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Child Abuse – Back To Basics:

TODAY’S VICTIM COULD BE TOMORROW’S ABUSER

Childhood can be a very dangerous time in South Africa.

Today, most South Africans know that child abuse has become a virtual epidemic. Still the cries of outrage have run far ahead of the reality of change. We have laws that mandate the reporting of suspected child abuse, we have “24 hour” help lines, we have specialised Child Protection Units, yet children continue to be neglected, physically, sexually and/or emotionally abused.

We are obviously not doing enough!

Child abuse stress can have a profound impact on the emotional, behavioural, cognitive, social, and physical development of children, in some cases resulting in lifelong loss of potential and chronic mental and physical health problems.  These “injustices” cost the child, their family, community and, ultimately our society, dearly.

Child Abuse isn’t a new phenomenon - Child Abuse has never been confined to rural areas, is not escapable by moving to a better neighbourhood … but our children are studying as apprentice’s in sexual assault and our country is their classroom.  

This is a war we are losing on all fronts.

“Stop Abuse” prescriptions regularly appear – especially when cases like baby Tshepang are reported in the press.  Cries go up for the death penalty, harsher criminal laws, and castration. We continue to try and “understand” the why of this plague. 

Understanding that there is a killer shark in the water is important – but “understanding” why the shark kills isn’t as important as staying out of the water!

The time has come for us to examine clearly the “stop abuse” rhetoric.  

Why?

Child Abusers are made, not born.

We make our own monsters.

Our children are mastering their own sense of powerlessness by imitating their perpetrators.

89% of children who are abused and do not receive early psychological intervention, will abuse themselves, their partners, their children or others as adults and unfortunately the infrastructure in South Africa does not support early psychological intervention.

In 2000 = 65 017 children were abused - 89% 

= 57 865 will re-abuse as adults.

Statistically child abuse CANNOT decrease if we do not stop this abuse cycle NOW!

The formula is terrifyingly simple:  Take child abuse, especially at the hands of those who are supposed to protect, add an ignorant Government that either ignores or aggravates the situation, mix in peoples complacency……… and time will do the rest.

An abused child screams, “It hurts so bad”.  If we don’t listen and act quickly, the same cry for help will turn prophetic.  This unanswered plea for help will evolve into a “deadly” pattern. Abused children are the potential recruits for an ever-growing army of predatory abusers.  

The psychology of an abused child is extremely complex and this complexity lends itself to devastating and has far-reaching repercussions.

When a child is abused, they are robbed of being treated as a person. They are treated like an object, a thing without feelings, without rights, without expectations, without hopes, and without dreams. 

By objectifying the child, the abuser then has an easy target to express his own feelings of rage, unworthiness, inadequacy, etc. by emotionally, physically an/or sexually abusing a child.

By denying a child her/his “humanness”, by dehumanising the child the abuser can “inflict incredible pain” with impunity. A deranged understanding that the child will not feel pain because s/he is not human enough to feel it not only gives the abuser tremendous power but and excuse. The child survivor, having experienced being objectified will see themselves and others the same way – will treat themselves and others the same – and will sometimes do to themselves and others what was done to them. 
Today’s victim is tomorrow’s predator!

Another way that the cycle of abuse perpetuates itself is by adult survivors wanting to inflict the same amount of anguish on others. They want others to experience the trauma, the pain, the dehumanisation, the repercussions etc. just the way they experienced it. 

A belief that “if I was abused why should my children experience anything better”. This attitude clearly comes from a destroyed human being who feels the need for “revenge”.

This “revenge” however can only be perpetrated on someone smaller, someone helpless, someone who will not put up a fight – reflecting and imitating her/his helplessness when s/he was young and being abused.

Today’s victim is tomorrow’s predator!

Does this mean that every abused child will grow into an abuser? 

No … but when the “monster” does emerge, the fallout is incalculable and the cycle of abuse simply perpetuates itself.

Look deep into the background of a child abuser, and the odds are overwhelming that you will find a childhood of abuse.  This statement is an explanation, not justification.  Not all abused children turn to such destructive paths and those who do, must answer for their acts.

It is too late for many, but if we cannot “rehabilitate” them, it does not mean that we have to stand idly by at their creation.

We have learnt that there is no biogenetic code that produces a violent rapist, a child molester, or a serial killer.  We are also cognitive of the fact that there are environmental factors that predispose any individual to violent criminality – volatile factors that can tip the scales.

The first environment is the family.  And the family is therefore the first line of defence against the production of child abusers.  

There is a larger environment however, a larger family if you will – our society.  Yet, when it comes to fighting child abuse, we don’t act as a society.  The hard truth is that it is extremely difficult to “prevent” child abuse – but what we do after that child has been abused will determine that child’s future – and our own.

We MUST reorder our priorities.  Clichés won’t save us – knowledge, by itself, is not power.  Knowing where we have to go is not the same as having the resources or the commitment to get there.

Wo+men Against Child Abuse is not calling for more money.  We are suggesting that the precious resources we now waste on futile military arms could finance a whole new offensive.

An offensive that saves lives and not destroys them!
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