the word 'pedophile ' was used rout inely , w i th 
out ques t ion . I was the lone d i s sen t ing voice. One feminist 
suggested that there was no problem since "fathers who sexu
al ly abuse are also pedophi les . " 
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I h a v e h e a r d F r e n c h , 
Swed ish a n d Be lg ian delegates 
(all senior women pol icy mak
ers) l i n k t h e c o n c e p t o f 
pedophi l ia w i t h cycle of abuse. 
One neatly s u m m a r i z e d the i r 
perspect ive : "It i s dep lorab le 
that one out of three ch i l d r en 
c o u l d be a pedoph i l e i n the 
future . " 

D u r i n g a n i n t e r n a t i o n a l 
seminar i n Brusse l s , there was 
marked discomfort at attempts 
to b r o a d e n the de f i n i t i on of 
s e x u a l e x p l o i t a t i o n t h r o u g h 
reference to f a m i l i a l contex t 
where c h i l d p o r n o g r a p h y i s 
p r o d u c e d a n d c h i l d r e n a re 
prost i tuted. M a n y par t i c ipants 
wanted to m a i n t a i n the 'com
m e r c i a l ' e l e m e n t i n t h e 
def init ion. Under l y ing th is was 
a desire to shift a t tent ion from 
'sex' to explo i tat ion. Th i s may 
make the issue easier to deal 
w i t h for many , b u t to do so 
wou ld resul t i n a loss, ra ther 
t h a n a ga in , of perspec t i ve . 
Whi le the mot ivat ions of r u t h 
less entrepreneurs may not be 
the same as those of fami l ia l 
c h i l d a b u s e r s , c h i l d r e n are 
exploited and sexual ly used i n 
both contexts, a n d the legacies 
that s u c h abuse resu l ts i n do 
not stem from whether finan
c ia l ga in was involved. 

Documenta t i on of 'organ
ized abuse ' ne tworks tends to 
pre face t h i s w i t h the w o r d 
'pedophile, ' and indeed many 
i n the c h i l d p r o t e c t i on f ie ld 
have begun u s i n g 'pedophi le ' 
as either a collective te rm for 
a l l abusers or to refer to what 
is p resumed to be a par t i cu la r 
t ype o f a b u s e r ( i n v a r i a b l y 
those who abuse ch i l d r en out
side of fami l ia l contexts). 

Immediately the word pe
d o p h i l e , a p p e a r s we h a v e 
moved away from recognit ion 
of abusers as 'ordinary m e n ' — 

fathers, brothers , unc les , co l 
l eagues—and are re turned to 
the more comfortable view of 
t h e m as 'other, ' a s m a l l m i 
nor i ty who are fundamenta l ly 
different from most men . The 
fact that they have lives, k i n 
sh ip l i n k s a n d jobs d isappears 
from view i n the desire to fo-

The representation 
of the 'ideal' 

heterosexual partner 
for men continues to 

be young women, 
small and slim, with 
minimal body hair. 

c u s on their difference. At ten
t i on shi f ts immed ia te l y from 
the c e n t r a l i t y of power a n d 
con t r o l to no t i ons as sexua l 
deviance, obsess ion and 'ad
d ic t i on . ' Pedophi l ia re turns us 
to the med ica l a n d ind i v idua l 
i zed e x p l a n a t i o n s w h i c h we 
have spent so m u c h time and 
energy at tempt ing to decons
t r u c t a n d cha l l enge . S e x u a l 
abuse shou ld provoke us into 
look ing cr i t ica l ly at the social 
c o n s t r u c t i o n of m a s c u l i n i t y , 
male sexual i ty a n d the family, 
but instead, the safer terra in 
of ' abnormal i ty ' beckons. 

DISGUISING AND DISTRACTING 
The self-serving const ruc

t ion of pedophi l ia as a specific, 
and minor i ty , 'sexual or ienta
t i on ' acts as a useful d istrac
t i on to bo th the w idespread 
sexual i zat ion of ch i ldren , and 
gir ls i n par t i cu lar , i n western 
cu l tures a n d the prevalence of 
s e x u a l a b u s e . In one U . S . 
study, a signif icant proport ion 

of 193 male college s tudents 
adm i t t ed that they c o u l d be 
sexual ly interested i n ch i ld ren 
if they were guaranteed that 
t h e r e w o u l d be no l e g a l 
c o n s e q u e n c e s ( B r i e r e a n d 
Runtz , 1989). The representa
t ion of the ' ideal ' heterosexual 
partner for men cont inues to 
be y o u n g women , s m a l l a n d 
s l im , w i th m i n i m a l body hair . 
Across many cu l tu res , sexua l 
a c c e s s to g i r l s a n d y o u n g 
women is often the prerogative 
of p o w e r f u l m e n — c h i e f s , 
priests and rel ig ious leaders— 
t h r o u g h c u s t o m s s u c h a s 
deuadasi. The western echo of 
this age-old pa t r i a r cha l t rad i 
t ion c a n be seen i n the pre
requisite y oung gir l f r iend (oc
casional ly 'underage') of older 
r i ch men. There is an impor
tan t theme here t h a t l i n k s 
male power, economic power 
and social s ta tus w i th sexua l 
a c c e s s to g i r l s a n d y o u n g 
women. 

In m u c h of the c l in i ca l l it
erature on sex offenders, the 
separat ion of 'pedophi les ' not 
only f rom a l l m e n , bu t a lso 
from other m e n who sexual ly 
abuse, has impl i ed a difference 
of one group from the other. 
S i m i l a r i t i e s — i n the forms of 
abuse a n d the strategies abus
ers used to entrap, contro l and 
si lence ch i l d r en—are ignored. 
The fathers, grandfathers, u n 
cles, brothers who abuse are 
the r e f o r e h a r d l y ever s u s 
pected of be ing interested i n 
the c o n s u m p t i o n , or produc
t ion, of ch i l d pornography. Nor 
are they suspected to be i n 
volved i n c h i l d p r o s t i t u t i o n . 
Th i s , i n t u r n , invest igat ions of 
' famil ia l sexua l abuse ' se ldom 
involve e i ther searches for or 
quest ions about these forms of 
a b u s e . A l l these c o n t r a d i c t 
w i th what we hear from adul t 
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sexual abuse of minors witfi a girl victim in Pagsanhan, Laguna, 
Philippines 

surv ivors who tel l of relatives 
s h o w i n g t h e m p o r n o g r a p h y , 
e xpec t ing them to im i ta t e it 
and be ing required to pose for 
it. Some also tell of be ing pros
t i t u t e d by r e l a t i v e s . A 
signif icant proport ion of organ
i zed n e t w o r k s are b a s e d i n 
famil ies. 

Who are the c l ients of c h i l 
d r e n a n d y o u n g peop le i n 
volved in prost i tut ion? 1 sus 
pect only a minor i ty wou ld fit 
c l i n i c a l de f in i t i ons of 'pedo
ph i l e s '—men whose sexual i n 
terest is conf ined to ch i ld ren . 
Whether intent ional ly or not, 
c a l l i n g a sec t i on of a b u s e r s 
'pedophi les ' is accompanied by 
a n emphas i s on boys as vic
t ims . The abuse of g ir ls a n d 
young women outs ide the fam
ily thus becomes increas ing ly 
inv is ib le . Un l i k e ' ch i ld abuser ' 
or ' ch i l d mo les ter , ' the word 
' pedoph i l e ' d i s gu i s e s , r a the r 
t h a n n a m e s , the i s sue , a n d 
focuses our attent ion on a k i n d 
of person rather t han k i n d s of 
behavior . 

CONFUSED DEFINITIONS 
In m u c h of the l i terature 

there are i n c o n s i s t e n c i e s i n 
how 'pedophi l ia ' is defined, a l 
t h o u g h the m o s t c o m m o n 
element seems to be the as
sumpt i on that it is not j u s t a 
preference for, but the restr ic
t i o n of s e x u a l a r o u s a l to , 
ch i ld ren . Th i s premise, fact; is 
j u s t that, a premise, a n d the 
poss ib i l i ty that the 'pedophile ' 
may have sexual contact w i th 
adul ts is never explored. J u l i a 
O ' C o n n e l l Dav i d son ' s (1995) 
work, however, suggests that 
the d iv id ing l ine between the 
men who exploit ch i l d r en and 
women i n sex t ou r i sm is ne i 
ther clear nor absolute. 

T h e f o c u s o n s e x u a l 
a rousa l gives r ise to fur ther 

d i f f i cu l t i e s , moreover , s i nce 
the recent emphas i s by femi
n i s t s (as w e l l a s s o m e 
chi ld-protect ion professionals) 
on ind i v idua l m e n choos ing to 
act or not to act, a n d hav ing to 
take r e spons ib i l i t y for those 
choices, is m u c h more dif f icult 
to sus ta in as 'deviant ' sexua l 
a rousa l is presented as hav ing 
biological bas is . 

S u c h confusions have con
t r ibu ted to, i f not created, a 
context where men who seek 
to just i fy their w i s h to abuse 
have been able to organize po
l i t ical ly a n d even to seek the 
s ta tus of a n 'oppressed sexua l 

minor i t y . ' They also form the 
b a s i s for a d i f f e r e n t i a l a p 
p r o a c h i n terms of in terven
t ion, w i th the responses be ing 
p r o p o s e d for ' p e d o p h i l e s ' — 
s u c h as life l icenses or den ia l 
of any contact w i th c h i l d r e n — 
otherwise provoking outrage if 
app l ied i n the case of abusive 
fathers. The issue here is not 
w h e t h e r the p roposed m e a 
sures themselves are appro
p r i a t e , b u t the d i s t i n c t i o n s 
be ing made between 'types' of 
abusers . W i t h such spur i ous 
d is t inct ions , the abuse by fam
ily members becomes less 'de
viant ' , and therefore, less se-
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Harvey w i th a foreign f i lm crew, 
in Pagsanjan 

one of the many that make films 

r ious , t h a n that by m e n out
side the family. 

T h e d a n g e r o u s i m p l i c a 
t ions of a r esurgence of the 
label 'pedophi le ' become more 
ev ident i n a n a r t i c l e i n The 
Guardian on 17 J a n u a r y 1996 
about the delay i n the pub l i ca 
t i o n of f i r s t B r i t i s h c o m 
m e n t a r y on C a t h o l i c C a n o n 
Law. Th i s document inc ludes 
two pages on pr iests who are 
' p e d o p h i l e s . ' T h e c h u r c h ' s 
p o s i t i o n i s t h a t p e d o p h i l e s 

have d im in i shed responsibi l i ty 
because their sexual urges are 
' i n e f fect b e y o n d t h e i r 
control '—^justifying the a rgu
m e n t t h a t a b u s i v e p r i e s t s 
shou ld not be pun i shed except 
for 'perhaps only a m i l d pe
n a l t y , a f o r m a l w a r n i n g or 
r e p r o o f . ' A n y o n e g e t t i n g a 
sense of deja vu yet? 

If we a l l o w the t e r m 
pedophile to re-enter d i scuss 
ions about sexua l abuse , a l l 
the arguments about respon

sibi l i ty for act ion w i l l have to 
be ra ised a l l over again. 

CYCLE OF ABUSE 
E v e r y c y c l e m o d e l a t 

t e m p t s to r e d u c e c o m p l e x 
s o c i a l r e a l i t i e s , w h i c h have 
more t han a little to do w i th 
s t ruc tu ra l power re lat ions, to 
s impl is t ic behaviora l and ind i 
v i d u a l i s t i c mode l s . Cyc l e of 
abuse h a s become the most 
common ly unders tood expla
n a t i o n of s e x u a l a b u s e i n 
c h i l d h o o d a n d h a s been ac
cepted wholesale as 'the t r u t h ' 
by m a n y . V i r t u a l l y eve ry 
speech 1 have recently heard 
from a po l i t i c ian about sexual 
abuse in c h i l d h o o d a n d vio
lence against women conta ins 
some reference to it, and a sig
ni f icant n u m b e r of workers i n 
Br i t i sh refuges adhere to ver
s ions of it. Th i s a l a rm ing and 
w i d e s p r e a d a c c e p t a n c e of a 
flawed model needs to be cha l 
lenged, bo th i n t e rms of the 
e v i d e n c e s u p p o r t i n g the 
theory a n d i ts consequences 
for ch i l d and adul t survivors of 
abuse . 

In i ts s imp les t and most 
c ommon form, 'cycle of abuse ' 
p r o p o s e s t h a t i f y o u a re 
abused as a ch i l d you wi l l i n 
t u r n abuse others. Bu t if we 
b e g i n w i t h w h a t we k n o w 
about the gendered d i s t r i bu 
t i on of s e x u a l v i c t i m i z a t i o n , 
the propos i t ion begins to fall 
apart. We know that girls are 
three to six t imes more l ikely 
to exper i ence s e x u a l abuse , 
yet the vast majority of sexual 
abuse is perpetrated by males. 
If there is any k i n d of cycle, it 
is a gendered one, and that, in 
t u r n , r e q u i r e s e x p l a n a t i o n . 
G r a n t i n g that arguments of a 
h idden iceberg of female abus 
ers have some validity to them, 
to reverse the gendered asym-
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metry suggests a n iceberg of 
l iterally incredible proport ions. 

If we l imi t our focus to per
p e t r a t o r s , the d a t a i s a l s o 
e q u i v o c a l . No s t u d y h a s yet 
demonstra ted that there is a n 
o b v i o u s ' c y c l e ' e v e n w i t h i n 
s a m p l e s of convic ted of fend
ers , w i t h the range of those 
report ing experiences of abuse 
i n c h i l d h o o d var>'ing between 
30 a n d 8 0 p e r c e n t . F e w of 
these s tudies define abuse i n 
c h i l d h o o d i n the s a m e w a y . 
S o m e l i m i t t h e i r d a t a to 
w h e t h e r the i n d i v i d u a l w a s 
a b u s e d i n the same way that 
he subsequent ly a b u s e d c h i l 
d r e n , whereas others i n c l u d e 
any form of c h i l d abuse i n the 
i n d i v i d u a l ' s c h i l d h o o d w h i l e 
focus ing on sexual offending i n 
a d u l t h o o d . The psychologica l 
m e c h a n i s m s involved i n mov
i n g f r o m e x p e r i e n c e s of 
p h y s i c a l abuse a n d neglect to 
s e x u a l a b u s e c a n n o t be the 
same as those where the same 
f o r m of a b u s e i s i n v o l v e d . 
These c ruc ia l differences, how
ever, are invar iab ly ignored. 

In a l l s tudies to date, either 
the major i ty or a s ign i f i cant 
m i n o r i t y do not fit i n t o the 
theory. There is a lso se ldom 
any explorat ion of the precise 
m e c h a n i s m s involved whereby 
those w h o have been v i c t i m 
ized become v ic t imizers , s ince 
t h i s is not s i m p l e r e p e t i t i o n 
but a reversal of roles. 

DOUBLE DISTORTION 
A sleight of theory occurs 

w h e n proponents of th is per
n i c i o u s i d e a r e c o g n i z e t h a t 
w o m e n do not proceed i n great 
n u m b e r s to abuse . There are 
two w a y s i n w h i c h m o t h e r s 
w h o h a v e b e e n a b u s e d are 
i m p l i c a t e d : e x p e r i e n c e s of 
abuse are p r e s u m e d to m a k e 
w o m e n l e s s a b l e to p r o t e c t 

their c h i l d r e n or to choose a n 
a b u s e r a s p a r t n e r . T h e s e 
p r o p o s i t i o n s are f r e q u e n t l y 
used i n t a n d e m , but they are 
different a rguments . (The i n 
fluence of this idea has been 
so s t r o n g t h a t s o m e s o c i a l 
services depar tments consider 
knowledge of a w o m a n ' s abuse 
i n ch i ldhood sufficient to place 

We know that girls 
are three to six times 

more likely to 
experience sexua. 
abuse, yet the vast 
majority of sexual 

abuse is perpetrated 
3y males. 

her c h i l d r e n o n the a t - r i sk reg
ister!) 

T h e f i r s t p r o p o s i t i o n i s 
u s u a l l y supported t h r o u g h re
ported cases, a l t h o u g h few of 
i ts s u p p o r t e r s take ser ious ly 
what prevalence research tells 
u s : t h a t i n a n y g r o u p of 
w o m e n , a s u b s t a n t i a l n u m b e r 
w i l l have a h is tory of abuse . 
H a r r i e t D e m p s t e r ' s S c o t t i s h 
s tudy (1989) provides a n ex
p lanat ion to why there may be 
a h igher t h a n predic ted pro
p o r t i o n s : m o t h e r s w h o have 
been abused are more l ikely to 
report the abuse of their c h i l 
d r e n . The l i n k proposed here 
is precisely the opposite of that 
w h i c h ' cyc le of a b u s e ' p r e 
sumes . These mothers are so 
d e t e r m i n e d to p r o t e c t t h e i r 
c h i l d r e n , their o w n experience 
m a k e s t h e m more w i l l i n g to 
seek formal in tervent ion . Pre
s u m i n g a n e g a t i v e l i n k 
p r e v e n t s r e s e a r c h e r s a n d 

p r a c t i t i o n e r s f r o m c o u n t e 
n a n c i n g a n a l t e r n a t i v e 
'positive' one. 

The second posi t ion is re
m a r k a b l e . V e r y few w o m e n 
begin r e l a t i o n s h i p s k n o w i n g 
their male partner has a b u s e d 
c h i l d r e n . Prospective employ
e r s h a v e l e g a l r i g h t s to 
in format ion about Schedule 1 
offenders, prospective sexual 
partners do not. Since no c l i 
n i c i a n h a s ye t d e v i s e d a 
cer ta in way of d i s t i n g u i s h i n g 
a b u s i v e f r o m n o n - a b u s i v e 
m e n , how do women achieve 
t h i s ? If c l i n i c i a n s a n d re 
searchers really believe that 
w o m e n have 'abuser detection 
a n t e n n a e , ' why are there no 
s t u d i e s des igned to d iscover 
how they do this? If 'choice' is 
operat ing here, it is made by 
the m e n . We k n o w that some 
exper ienced a b u s e r s del iber
ately target single mothers . If 
we l i s t e n e d to w h a t w o m e n 
have to say, we w o u l d a l s o 
k n o w that some m e n , w h e n 
trusted wi th information about 
a woman 's o w n abuse or that 
of her c h i l d by another m a n , 
use that as 'permiss ion ' to act 
s i m i l a r l y . 

R e c o g n i z i n g the d e l i b e -
rateness of abusers ' behavior 
(Conte et a l , 1989) is d i s t u r b 
i n g ; i t i s m u c h m o r e c o m 
fortable to believe that abus 
ers and/or their partners are 
m e r e l y r e p e a t i n g w h a t they 
learned i n ch i ldhood. 'Cycle of 
a b u s e ' theories rework old or
thodoxies ; t rans forming a b u s 
ers into v i c t i m s , and p l a c i n g 
mothers back i n the col lusive 
frame. Qui te how the theory is 
s u p p o s e d to e x p l a i n a b u s e 
outs ide the family (and more 
c h i l d r e n are abused by k n o w n 
a d u l t s t h a n by family m e m 
bers) has not yet appeared i n 
pr in t . 
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PSYCHIC DETERMINISM 
'Cycle of abuse ' is based on 

a psych ic de te rmin ism—expe
rience A leads to behavior B , 
w i th m i n i m a l choice/agency in 
between. Apar t from a l lowing 
abusers carte blanche to avoid 
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y , i t m a k e s the 
thousands of survivors who, as 
a r esu l t of the i r own exper i 
ences , choose to never treat 
ch i ld ren in s imi la r ways, inv is 
ible, even logical ly imposs ib le . 
T h i s theory does a n o u t r a 
geous in jus t i c e to c o u n t l e s s 
women whose courageous and 
p a s s i o n a t e t e s t i m o n y m a d e 
sexua l abuse i n c h i l d h o o d a 
soc ia l i ssue . It a lso m a k e s a 
travesty of the support given 
to the ch i l d r en , s ince the a i m 
becomes prevent ing them from 
' r epea t i ng the c y c l e ' r a t h e r 
t h a n e n a b l i n g t h e m to cope 
w i th hav ing been v ic t imized. A 
recent twist is the shift from 
t a l k i n g about the sexua l i zed 
behav i o r some a b u s e d c h i l 
d r en d isp lay as 'act ing out ' to 
def in ing ch i l d r en as y o u n g as 
three and four as 'abusers . ' By 
f o r e t e l l i n g the i m p a c t a n d 
mean ing of abuse , we close off 
invest igat ing the most impor
t a n t q u e s t i o n of a l l : w h a t 
makes the difference i n how 
c h i l d r e n a n d a d u l t s m a k e 
sense of, a n d act i n re lat ion to, 
experiences of ch i l dhood vic
t imiza t i on? 

It i s s u c h p s y c h i c deter
m i n i s m that connects 'cycle of 
abuse ' to the view that the ef
fects of s e x u a l abuse are i n 
every respect, a n d i n a l l cases, 
d e v a s t a t i n g — t h a t s u r v i v o r s 
can only be rescued from a n 
appa l l i n g future t h r o u g h i n 
t e n s i v e t h e r a p y . H o w e v e r , 
studies w h i c h use c o m m u n i t y 
samples, ra ther t h a n adu l t s or 
ch i ld ren i n therapy, discover a 
wide d ispar i ty i n effects, from 

those e x p e r i e n c i n g ex t reme 
levels of d is tress to many who 
fit w i th in the 'norma l ' range. 

D i s p u t i n g 'cycle of abuse ' 
does not m e a n there are no 
examples where experiences of 
a b u s e are p r e s e n t i n gene
r a t i o n s of f a m i l i e s , or tha t 
some ind i v idua ls have decided 
to deal w i th past hu r t s by i n -

Some men, when 
trusted with 

information about a 
woman's own abuse 
or that of her child 
oy another man, use 
that as "permission" 

to act similarly. 

fiicting pa in on others. Bu t the 
negative consequences of this 
' idea ' are be ing most strongly 
felt by ch i l d and adul t surv i 
vors. It is now commonplace 
for a d u l t s w h o h a v e been 
abused in ch i ldhood—women 
and men—to believe that they 
cannot be t rusted a r ound ch i l 
d r e n , t h a t t h e r e i s a n 
i n e v i t a b i l i t y t h a t they w i l l 
abuse them. In my experience, 
howeve r , w h e n w o m e n are 
asked to explore the issues in 
more depth, none have felt a 
d e s i r e o r w i s h to s e x u a l l y 
abuse ch i ldren . That they do 
so comes solely from ideas in 
the pub l i c sphere. Some adul t 
surv ivors are very clear about 
the pe rn i c i ous consequences 
of th is model , as the following 
e x a m p l e s f r o m a r e s e a r c h 
project I am involved w i th i l 
lustrate : 

My mother was abused by 
men outside her family—she 

hasn't abused myself or my 
brother. I know many people— 
male and female—who were 
abused, some continuously and 
severely. They have not become 
abusers. I am very skeptical 
about this theory. The majority 
of abused are female, the ma
jority of abusers are male. 
Where are all the female abus
ers? 

I don't agree—/ haven't 
found myself fondling three-
year-olds and don't feel any 
desire to. It's an excuse to avoid 
the real issues of abuse. A per
son has the choice NOT to 
abuse. Many men go on to 
abuse and use it as an excuse. 

It confirms everything vic
tims of abuse already believe 
about themselves. It offers no 
hope of healing. . . it denies the 
possibility of survival. It allows 
'experts'to look at these distant 
men fasj bad, sad unfortunates, 
sexual deviants. . . . It removes 
any responsibility from perpe
trators. 

How is it that , even as the 
evidence is shaky and the i m 
pl icat ions for ch i l d and adul t 
survivors so negative, th is 'cy
cle of a b u s e ' h a s become a 
widely accepted exp lanat ion? 
On one level it is a neat and 
accessible concept. Th is 'com
m o n s e n s e ' e x p l a n a t i o n 
represents abuse as learned 
behavior, as if it were the same 
as l earn ing a nursery rhyme. 
Apart from the basic fact that 
a b u s i n g others is a very differ
ent ac t ion to be ing v ict imized, 
a t h i n k i n g and dec is ion-mak
ing process is involved before 
we act s imi lar ly or differently 
to events we have been wit
ness to or experienced. M u c h 
of the knowledge on offenders 
deve l oped over the l a s t 10 
years shows that they are care
ful , deliberate and strategic i n 
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The NGO, End Child Prostitution in Asian Tourism (ECPAT), whose staff are shown here, is one of the most active 
in the campaign against pedophiles. 

entrapp ing ch i ld ren . 
So powerful is th is ' idea' of 

cycle of abuse , t hough , that 
even academics who recognize 
that most people do not 'repeat 
the cycle ' s imply refer to th is 
as their 'having b roken ' it. The 
' idea' excludes more chal leng
i n g e x p l a n a t i o n s — ' b r e a k i n g 
cyc les ' is a m u c h easier a n d 
safer goa l to d i s c u s s t h a n 
chang ing the s t ruc ture of so
cial re lat ions. 

SOME IMPORTANT CONNECTIONS 
T h e r e a re two c o n t e x t s 

when the concept of 'pedophi
l i a ' i s u s e d . One p r o c l a i m s 
difference i n order to protect 
'normal ' men, the other asserts 
difference to just i fy a n d legi

t imize abusive behavior. 
The sexual- freedom model 

is frequently presented as an 
a l t e r n a t i v e a n d r a d i c a l ap 
p r o a c h . It i s b a s e d u p o n a 
belief that a l l laws on sexua l 
conduct , except where expl ic it 
force or violence is used , are 
a n i n c u r s i o n into i n d i v i d u a l 
freedom and pr ivacy, a n d as 
s u c h , are a form of coercive 
socia l contro l . Th i s has been 
argued most cogently i n re la
t i o n to c h i l d r e n a n d y o u n g 
people by sel f -def ined pedo
phi le g roup ings s u c h as the 
P IE (Pedoph i l e I n f o r m a t i o n 
E x c h a n g e ) i n B r i t a i n a n d 
N A M B L A ( N o r t h A m e r i c a n 
M a n / B o y Lxjve Associat ion) i n 
the U S A . The support for what 

h a s been de l iberate ly ca l l ed 
' intergenerat ional ' sex in order 
to disguise the power differen
t ials involved has extended in 
recent years to inc lude some 
of those who have defended 
p o r n o g r a p h y f r om f e m i n i s t 
c r i t i c i sm, s u c h as Gayle R u b i n 
and Tuppy Owens. The phi lo
s o p h i c a l a s s u m p t i o n s t h a t 
form the bas is of th is perspec
tive are: 
• that pedophi l ia is a sexua l 
o r i e n t a t i o n , a n d that pedo
p h i l e s a r e t h e r e f o r e a n 
oppressed minor i ty with whom 
other sexua l minor i t ies ought 
to have a ' na tu ra l ' affinity; 
• that ' intergenerat ional ' re la
t i onsh ip s are not j u s t about 
sex , b u t are b ene f i c i a l a n d 
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based on a form of love more 
honest t ha n most fami l ia l re
l a t i onsh ips ; 
• that what is seen as sexu
ally abusive var ies cu l tu ra l l y , 
a n d t h a t i n some c u l t u r e s , 
adu l t / ch i l d sex is acceptable; 
• that ch i l d r en are sexua l be
ings , but tha t th i s is den ied 
and contro l led by adu l t s ; a n d 
• that c onsensua l sexua l re
l a t i o n s h i p s a r e p o s s i b l e 
between ch i l d r en a n d adu l t s . 

Cr i t i cs of th is posi t ion have 
raised a n u m b e r of uncomfort
able i ssues i n c l u d i n g that it is 
overwhelmingly m e n who ar
gue th is pos i t ion a n d that it is 
invar iab ly adu l t s a rgu ing (al
beit i n d i s g u i s e d forms) for 
their r ight to be sexua l w i th 
ch i ld ren , usua l l y boys. Moreo
ve r , w h i l e t h e s o c i a l 
c o n s t r u c t i o n o f c h i l d h o o d 
does disadvantage ch i l d r en i n 
re lat ion to adu l t s , early ch i l d 
h o o d i n v o l v e s l e v e l s o f 
dependency on other w h i c h no 
amount of soc ia l change c a n 
remove. T h i s mate r i a l real i ty 
makes the no t i on of non-co
e r c e d c o n s e n t b e t w e e n 
ch i ld ren a n d adu l t s inherent ly 
prob lemat ic . 

T h e m o s t e l o q u e n t 
s u p p o r t e r s o f t h e s e x u a l -
freedom pos i t ion clearly locate 
t h e m s e l v e s w i t h i n the gay 
and/or pedophi le movements 
( Sand f o r t , 1987 ) , a l t h o u g h 
there are some he t e rosexua l 
g roup ings p r o m o t i n g s i m i l a r 
a r g u m e n t s , p a r t i c u l a r l y , 
s e x u a l i z e d f a m i l y r e l a t i o n 
sh ips . The most we l l -known is 
the U . S . - b a s e d Rene G u y o n 
Society, whose s logan is 'sex 
before eight or else it 's too late'. 
The group, w i th a n est imated 
5,000 membersh ip as of 1990, 
has been open i n p r o m o t i n g 
•kid p o r n ' (O 'Grady, 1992). A 
n u m b e r o f ' n e w r e l i g i o u s 

movements ' (often referred to 
as 'cults') promote adu l t/ch i l d 
sex w i t h i n the i r g roup , a n d 
m u c h of w h a t i s c u r r e n t l y 
k n o w n points to these as being 
p r i m a r i l y h e t e r o s e x u a l a n d 
f o l l o w i n g t h e p a t r i a r c h a l 
t r a d i t i o n of p r i v i l e g ing male 
leaders ' sexua l access. 

B o t h the p e d o p h i l i a ap 
p r o a c h a n d cyc l e of a b u s e 
e x p l a n a t i o n f u n c t i o n to ex
c lude feminist unders tand ings 
a n d approaches . In different 

A person has the 
choice N O T to 

abuse. Many men go 
on to abuse and use 

it as an excuse. 

ways, both serve to excuse or 
just i f y abus ive behav ior a n d 
provide a n extremely l imi ted 
bas is from w h i c h to work to
ward the r ight of ch i l d r en to 
live free from int imate i n t r u 
s i o n . T h e i m p o r t a n c e o f 
m a i n t a i n i n g o u r perspect ive 
and of cha l l eng ing approaches 
that refuse to name men and 
male power is graphical ly i l lus
t r a t e d by t h e h y s t e r i c a l 
response to a recent report on 
sexua l exploi tat ion of ch i ld ren 
(Kelly et a l 1996) where some 
m a l e r a d i o a n d n e w s p a p e r 
j ourna l i s t s ba lked , not at the 
need to take sexua l exploita
t i o n s e r i o u s l y , b u t at o u r 
t emer i t y i n q u e s t i o n i n g the 
d i s t i n c t i o n b e t w e e n 'pedo
ph i l es ' a n d other men . Tak ing 
no te of w h a t r e s i s t a n c e to 
feminist ana lys i s tu rns on has 
a l w a y s b e e n a n i m p o r t a n t 
guide for men i n know ing that 
we are 'onto s ome th ing ' i m 

p o r t a n t . T a l k a b o u t the 
'pedoph i l e ' a n d the 'cycle of 
abuse ' indicates a point of re
s is tance to feminist ana lys i s 
that needs to be cha l l enged 
now. 
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