‘Them and Us’: The Clergy Child Sexual Offender as ‘Other’

Since the late 1980s there has been heightened public awareness of child sexual abuse in Ireland, which in no small way has shaped child welfare and legislative provision for the last twenty years. In that time, child sexual abuse has become a significant issue on the Irish social and political agenda, which may have come about in part due to the interest of the media in this issue and the publicity given to ‘high profile’ cases.  Childhood experiences of sexual abuse, recounted in the press and in the course of television documentaries have caught public and political attention in a way not experienced in Ireland before. Stories of child sexual abuse by family members, members of the clergy and by other individuals in positions of trust have sent shock waves through Irish society (McGuiness, 1993). In particular, child sexual abuse by Catholic clergy has received significant public attention, leading to the collapse of a government, the resignation of one bishop
 , the stepping aside of another
, two State inquiries into the handling of abuse complaints by members of the Roman Catholic hierarchy
 and one Commission of Inquiry into abuse of children in residential facilities, run by the Religious Orders on behalf of the State
. It has also changed the lives of many clerical and religious men and women and of men and women in positions of leadership in the Catholic Church. 

Although disclosures of sexual abuse by Catholic clergy have been reported in many countries throughout the world
, and the Catholic hierarchy in the United States has experienced severe public criticism for its handling of abuse complaints, the relationship between Church and State in Ireland has made the Irish experience fairly unique. Inglis (1998, 2005) argues that the Irish take on sexuality and the historical position of the Catholic Church in Ireland has contributed to this situation. My view is that the changing understanding of childhood and the form that professional discourses have taken in relation to abuse perpetrators in the United States and Ireland has also created a background for the manner in which child sexual abuse by Catholic clergy is currently narrated.  On this issue, Irish professionals are inclined to follow closely what happens in the United States – a situation that I regret.  There is much to be learned from the Scandinavian countries on how to handle crime in general, and I think we could do well to look to Berlin rather than Boston if we need guidance on sexual abuse in general. We must also situate and understand our own problems within our uniquely Irish context. 

This article investigates child sexual abuse by Catholic clergy in two jurisdictions, Ireland and the United States. These jurisdictions are selected because most of the research on this topic emanates from the United States and because my own research with Catholic clergy is situated in Ireland. The article begins by taking a critical look at the dominant discourses
 of child sexual abuse, as these discourses form part of the context in which sexual abuse by Catholic clergy is currently understood in Ireland. Drawing on sociological and psychological perspectives as well as my own research and clinical experience
 the article then examines what is reliably known about Catholic clergy who have sexually abused minors and about the role or otherwise of the institution of the Catholic Church in relation to these abuses. Whilst much of the literature from the United States provides the quantitative data on the nature and scope of the problem, my research provides the qualitative picture of the lived experiences of Catholic clergy who have sexually abused minors. The article concludes by arguing that if we truly want to help children and create a safer society for all men, women and children in Ireland, then we need to get beyond a blaming stance and towards more preventative and rehabilitative/restorative perspectives.  

The Power of Language

Many scholars argue that language and its usage are central to the emergence of social problems (Hacking, 1999: 27; Jenkins, 1998: 7; Best, 1995: 2; Berger & Luckmann, 1991: 39; Kincaid, 1998: 5). How a problem is ‘languaged’ will influence whether or not it will be privileged over other issues and what ‘core features’ will become ‘taken-for-granted’ as central to the problem’s depiction. Jenkins (1998: 9) argues that none of the words or concepts that are often used in relation to child sexual abuse represents universally accepted or ‘objective’ realities. Rather, many of the words used in relation to this problem’s definition, such as sexual abuse, victim, survivor, paedophile, molester, pervert, sexual deviant are rooted in the attitudes of a particular time and each carry its ideological baggage. Jenkins (1998) warns that it seems impossible to write on the topic of child sexual abuse without using language that appears to accept the ideological interpretations of a particular school of thought. In so doing, it forecloses the exploration of other avenues of interpretation. Interpretation is hugely important when it comes to this issue, especially when it comes to assessing the motivation of individuals who acted or failed to act in relation to children in times gone by. Whilst it is objectively correct that many children are and have been exploited sexually and that many suffer as a result, many other ‘taken-for-granted’ assumptions in relation to child sexual abuse certainly require further debate and analysis. Different eras have produced different perspectives on child sexual abuse and in each era the prevailing opinion is supported by professional discourses that present what is described as convincing ‘objective’ ‘empirical’ research that is said to represent more advanced thinking than what went before (Jenkins, 1998). What appears to be the case is that one ‘reality’ prevails until another replaces it, and each formulation is presented as progressive, claiming that the contemporary beliefs are ‘true’ whereas the previous ones were not (Jenkins, 1998). To say that political and ideological agendas are not influencing how the problem of child sexual abuse is construed would be to neglect that which is most obvious. 

Several scholars (Jenkins, 1998:2; Hacking, 1999: 127; Johnson, 1995: 22) observe a tension in the professional and social field in relation to current discourses of child sexual abuse in which the holders of the ‘truth’ of the situation, those who are seen to have the ‘correct’ interpretation of events, are juxtaposed against those who are said to be ‘in denial’; those individuals whose interpretations are seen as suspect. Protagonists for one side argue that recent realisations of the size and nature of child sexual abuse are made possible by the growing accumulation of ‘objective’ knowledge and the lifting of taboos that limited research in the past. Those who disagree are seen as ‘in denial’.  The attempt to silence one’s opponents who do not agree with a particular version of events is a central feature of the public discourse of child sexual abuse in Ireland and in the United States. Such positioning gives rise to a singular, highly policed discourse (Kincaid, 1998: 8) in which many voices and perspectives are marginalised and silenced. Kincaid (1998: 8) argues that in writing on the subject of child sexual abuse every author feels compelled to state “[p]lease don’t misunderstand me; I know millions of children are sexually molested”. He argues that the very feeling of being compelled to ward off such misunderstandings suggests a very narrow range to the current discourse, one that is ‘conscientiously policed’ (p.8). Only minor variations on a single story can be told.  

Kincaid (1998: 13) argues that Western culture has “enthusiastically sexualised the child while denying just as enthusiastically that it was doing any such thing”, such as during child pageants in the United States and in certain spheres of the pop music industry. According to Kincaid (p. 20), a society that regards children as erotic, but also regards an erotic response to children as criminally unimaginable, has a problem on its hands. In his opinion, the true nature of the abuse of children is still denied, largely because the complexities involved in the interplay of childhood, sexuality and adulthood
 are also denied, whilst attention is focused on the ‘monster’ who is seen as ‘other’ (Kincaid, 1998: 20). Kincaid argues that if a society wants to protect children from sexual abuse and understand how the problem is constituted, then the discourse must change to one in which the problem of child sexual abuse is located within the general adult population and not with a few individuals who are identified as ‘monsters’. Ultimately, a better understanding of the complexities of adult and child sexuality will lead to greater protection for children (Kincaid, 1998: 22) and less marginalizing of men. In Kincaid’s (1998: 6) view, many children suffer in the current situation: those children who are sexually abused and those who are denied a nurturing relationship with adult men. Perpetrators of abuse suffer too when they are sentenced to live their lives as ‘evil monsters’ by an unforgiving adult public.

Changing Understanding of Childhood

Since the mid 1970s changes have occurred in how childhood is understood, which may have a bearing on current day perceptions of abuse victims and indeed on abuse perpetrators. In most Western societies, childhood is seen as an age-related phenomenon which prescribes legal rights and responsibilities that take effect at different ages (Corby, 2000: 10). Despite these age related demarcations children grow at different rates both physically and psychologically and there is not uniformity in how the child is seen throughout the world. 

The most influential work on childhood in the twentieth century has been that of Philippe Ariès (1962), a French social historian.  In Centuries of Childhood (1962: 125) Ariès argued that in medieval society the idea of childhood did not exist, but this was not detrimental to the child. Rather he thought the opposite was true. In the Middle Ages children mingled with adults as soon as that was physically possible and spent much of their time together in work and play (p. 125). It was from the seventeenth century onwards, with the advent of a form of education dominated by religion-based morality, that children became separated from adults in the way known today. Ariès (1962: 126) saw this as a backward step and he argues that the concept of childhood is a limiting force for children, placing more restrictions on them in their formative years and placing them more at the mercy of adults than had previously been the case. 

Other scholars (De Mause, 1976: 1; Pollock, 1983: 7; Wilson, 1984: 183) criticise the work of Ariès (1962) and argue that he does not have the evidence to back up his wide-ranging claims. They also argue that his view of family life in the Middle Ages is suspect.  Some scholars (De Mause, 1976: 1; Stone, 1977: 70) see the development of the concept of childhood as highly progressive. They argue that developments in the concept of childhood heralded a time when children were now recognised as a distinct group from adults, with their own particular developmental needs and vulnerabilities that made them deserving of special rights.  These scholars argue that developments in the concept of childhood did much to improve the lot of children. De Mause (1976: 1) argues that “the further back in history one goes the lower the level of childcare and the more likely children are to be killed, abandoned, beaten, terrorised and sexually abused”.

It is highly likely that there is no universal experience of childhood, nor has there been in the past, and it is highly possible that children of different classes, genders and races have had, and continue to have widely differing experiences of childhood (Corby, 2000:15). As Corby points out, during the period of industrialisation in Britain in the nineteenth century there was on the one hand the development of greater sensitivity towards the children of the middle classes whilst on the other hand appalling working conditions for children of the labouring classes were tolerated in the mills, factories and on the street. Scholars of childhood believe that as societies develop economically there is a tendency for childhood to be extended and to gain more attention as a separate category from adulthood (Corby, 2000: 12). In the Irish situation, Buckley et al. (1996: 12) observed, if the period up to the 1970s was to be characterised by the era of the ‘depraved child’ (when child care interventions were viewed as a means of social control and of ‘disciplining’ the children of the poor) and the 1980s were characterised by the era of the ‘deprived’ child (when the influences of developmental psychology were being felt, emphasising emotional and psychological dimensions to the welfare of children), the 1990s and 2000s must certainly be considered the era of the ‘abused child’ and the ‘sexually abused child’ – and this era shows no signs of abating. However, it is also worth noting that as an Irish public gets rightly upset and angry about the childhood experiences of the children of the Irish industrial and reformatory schools of the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s, countless children live in poverty in Ireland in the year 2009, and services for children with disabilities and those in the care of the State due to family breakdown are grossly neglected and underfunded (O’Brien, 2009a; 2009b; 2009c; 2009d; 2009e).

The twentieth century has seen the concept of childhood become almost the exclusive preserve of psychology, with childhood experiences seen as a crucial determinative of the human character (Dunne & Kelly, 2002:4). This has also led to the development of child welfare and child protection policies and to a range of child care legislation aimed at protecting children from adults. The changing concepts of childhood have had a significant influence on social change in Ireland since the 1980s. 

Changing Concepts of Child Sexual Abuse 
Jenkins (1998: xi) traced the history of adult / child sexual relations (today known as child sexual abuse) and argues fairly convincingly that although the term child sexual abuse has a long history it was not until the mid 1970s that it acquired its present cultural and ideological significance, “with all its connotations of betrayal of trust, hidden trauma and denial”. In Jenkins’s opinion (1998: 234) modern concepts of child sexual abuse are linked to what he sees as irreversible social, political and ideological trends (the vulnerability of children and their need for protection, political and social equality for women, and the power of medico-legal discourses of sexuality
) which make it likely that contemporary formulations of the child abuse problem will not diminish in the near future. This is a concept that has changed over time and child adult sex has not always offered the same meaning and implications for the child or adult as we have come to accept as taken-for-granted truth today
. 

Whilst Freud wrote of ‘damage’ to children who had experienced abuse, it is only since the 1970s that this idea has re-emerged as worthy of professional and public interest (Jenkins, 1998: 18). For some earlier periods of the twentieth century it was not uncommon for some of the clinical literature to suggest that that in many cases of adult-child-sex the child was the active seducer rather than the one who was innocently seduced and the idea prevailed that children produced such offences for their own psychological reasons (Jenkins, 1998:2). Such thinking certainly influenced aspects of professional practice in the 1970s. Child sexual abuse was seen as an infrequent occurrence unlikely to cause significant harm to the vast majority of subjects. Today children who have been experienced sexual abuse are sometimes regarded as “damaged for life” (Jenkins, 1998: 2) – a label I also find myself equally rejecting on their behalf. Just as children are not the active seducers neither are they ‘damaged’ for life – traumatised, hurt, angry, upset, maybe, but damaged I completely reject. For those people who are labelled as ‘damaged’, often by a well intentioned professional or public discourse, an additional burden to that already endured can be an unintended consequence. My professional involvement with individuals who have experienced all kinds of trauma and abuse has taught me that it is always possible for human beings to turn their tragedy into something that makes even greater human beings in the world, especially when the trauma and the wrongs inflicted are truly acknowledged and lamented. The potential for the human spirit to rise above adversity never ceases to amaze me.

Images of child sexual offenders have also changed dramatically over time. Once seen as  benign molesters, “a species of defective” individuals, known to all and not doing much harm, child sexual offenders are now seen as evil sex ‘friends’ who possess the most dangerous and sophisticated criminal intellects. Child sexual offenders are also thought to have access to the latest form of technology and communication (Jenkins, 1998: 18) and to operate in ‘rings’.  The perpetrator of child sexual abuse, who was once seen as a “harmlessly inadequate”, is now referred to as a “dangerous predator” (Jenkins, 1998:2; Hudson, 2005; Greer, 2003). In much public discourse, child sexual offenders are now seen as posing danger to every child in all situations and their behaviour and personhood is often little removed from the worst multiple killers and torturers (Jenkins, 1998: 2; Hudson, 2005: 26; Breen, 2004b: 9). The resultant public discourse is one of retribution, in which risk management and public notification of the dangers posed by certain individuals are preferred to the more rehabilitative or restorative ideals. Risk management rather than reparation and social inclusion become the focus of social policy and political action. 

In the Irish situation, some men who have abused children and who have served prison sentences for these offences and benefited from treatment for their problems are often run out of their homes and sometimes out of their country. Men who are known to have perpetrated sexual abuse against minors find it difficult to secure employment, and if successful, employment can be terminated on the whim of a public campaign, such as the name and shame campaign orchestrated by the News of the World in 2002, which is available in Ireland. These men are often subject of attacks on their homes and their personhood and their families can suffer for being seen to support a ‘pervert’. I have met all of these situations in my professional life. Paradoxically, he who is seen as most threatening lives in a highly threatening and uncertain world. In Ireland and the United States, child sexual abuse has acquired a new moral weight and sexual offending has become the worst of all possible vices (Hacking, 1999: 125; Kincaid, 1998: 5). The child abuse victim is portrayed as damaged for life and the child sexual offender is viewed as the most evil of human beings. 

The Creation of ‘Types’

The primary focus of the psychological literature on the child sexual offender is an individual one, with a strong emphasis on understanding the causes of the crime and the vulnerability factors that might lead an individual down a sexually abusive path. Generally the aim of a psychiatric perspective is to measure and classify; identifying the predictive personality variables that are seen as playing a causative role in creating the phenomenon. The predominant focus of the psychiatric and psychological literature is one of individual limitation; resulting in a professional discourse based largely on ideas of deviance, deficit and individual pathology. Medical definitions have also influenced legal perspectives, leading to medico legal dominance of the public discourse.

Within medico-legal discourses the child sexual offender is classified as a paedophile or conceptualised as suffering from ‘cognitive distortions’ or ‘deviant sexual attraction’. At any rate he is conceptualised as different from ‘normal’ men; belonging to a different ‘class’ or ‘type’ - a member of a class apart. This construction of the sexual offender has been challenged by some scholars within the discipline of psychology (Marshall, 1996b; Marshall et al. 2000; Freeman-Longo and Blanchard, 1998). However, despite this challenge, the power that professional disciplines exercise in the creation of knowledge appears to be rarely questioned, and with some notable exceptions it is rare that the social consequences of these particular ‘findings’ are addressed (Freeman-Longo and Blanchard, 1998; Marshall et al. 2000; Marshall, 1996b).
Bell (2002: 83) offers some observations on  the tensions between individualisation and ‘types’ and the techniques that are used in certain disciplines, such as psychology, medicine, social work and criminology, in order to produce information about individuals, which is then subsequently used to identify and govern others of the same ‘type’. O’Malley (1998: 1) observes such a process in the Irish legal system, whereby as soon as a person is formally or informally judged to be a ‘sex offender’ or ‘child abuser’, he is socially classified under that heading only. O’Malley, (1998: 1) argues that the attachment of one of these labels has the effect of wiping out the offender’s entire social and personal profile. As soon as a man becomes classified as a sex offender his earlier achievements and social contributions are deemed irrelevant. What matters is the very sexual nature of the offence and the classification that follows (O’Malley, 1998: 1; Hudson, 2005: 26; Bell, 2002: 83). Such classifications, which are often based on psychiatric categorizations, lead to marginalisation and demonising of individual men. The sexual offender’s offending behaviour is disapproved of and also his very personhood is construed as evil (Hudson, 2005: 30). The man’s identity becomes totalised as an abuser – an identity description from which there is no escape, no matter what else in life he does to make good, including never abusing again.

Bell (2002: 84) argues that the processes by which child abuse becomes known within the disciplines of medicine, psychology and social work and the techniques by which ‘the population at risk’ is constituted and governed, through law, social work or police practices, need to be analysed rather than taken-for-granted as ‘objective’ truth. The variety of figures that emerge from such professional discourses and labelling practices, such as ‘child abuser’, ‘paedophile’ ‘child at risk’’ abuse victim’, give rise for concern (Bell, 2002; Hacking, 1999; Mercer and Simmonds, 2001; Haug, 2001; Cowburn and Dominelli, 2001). Power is at play within such professional disciplines and in effect careers are built on developing new classifications and categorizations systems for human beings. In the United States, psychiatric classifications underpin the whole counselling ‘industry’, and individuals cannot recoup the cost for counselling from their insurers unless they have been given a DSM diagnosis (a psychiatric classification) (Freeman-Longo and Blanchard, 1998). Classification systems serve interests beyond the people whose lives are subjected to such categorizations. Classification systems also serve as instruments of objectification, measurement and economic gain. Classification systems certainly concern me, mainly because of their potential to contribute to further oppression, marginalization and abuse, producing the very effects we are attempting to alleviate in the first instance. Such labels are also of little value when treating individuals who have experienced childhood abuse or individuals who have perpetrated sexual offences.  

My argument is that attention must be paid to the practices and techniques that help construct child sexual abuse and the child sexual offender in particular ways, such as ‘a danger to every child’; otherwise socially sanctioned practices of dehumanisation, oppression and marginalization are endorsed, in the absence of good data, but based on ideology and power. All of this takes place in the name of child protection. What is important here is that power relations and vested interests are concealed whilst the cast of villains are construed and elaborated. 
In arguing for this I am arguing for a safer society for all and for a society in which all abuses of individuals can be abhorred and challenged, and not just the abuses that happen to catch public attention as worthy of intervention at a particular time. If traditional views of power are based on ideas of domination by individuals or groups, such as in feminist understanding of gender hegemony and patriarchal social structures (Herman, 1981: 177; Mercer and Simmonds, 2001: 171; Cowburn and Dominelli, 2001: 401; Kelly, 1997: 10), modern power is  located in the strategies and techniques employed to bring forth consensus (Lukes, 2005). In producing ‘apparent’ consensus on a topic, by silencing certain voices and rendering invisible the power forces at play, a cultural narrative emerges that offers a very narrow range to the public discourse. Both traditional and modern practices of power must be kept to the fore in understanding how child sexual abuse comes to be and how it comes to be understood.

The Media and the Child Sexual Offender
Several scholars (Best, 1995a; Jenkins, 1996; Breen, 2004a, 2004b; Greer, 2003) have analysed the role of the print and electronic media in influencing public opinion on sexual offenders and in using shaming techniques and strategies to marginalise and punish. The mass media is said to play a significant role in setting public agendas on a wide variety of issues, and the media coverage of a story can also alter public perception of its central participants (Breen, 2004a: 3). The term typification is used to refer to the process by which “claims-makers characterize a problem’s nature”, suggesting reasons for the problem, interpreting the motivations of its elements and recommending solutions (Best, 1995a: 8). This process is often evident in media representations of certain social problems. In most Western societies it has become common to use a medical model to typify social problems, implying sickness / disease, treatment and cure (Best, 1995: 14). Crime is often typified through the medium of a ‘melodramatic’ model, which sees ‘victims’ as exploited by ‘villains’ who must subsequently be rescued by ‘heroes’ (Nelson-Rowe, 1995: 84). In an extension of the melodramatic model, Johnson (1995: 19) argues that ‘horror stories’ serve a function in typifying the nature of child sexual abuse and many of its characters. Johnson suggests that the media’s use of the ‘horror’ story is also a way of gaining privilege for child sexual abuse over other aspects of child maltreatment, child poverty and child neglect (p. 20) The effect of typification of the problem’s nature and of the motivation of its key elements and actors is that a single story gets told, usually presented in binary form (good/bad; innocent/guilty; protector/predator; victim/villain), and many alternative interpretations of the complexities of the issues involved are left unexplored.
In relation to the media coverage of child sexual abuse and its portrayal of the child sexual offender the use of media templates are even more illuminating. According to Kitzinger (2000:62) media templates are routinely used to emphasise only one clear perspective, to serve as rhetorical shorthand/shortcut, and to help audiences and producers place stories in ‘a particular’ context. These templates have a threefold effect: (a) they shape narratives around specific issues, (b) they guide public opinion and discussion, and (c) they set the frame of reference for the future (Kitzinger, 1999, 2000). Even though the events once reported might have long since passed, they continue to carry powerful associations that have long outlived their potential immediate usefulness (Kitzinger, 1999, 2000). Examples of media templates are The Wall Street Crash of 1929, which serves as a media template for the reporting of financial issues and problems; ‘Vietnam’ for a failed or mired war; ‘Watergate’ for political scandals (Breen, 2004a: 5). This is such a strong template that the suffix ‘gate’ carries its own derived meaning (Breen, 2004a: 5). We once in Ireland had ‘Bertigate’ as a media template for discussing the financial affairs of former Taoiseach, Mr Bertie Ahern, with the associated meaning that ‘gate’ implies. 

The power of the media template lies in its associative force (Breen, 2004a: 5). Media templates are used to explain current events, but their main function is to highlight general patterns in particular social problems (Breen, 2004a: 5). The major consequence that follows from the use of the media template is that it too contributes to a strong single dominant discourse, representing what is portrayed as ‘fact’ and ‘truth’. However, these ‘facts’ or ‘truths’ have been simplified or distorted and alternative readings of the ‘facts’ minimised (Kitzinger, 1999, 2000). Greer (2003: 4) argues that the image of the sexual offender portrayed in the press in Britain is that of an ‘amoral, manipulative, predatory sociopath’ who preys preferably on the most vulnerable. Such imagery succeeds in creating the picture of the sex offender as an inherently different person compared to other members of society. Even legislative and policy responses can be seen as stemming from such perceptions. Hudson (2005: 1) argues that the current trend in Britain of taking increasingly punitive measures against sex offenders, both in sentencing and in the community derive from such created and constructed images. The same can be said about Ireland.

In Ireland, the coverage of sexual abuse by Catholic clergy led to the emergence of a new media template, ‘Brendan Smyth’. Fr Brendan Smyth, a Norbertine priest, had been convicted in June 1994 on seventeen counts of sexual abuse of children stretching over thirty years. An investigative journalist, Chris Moore, reporting for Ulster Television showed that the clerical authorities had known for years of Smyth’s crimes and had dealt with them simply by moving him on, with the suggestion that they covered up his abuses (Moore, 1995). A series of political events concerning the mishandling of the case in the Attorney General’s office led to political tensions which eventually brought down the Government in the Republic in 1994 (Moore, 1995). While reporting this case, a new category of sexual offender, ‘the paedophile priest’, was invented by the media (Ferguson, 1995: 248; Boston Globe, 2002: 7). Furthermore, the media also relied heavily on powerful visual images. From the outset, the media had repeatedly used the same photograph of Brendan Smyth’s bloated and angry face, staring straight into the camera, so that he became “the living embodiment of the greatest demon in modern Ireland” (Ferguson, 1995: 249). Long after his death, this photograph often accompanied media reports of sexual abuse by other clergy. This is partly the context in which the child sexual abuse by Catholic clergy has gained public attention and in which the changing constructions of the abuse victims of Catholic clergy and the clergy perpetrators have taken hold. The media template has also led to a view of clerical men who have abused children as a homogenised group, whose offending histories are the same, and all of whom represent continuous danger to children, always and in every situation. Presented as a homogenised group, clerical men who have sexually abused minors are also seen as posing similar risk of reoffending. This view bears no relationship to the reality, but it is a view that carries much weight in influencing public opinion and in frightening Church leaders to act as they do regarding the management of clerical men who have sexually abused minors.

Sexual Abuse by Catholic Clergy: The Extent and Form of the Problem

It is difficult to estimate the extent of sexual offending in the general population and it is equally difficult to estimate the extent of sexual offending by Roman Catholic clergy. Most estimates of sexual offenders are derived from forensic sources and some studies acknowledge that those arrested or convicted represent only a fraction of all sexual offenders (Abel, Becker, Mittelman, Cunningham-Rathner, Rouleau and Murphy, 1987: 89; O’Mahony, 1996: 210). Sometimes the extent of sexual offending is gleaned from the extent of victimization, but that too is difficult to estimate because of variations in the values, customs, definitions and methodologies that are used in international and comparative studies (Finkelhor, 1994: 409). Child sexual abuse is also believed to be significantly underreported (McGee, 2002; O’Mahony, 1996; Russell, 1983). These factors make for difficulty in assessing both the extent of the problem of child sexual abuse and the actual number of sexual offenders in a given population. However a meta-analysis of a number of studies on victim prevalence in the United States is currently accepted as offering good baseline international data (Bolen and Scannapieco, 1999: 281). This study reported that the overall prevalence of male children who are sexually abused is 13% (one in six to eight boys) and the prevalence of female children who are sexually abused is 30-40% (one in three girls) (Bolen and Scannapieco, 1999: 281).  In the Irish situation, McGee et al. (2002: 67) reported prevalence rates of contact sexual abuse of male children as 24% (higher than in many countries), and rates of sexual abuse of female children as 30%. The number of perpetrators can only be surmised from these data, as some perpetrators have many victims and many perpetrators are never reported.

By far the most comprehensive study to date on the problem of child sexual abuse by Catholic clergy emanates from the United States (John Jay College, 2004, 2006) with longitudinal studies from a treatment centre in Canada (Camargo and Loftus, 1992; Loftus and Camargo, 1993; Camargo, 1997) also providing important data. In 2004, the John Jay College of Criminal Justice released the findings of the first-ever national prevalence study on child sexual abuse by Roman Catholic priests, in a study that was commissioned by the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops (John Jay College, 2004). A supplementary study analysed some of the descriptive data (John Jay College, 2006). The study, based on survey responses from 97% of Catholic dioceses (amounting to 195 dioceses in total) and 64% of religious communities (representing 83% of religious priests across the country) produced a number of findings that give a sense of the pattern of sexual abuse by Catholic clergy in the United States at least. Their relevance for Ireland or any other country would need to be empirically tested.

The total number of priests alleged to have abused in the period 1950-2002 was 4,392, representing approximately 4% of the 109,694 priests in active ministry during that time (John Jay College, 2004).  No significant differences were found between abuse rates in small, medium or large dioceses, with the average percentage of accused priests in a region ranging from 3% to 6% (Terry, 2008: 558). Approximately 4.3% of secular priests had allegations of sexual abuse made against them whilst allegations of sexual abuse were made against 2.7% of priests of religious orders. Other studies and reports have estimated that between 2.4% and 8.4% of Catholic clergy in the United States and Canada were involved in sexual abuse of minors (Sipe, 1995; Greeley, 1993; Goodstein, 2003; Camargo and Loftus, 1992, Loftus and Camargo, 1993; Camargo, 1997).  In the Irish situation, a very important study aimed at establishing the extent of sexual violence in Ireland, the SAVI study (McGee et al., 2002: 88) estimated that Roman Catholic clergy abused 3.9% of all adults who had been sexually abused as children in Ireland (5.8% of all male victims and 1.4% of all female victims). Data collated by an Irish journalist (Quinn, 2005: 26, 27) from a number of Catholic dioceses in Ireland, estimated that 4% of all priests and religious in Ireland have been accused of abusing minors over a period of fifty years. The comparable figure of men in the general population who are said to sexually abuse children, although difficult to estimate, is put at 6% by one of the leading researchers in the world on this topic (Hanson, 2003). 

The John Jay data suggest that the largest number of priests began abusing when they were between the ages of 30-39 years, on average after eleven years in ministry (John Jay College, 2006). (The men in my own study began abusing when they were somewhat younger, and usually within the first five years of ministry).  The majority of priests in the United States (55.7%) had one formal allegation of abuse; 26.4% had two or three allegations; 17.8% had four to nine allegations and 3.5% had ten or more allegations. Allegations in this instance refer to individual victims – there were in many cases several offences perpetrated against the same victim. Those men with one allegation made against them were more likely than those with further allegations to have abused a female rather than a male, and to have a victim in the 15-17 year old age range (Terry, 2008: 560). The duration of abusive behaviour was calculated by using the date of the first incident of abuse and the last date of the most recent reported incident and although these figures did not necessarily represent continuous abusive activity, the data calculated in this manner suggested that 31% of priests abused minors for less than one year. These data were reasonably stable during the period of 50+ years (1950 – 2004) that the research team investigated (Terry, 2008: 562).  Priests ordained in the early 1970s were more likely to have been accused of sexual abuse of a minor than priests ordained in any other period. Approximately 10% of priests ordained from 1970 to 1975 had allegations of abuse made against them, with a significant decline thereafter (p. 565). Overall the John Jay data suggest that although the majority of incidents were not known until 2003, the data show a steady rise in the incidence of abuse between the 1950s and the 1980s in the United States and a sharp decline by 1990. Although abuse allegations were often reported many years after the event, the John Jay team controlled statistically for this occurrence in coming to the conclusion that they did.

Overall, 81% of the victims were male and 19% were female. Male victims tended to be older than females. Over 40% of all victims were males between the ages of eleven and fourteen (John Jay, 2004). Approximately 78% of the victims (male and females combined) were between the ages of eleven and seventeen years; 16% were between the ages of eight and ten years, and 6% of the victims were younger than seven years old. Whilst some men abused both male and females, there were more male to female victims in all of the categories of offender (those with one, two to three, four to nine and over ten victims).  In my own study, eight of the nine participants sexually abused post-pubertal males in the course of their priesthood or religious ministry, while one man sexually abused younger males between the ages of ten to fourteen years. There was also one allegation of abuse by a post-pubertal female against one of the nine men. Three of the men in my own research also sexually abused the post-pubertal male children of friends or family.

The John Jay team found significant delay in reporting of abuse cases to the Church authorities by people who had experienced abuse (John Jay College, 2004; 2006).  Prior to 1985, 810 cases had been reported to the dioceses and religious orders for the period 1950 – 1985, whereas the total now reported as having occurred during that period exceeds 9000 (Terry, 2008: 565; Smith et al, 2008: 575). Of the total number of cases known by 2003 (n=10,210), 33% (over 3000) had been reported in the single year of 2002, after an average delay of 30 years. Although some cases of sexual abuse were known by Church authorities from the 1950s onwards, most of these events were unknown to civil authorities or Church leaders before the year 2000 (Smith et al., 2008: 575). Because of the statute of limitations few cases in the United States went through the criminal justice system. Although information was not available on all cases, the available data suggested that 3% of all priests against whom allegations were made were convicted and 2% received prison sentences (Terry, 2008: 563). Nearly 40% of the accused priests participated in some form of psychological treatment.

The available data provides good support for the argument that the extent of the problem of sexual abuse of minors by Roman Catholic clergy is no greater than in the general population and one might reasonably argue that there is no case to be answered or understood in relation to sexual abuse by Catholic clergy. Whilst the population of priests are a highly selected, highly educated, highly formed group of men, there is in fact no evidence that child sexual abuse is less prevalent in the educated or highly educated male population. In fact, some might argue that the highly educated might be more able to hide their abuses and that it may be more prevalent in this group of men, although more hidden.  However, I believe that sexual abuse by Catholic clergy is a subject that requires further research and understanding, as Catholic clergy are distinguished from other men in a number of respects and the Catholic Church is one of the largest religious organisations in the world, representing an influential force in many societies and in the lives of its many members. For millions of people, Catholic clergy are, or have been, the spiritual, moral and ethical leaders.

Catholic clergy represent a group of men pledged to celibacy and the occurrence of sexual activity, especially of an abusive kind, contradicts everything that the institution publicly stands for. In addition, the strong emphasis on moral conscience and moral theology in religious and seminary formation, which takes place in an all-male celibate environment, makes the preparation for this professional and vocational life fairly unique. The accusation that Church leaders responded in a similar manner to abuse complaints in Ireland and the United States, (as well as from what we know in Canada, Australia and England), a response that is now seen as having compounded the problem, raises questions about the systemic nature of the problem. Whilst the statistics suggest that 92% - 96% of the Roman Catholic clergy did not abuse minors there is much to be analysed and understood about what distinguishes abusive from non abusive clerical men.

‘Normal’ Catholic Clergy

Since the 1970s a number of studies on ‘normal’ Catholic clergy have examined various aspects of clerical life, principally in the United States of America (Plante, Manuel and Tandez, 1996; Madden, 1990; Lane, 1997; Benyei 1998; Plante and Boccacccine, 1997; Keddy, Erdberg and Sammon, 1990; Loftus, 1999, 2004; Hoge, 2002; McGlone 2001). However, there remains a dearth of in-depth studies on both ‘normal’ clergy and seminarians and in particular on their sexual lives and experiences, although a small number of studies do exist (Nines, 2006; McGlone, 2001; Sipe, 1995; Kennedy, 1971, 2001).  Loftus (1999: 16; 2004: 88) argues that without adequate data it is difficult to compare the lives of ‘normal’ and offending clergy accurately and in particular to compare their sexual lives. This is not to suggest that in all cases child sexual abuse is about sexuality – as power, anger and attempts at making contact are also said to play a role – however, every sexual offence has a sexual dimension, otherwise, without consideration of sexual motivation it is difficult to explain why an offence is sexual in nature (Finkelhor, 1984: 34). My own research suggests that sexuality concerns are highly implicated in child sexual abuse by Catholic clergy, but it must be stressed that this is a problem that has no one single cause. As most of the literature on ‘normal’ clergy emanates from the United States, the extent to which some of the themes apply to an Irish Catholic clergy population also requires further analysis. However, a number of themes emerge from the literature on ‘normal’ clergy, which may be relevant to our understanding of Catholic clergy who have sexually abused
.  
The literature on ‘normal’ Catholic clergy describes as extremely stressful the conditions and expectations under which Roman Catholic clergy work, particularly as many clergymen discount their personal needs, do not ask for help and take responsibility for the well-being of others over whose lives they have little control (Lane, 1997; Brenneis, 2001; Cozzens, 2000). Brenneis (2001:23) found that when a priest takes a ‘defensive’ or ‘repressive’ stance towards his inner life, especially in relation to matters that pose an emotional threat, such as hostile, aggressive or sexual feelings, stress is significantly amplified. The problem is that clergy work within an emotionally demanding profession, in which the interpersonal boundaries are often not clear (Papesh, 2004) and if they adopt a perfectionist attitude towards the self, are defensive in relation to self-awareness, do not disclose personal distress, or are reluctant to identify vulnerability, significant problems may build up for these men. Brenneis (2001: 24) argues that if unresolved, these issues can bring a man into all kinds of acting out, including the sexual abuse of children. 

The literature on normal clergy points to the fact that priests live in an environment that is beset with contradictions, such as a promise to celibacy, but inadequate preparation for living a healthy celibate life (Ranson, 2002a; 2002b); a need for intimacy, but inability to negotiate intimacy within the confines of a celibate commitment (Papesh, 2004); problems with sexuality and sexual orientation, but a need to conceal sexuality concerns (McGlone, 2001: 119). Considerable skill is required for living the life of the Catholic clergy-man and one would imagine that the training for clergy would be hugely important in this regard. It is interesting, therefore, to note that the literature on ‘normal’ clergy shows consistently that clergy do not feel well prepared in the seminaries and houses of formation for their lives and ministries (Loftus, 2004:92; Sipe, 2003:277; Hoge, 2002: 98; Papesh, 2004: 70), nor do they feel adequately supported by Church hierarchies in living that life (Lane, 1997: 62). This is a theme that also arises in the research on clergy men who have abused.

The literature on ‘normal’ clergy also suggests that the spaces for clergy in which to speak are few, leading some of them towards the protective environments of spiritual direction, personal psychotherapy and the confessional (McGlone, 2001: 119; Ranson, 2002b: 220). However, overall the picture is one of clergy keeping their personal, sexual and emotional lives private from other clergy. Cozzens (2004) argues that clerical culture supports such non-disclosure of emotion, including emotional distress. In my research, the confessional emerges as the most important site for disclosure of personal distress, including sexual offending, and it emerges as the most important site from which the participants seek emotional support. Few of the men in my study used spiritual direction. 

A most striking feature arising from the examination of the literature on ‘normal’ clergy in the United States is the view that up to 50% of Roman Catholic clergy are sexually active at any one time, despite vows of chastity and a commitment to celibate living. Several studies (McGlone, 2001; Nines, 2006; Sipe, 2003) report this trend. This is an important finding because it indicates that sexual abuse of minors by clergy may be part of a bigger problem of celibate sexuality for the Roman Catholic Church.  This is not to say that celibacy singularly ‘causes’ clergy to sexual abuse minors – but nonetheless celibacy may play some role in leading clerical men down this path. Clergy engaging in ‘consensual’ sexual relationships is merely a disciplinary matter for the Roman Catholic Church and of itself is not of civil or criminal concern. Neither can its effects be compared with the sexual abuse of children. However, the widespread lack of celibate practice in the Roman Catholic Church is relevant to the central issue of the sexual abuse of minors by Catholic clergy because an organisation that publicly proclaims the sexual abstinence of its members, whilst at the same time tolerates or denies their sexual activity, is itself already in trouble. 

Celibacy - the state of non-marriage and the practice of perfect chastity - is a requirement for ordination to the Catholic priesthood in the Latin Rite (Canon Law Society, 1983, Canon 227). Celibacy is an on-going requirement for the active priesthood, an image that the Church hierarchy, including bishops, religious superiors and the Vatican have diligently fostered. The fact that ‘consensual’ sexual activities take place by clergy in secret and within the institutional rhetoric of an all-male celibate clergy may suggest a systemic denial of the problems that celibacy poses, thus creating an unhealthy organisational culture (Cozzens, 2004; Ranson, 2002a, 2002b).  

Clerical Men Who Have Sexually Offended Against Minors

Sometimes the question is raised why individuals with a disposition to prey sexually upon minors gain admission to the priesthood and why they are not weaned out before they infiltrate the organization. Examined closely this question suggests a number of assumptions: that priests and religious who come to be accused of the sexual abuse of children have a predisposition to do so, that such inclinations can be discerned at the point of entry to the seminary or while they are seminarians and that some men become priests and religious in order to gain access to children to abuse. By implication the assumption is that the sexual abuse of a child by Catholic clergy is the result of individual pathology or predisposition – a theory that is favoured by some men in leadership in the Catholic Church.  The response often suggests the need for better screening for clergy at the point of entry in order to pick up individuals with a disordered psychological state. 

Whilst screening the clergy might be important for a lot of reasons, the assumption that it will pick up those men who might come to be accused of the sexual abuse of children is not borne out by available research and clinical experience. My research and that presented by other clinicians and researchers (Kafka, 2004; Marshall, 2004), including the John Jay team (Terry, 2008: 567; Smith et al., 2008: 580) lead to this conclusion. The John Jay College research team (John Jay, 2004, 2006) worked hard to be able to discern the evidence of pathology or predisposition to abuse children from the data that they studied of the clergy offenders in the United States. They concluded that the data did not support the finding that most of these acts of child sexual abuse were predicated by pathology or paraphilic behaviour, such as paedophilia (Smith et al., 2008: 580; Tallon and Terry, 2008:625). Tallon and Terry (2008:625) argued that because clerical men wait several years before committing their first acts of abuse and because they do not target particular types of children (as the majority of clergy perpetrators in the John Jay Study abused victims with wider age discrepancies than 2 or more years and sometimes minors of both genders), whatever else is happening, it is not likely that most clerical abuse of children is driven by sexually arousing fantasies about prepubescent children or adolescents (which forms the basis for the definition of paedophilia). Tallon and Terry (2008: 625) found that very few priests who had sexually abused minors fit the typology of the “paedophile priest” – a typology that is favoured by the media.  Even those men who initiated sexual abuse soon after ordination and whose abusive pattern spanned a long duration did not meet what could be regarded as paedophilia, as they would not have waited so long to begin their abusive ‘careers’ if they were paedophiles. Many so called paraphilic interests, such as paedophilia, are said to begin in adolescence and if these men did have a diagnosable disorder on which they would act out (if one subscribed to such diagnosis in the first instance), it would be expected that they would have done so sooner (Tallon and Terry, 2008: 626). In my own study, in which eight of the nine men abused post-pubertal males (and one also abused a female), and one abused younger male children, I reached the same conclusion, based on an analysis of the men’s narratives and of their case files. Tallon and Terry (2008: 625) also concluded that it is unlikely that clerical and religious men who have sexually abused minors have specifically chosen a profession in the Catholic Church so that they could gain access to children to abuse. I have reached a similar conclusion (Keenan, 2006). 

Several other studies have reviewed aspects of the psychological functioning of clerical men who have sexually abused minors, looking for clues to their abusive actions and decisions. Lack of intimacy and emotional loneliness is considered important by a number of clinicians and researchers (Loftus and Camargo, 1993: 292; Sipe, 1995; Loftus, 1999; Kennedy, 2001). Depression and difficulty expressing emotional concerns is seen as important by others (Plante, Manuel and Bryant, 1996: 135; Robinson, 1994: 365). Whilst McGlone (2001: 88) found that 59% of non-offending or ‘normal’ clergy identified themselves as having received some form of psychological treatment or counselling, mainly relating to depression, sexual orientation, sexual identity issues and alcoholism, Flakenhain et al., (1999:330) indicated that only 1.8% - 2.5% of sexually offending clergy ever sought psychological help prior to treatment for their sexual offending. Clergy who were identified as child sexual offenders simply did not seek help for their sexual and emotional problems. This is also something that emerges in my own research. 

Anger and over-controlled hostility was also reported as part of the profile of clerical men who have sexually abused minors (Plante, Manuel and Bryant, 1996: 135). A style of relating that tended towards passivity and conformity, and in some instances a tendency towards shyness is also reported in some of these studies (Rossetti, 1994:4; Loftus and Camargo 1993: 292). Anger was also implicated in the offending of the men who participated in my own research – anger that came from a lifetime of submission and attempts at living a life that was impossible to live. My research suggests that the practices of obedience and the absence of personal autonomy in clerical and religious life must be considered significant in the sexual offending of Roman Catholic clergy – especially if obedience becomes an instrument of oppression in the hands of Church leaders who work in a spirit of power and control rather than a spirit of guiding leadership. 

Some studies found that ignorance of sexual matters (Loftus and Camargo, 1993: 292), lack of knowledge of the basic physiology of sexuality and of the emotional responses in sexually charged situations (Loftus and Camargo, 1993: 300) and what is described as sexual and emotional underdevelopment (Flakenhain et al., 1999: 331) were all found in sexually offending Catholic clergy. However, Loftus and Camargo (1993: 292) also found that all groups of clergy attending a treatment centre in Canada for a range of issues were ignorant of sexual matters and not just those who had abused minors. 

Several studies have reported that clergy who have sexually abused minors have experienced sexual abuse themselves in childhood, sometimes by another priest or religious (Robinson, Montana and Thompson, 1993 (66%); Connors (1994) (30%-35%); Sipe (1995) (70%-80%); Valcour (1990: 49) (33%-50%)). This is also the case in my own research in which six of the nine participants reported a history of sexual abuse; five in childhood and one man was abused in the seminary. This is an important finding and although sexual abuse in childhood can never be accepted as an excuse for sexual offending in adulthood, and many people who experience childhood sexual abuse never abuse anyone, it is important that many clergy who had experienced sexual abuse in childhood had never discussed these experiences until they were in treatment for sexual offending. Perrillo et al., (2008: 611) who analysed the John Jay data to try to understand repeat
 offending by Catholic clergy found that a history of childhood sexual victimization was found to be one of the strongest predictive variables for clerical men to become repeat offenders. This is an important observation as there is not overall support for this finding in the general literature on other child sexual offenders (Hanson et al., 1993; Hanson and Morton-Bourgon, 2004, 2005). Priests and religious who have experienced childhood sexual abuse may be different in this regard. Priests who had experienced childhood sexual abuse were seen as particularly at risk for subsequent sexual offending against minors in the John Jay study and my own research has pointed to the role of childhood experiences of sexual abuse in the sexual offending histories of five of the men who took part in my research. 

The implication of the fact that five of the men in my study had experienced sexual abuse in childhood is that they entered priesthood and religious life with feelings of shame and fear of speaking about their experiences. As in many situations involving child sexual abuse, the men in my study were drawn into secrets by their abusers, leading them to assume responsibility for the sexual ‘relationship’. They believed themselves to be complicit in what was happening and therefore equally culpable. The main reason given by the men for the non-disclosure of their childhood sexual abuse was their conflicted understanding of what was happening to them. The men stated that they normalised the experience when they were children, especially if they knew the same thing was happening to other boys in school. They believed that the sexual abuse did not cause them harm, but that it reflected negatively on them and therefore it had to be kept as a ‘shameful secret’.  However four of the five men who experienced sexual abuse in childhood subsequently abused boys using exactly the same techniques as those employed by their own abuser. The shame that the men lived with was likely to present problems for them in their priestly and religious lives, if not attended to, given that the life of the priest or religious would give them access to the most intimate and vulnerable spheres of other people’s lives. Two men, whose motivation for priesthood was in part an attempt to avoid sexuality altogether, following a history of childhood sexual abuse, also needed to explore these issues during the course of their formation, as their experience of life would show, avoiding sexuality altogether was an unrealistic aspiration. Unfortunately for the participants in my research, their experiences of childhood sexual abuse were not discussed during their time in formation for priestly or religious life – neither they nor anybody else mentioned it.

Another issue that is often raised in relation to clerical men who have sexually abused minors relates to the question of homosexuality. Is the sexual abuse of minors by Catholic clergy the result of the ordination of men of a homosexual orientation? On closer examination this question assumes that homosexuality per se is responsible for the sexual abuse of minors by Roman Catholic clergy. However, this is not seen to be the case by much research on the subject. McGlone (2002) suggests that 46%-66% of Roman Catholic clergy who sexually abuse children and young people are of a homosexual or bisexual orientation. However, there is no evidence that sexual identity and sexually abusive behaviour have the same origins and whilst the majority of priests and religious have abused adolescent males, the picture does not represent a simple linear trajectory from child sexual abuse of males to homosexuality, or the other way round. In the general child sexual offender field, adult heterosexuality is still reported as the predominant sexual orientation of men who sexually abuse pre-pubertal children, both males and females, whilst adult males who abuse adolescent males are much more likely to be men of a homosexual orientation (Marshall, 1988: 383-391; Langevin, 2000: 537). However, it is not simply the case of heterosexual men abusing pre-pubertal girls and homosexual men abusing boys as heterosexual men also sexually abuse pre-pubertal boys and indeed these data may not be relevant anyway for clergy men who represent a distinct group (Marshall, 2004; Kafka, 2004; Terry, 2008). 

Seven of the nine men who participated in my own research were men of a homosexual orientation. Their narratives suggest that for all of them their difficulties in coping with celibacy and sexuality were compounded by a denial and fear of their homosexuality. Without institutional support the project of constructing the ‘clergy’ man as a ‘gay’ man was a concealed affair and an individual and isolated journey. The religious and cultural mores of their day made acknowledging homosexuality something the men could not contemplate. Whilst this situation created significant intra-personal conflicts for them, there is no suggestion by the men that their homosexuality ‘caused’ them to sexually abuse minors, even in situations where they abused adolescent males. The analysis of their narratives suggests that aspects of their concealed sexuality and struggles with celibacy and emotional loneliness, and not sexual orientation per se, must be considered significant for their sexual offending. My research suggests that the challenges of celibacy were no greater or less for men of a homosexual orientation than they were for heterosexual men, and concealment of sexual desire was evident for all men, regardless of sexual orientation. The fear of unmasking was, however, a constant fear for men of a homosexual orientation, and their identity and self-confidence was severely constrained by such fear. 

The existing literature on sexual abuse by Catholic clergy does not give enough prominence to the distinctly important issue of what might be referred to as homophobic tendencies within the Catholic Church and how this disables the development of human sexuality and the natural expression of sexual desire and relationship. This is of particular relevance since what could be regarded as ‘homophobia’, certainly seeing homosexuality as dysfunction, is institutionalised by the Catholic Church and to some extent supported by social structures. Homophobia is a particular feature of male gender socialisation and sexual identity and is a central aspect of a complex range of internalised and externalised male behaviours. This is ever more so for a group of men who are socialised together into a life of celibate living in an all-male institutional environment.  

The relevance of homophobia in the response of the Catholic Church to clergy sexual abuse cannot be over-emphasised and in my forthcoming book on the subject (Keenan, (in press)) I give this issue due attention. In particular I am concerned about the hegemony of hetero-normative culture and the spiritual and emotional ‘violence’ experienced by clergy men in their development, largely perpetrated by a homophobic culture that is rigidly articulated – even today – through aspects of the Catholic Church hierarchy. The recent proclamations by the Catholic Church, which essentially links child sexual abuse by clergy to the issue of homosexuality, are fundamentally flawed and have no basis in empirical or respectable research, scientific knowledge, common social mores or a theology of justice. Indeed, this misinformation and the frequency of homophobic condemnation by Church hierarchy contribute significantly to an obfuscation of the facts about child sexual abuse and human sexuality and de facto to opportunities for the recurrence of abusive behaviours. 

Something that is not much reported in the literature on clerical men who have sexually abused minors but that I found in my own research relates to the role of fear. It is apparent from an analysis of the men’s narratives that the participants in my study constructed their priestly or religious vocation on fear—fear of breaking their celibate commitment and fear of displeasing others (particularly those in authority).  For these men the resultant way of ‘doing’ priesthood involved strategies such as adopting a submissive way of relating to others, avoiding relationships with women and avoiding particular friendships with men. In essence, these men avoided intimacy. Such strategies produced poor adult attachments, a fear of emotional and physical intimacy and prolonged emotional loneliness. Although three of the men in my study said that they learned their initial fear of displeasing others and of emotional disclosure in their families of origin and two of the men believe that they developed these patterns in response to childhood experiences of sexual abuse, all of the men believed that these problems were compounded by their experiences of seminary life and during their time in formation. 

Based on an analysis of the literature on ‘normal’ and offending clergy and my own research on this subject my conclusion is that individual pathology is insufficient to explain sexual offending by Roman Catholic clergy and alternative interpretations must be explored. When comparing clergy offenders with non clergy offenders a similar conclusion is reached. The broad consensus in the psychological literature is that Roman Catholic clergy sexual offenders represent an atypical group of child sexual offenders (Kafka, 2004: 49; Marshall, 2003) and that situational and contextual factors must be considered significant in their sexual offending (Marshall, 2003; Brenneis, 2001: 25; Tallon and Terry, 2008: 627). Following her exhaustive analysis of all of the available data in relation to sexual abuse of minors by Catholic clergy in the United States, Terry (2008: 567) concluded “There is little information that relates to identifiable pathologies of the offender (e.g., clear indications of paedophilia), and there is much information that indicates an opportunistic selection effect. Although the majority of victims were male, it is the group of children [and young people] to whom the priests had the most (and unrestricted) access”. As the kind of access that clergy are given is a product of their institutional identity and the kind of safety that their roles suggest comes to them from the authority of the institution, it is important for the institution to examine itself to see what in its structure and history have contributed to this problem (Gordon, 2004: 110). At the same time, although access and opportunity are very important, my own research suggests that to see sexual abuse of minors as a problem of access and opportunity alone is to simplify what is a much more complex issue. Many clergy men who have unrestricted access to minors never sexually abuse anyone. 

The Individual and the Institution 

In order to understand clerical men who have sexually abused minors, one can come to no other conclusion but that their sexual offending must be understood within the unique context of their lives and ministries as Roman Catholic ministers within the Roman Catholic Church. In the general literature a number of institutional aspects of the Roman Catholic Church are seen as creating a climate in which child sexual abuse by Catholic clergy becomes possible, but an analysis of exactly how these factors contribute to the problem and in what way is beyond the scope of this article, but is fully articulated in Keenan (in press). The features of the institutional church that are said to contribute to a climate in which sexual abuse by Catholic clergy becomes possible includes the theology of sexuality, the ecclesiastical structure of power relations and hierarchical authority, clerical culture and seminary formation. These aspects of the institution are influenced in turn by its traditions and teachings that are seen by some scholars to have rendered sexual abuse by clergy and the subsequent responses of the Catholic hierarchy almost inevitable (Frawley-O’Dea, 2004; Kung, 2003; Berry, 1992; Sipe, 1995; Cozzens, 2004; Papesh, 2004; Ranson, 2002a, 2002b; Dokecki, 2004; Oakley and Russett, 2004; Doyle, 2003, 2004; Gordon, 2004; Celenza, 2004). What is important here is the interrelationship between the forces of sexuality, power and power relations, governance structures and clerical culture and their enabling and constraining powers and potentialities on the lives of those men who became the clergy perpetrators, those men who became the Church hierarchy and those men who are regarded as ‘normal’ clergy
.  Whilst many within the leadership of the Catholic Church prefer to operate outside of conscious awareness of this fact and prefer to think in terms of individual pathology rather than systemic breakdown, the evidence seems to point otherwise (White and Terry, 2008; Keenan (in press)). In addition, a Church and social culture that prefers to focus blame on individuals – those men who have abused minors and those Church leaders who are seen to have failed in their duties in the handling of abuse complaints - may do well to think again – and keep the institutional dimensions of the aetiology of the problem in focus, as well as the manner in which the problem is currently constructed in popular discourse. This is not to say that individuals are not responsible for the actions they take, but it is to point to the fact that in trying to understand the problem (and presumably seek solutions) an approach that merely focuses on the individuals who have been ‘named and shamed’ is to fail in a way that is regrettable. An approach to the problem that merely focuses on the ‘named and the shamed’ will keep the institutional aspects of the problem in play, aspects that will contribute to additional human problems, if not to further abuse of minors. As the identity of the clerical male takes its shape from the institution of the Roman Catholic Church, breaching the boundaries of his identity (as in the case of the clergy perpetrators) or working for the best interest of the Church (as in the case of Church leaders who are said to have failed in the handling of abuse complaints) is, therefore, an institutional issue. 

As the question of celibacy is often mentioned in relation to sexual abuse by Catholic clergy I will make reference to what the men in my research had to say in relation to celibacy and their subsequent sexual offending. All of the study participants believed they freely accepted their vow of celibacy, and they said had celibacy been a voluntary option at the time they might still have opted for a celibate commitment. During their seminary years the men ‘conditioned themselves to abstinence’, for the love of God and for the good of others, and as part of what was required of them to do God’s work on earth. All of the narratives suggest that the men took on the celibate commitment willingly and hoped that after ordination or profession they could take it for granted and get on with their lives. They found a similar expectation on the part of their superiors. The absence of open and honest dialogue in the seminaries combined with the silence from Church leaders, mentors and other priests, on the struggle of celibate sexuality contributed to this perception. The men reflected on how little they understood about themselves and their emotional lives when taking on that commitment at that time. 

The men who participated in my research had an intellectual understanding of the meaning and purpose of priestly celibacy and chastity at the time that they were ordained or professed. They accepted celibacy freely as a ‘gift’ or a ‘sacrifice’, and none of them believed the vow of celibacy was responsible for their sexual abusing. Celibacy as a ‘loss’ was not considered. In order to live as ‘good clergy-men’ they tried to become sexless beings and avoid intimate or close relationships with adults. They believed this was the best way to do ‘celibacy’. The men did not engage with the emotional aspect of such a loss until they were experiencing significant emotional and social conflicts.

The participants in my research believed that they were not adequately prepared emotionally and sexually for a celibate commitment, and they were unrealistic in thinking they could walk this path alone. Their experience in the seminary neither supported nor challenged them sufficiently to be honest with their emotional and sexual selves. Five of the nine men reflected that they had no way of knowing how difficult life-long abstinence from sexual relations would be when they accepted the vow. Eight of the nine men had no sexual experience in relationships whatsoever before entering the seminary or religious life. It is evident from the men’s narratives that many of them had difficulty coping with celibacy and that it created significant intra-personal conflicts for them. However, as much sexual abuse of minors (and sexual boundary violations) is perpetrated by adults who have adult sexual outlets available to them, one could reasonably suggest that there is no link to be made between the commitment to celibate living (and the lack of sexual outlet) and sexual abuse of minors. The narratives in my study suggest that whilst the discipline of celibacy itself is not the main problem; the lack of preparation for living a celibate life and the lack of support in living the celibate commitment must be considered significant in the men’s subsequent sexual offending, especially as the men tried to live without emotional intimacy as a way of protecting their celibate commitment. In such situations the problems of emotional loneliness and isolation were heightened, and with them the risk of sexual boundary violations.   Their understanding of the theology of sexuality that was devoid of the latest research on the biological and psychological aspects of human sexual development must also be considered significant in the subsequent sexual violations. This view supports other research in this area (Bennett et al., 2004). 

The men who participated in my research who entered the seminaries sexually immature or with significant sexual and emotional conflict (especially following sexually abusive experiences in childhood or struggles with sexual orientation), left the seminary further entrenched in their conflicts and with a deeper sense of emotional alienation and fear. None of the men had access to an honest and open fraternal life amongst classmates or superiors or Church leaders as part of their seminary training, and none of the men had ease of access to elder mentors (not spiritual directors) who would provide a discursive space to support them as they learned to live and love within the context of their priestly and religious lives. It was not their spiritual relationship with God that the men believed to be in trouble, but their human relationship with ‘man’.  By avoiding discussions on the human aspects of the celibate life, an environment was created in the seminaries and subsequently in religious communities and dioceses, where difficulties with sexuality and with celibacy were more likely to be seen as isolated problems, rather than as ones shared by many. Within this context of isolationism, in which there was lack of dialogue and relationship, it was then easy for the Catholic Church to perceive sexual abuse by clergy as individual cases of pathology or deviance with little organisational relevance. Ranson (2002a) suggests that the individualised unacknowledged struggle with celibacy is likely to find an unhealthy expression. The narratives of the men in my study indicate that this is exactly what happened for them.

Recidivism, Repeat Offending and Effectiveness of Treatment
Although media accounts of clergy abuse continue to flourish, many of the most publicized accounts portray the clergy offenders as a homogeneous highly predatory group. My research and that presented by the John Jay Study (John Jay College, 2004, 2006) suggests that such constructions of the clerical child sexual offender do not bear a strong relationship with the reality. Current constructions of the clergy child sexual offender are influenced by power relations, vested interests and professional judgements. Rather than representing the ‘objective’ reality that they purport to be, professional discourses help construct the child sexual offender as fundamentally different from the rest of society and in doing so they unwittingly contribute to the situation where child sexual offenders are marginalized and demonised. Despite the heterogeneity of clergy men who have sexually abused minors, they are often portrayed singularly as ‘monsters’, ‘beasts’ ‘predators’ in the media, creating a moral panic that inflates the risk of sex offending by misrepresenting the recidivism rates and construing all sex offences as paedophilic in nature
 (Douard, 2007; Jenkins, 1998). Although there are certainly dangerous clergy offenders who recidivate at high rates, this is only a small minority, and further research is necessary to understand how those clergy who desist and stop their offending  come to make such decisions and what factors distinguish those men who stop their offending from those clergy who continue to recidivate after treatment interventions. The data on recidivism following current sexual offender treatment is very heartening. 

By far the strongest predictor of repeat sexual offending in a number of studies (Hanson and Bussière, 1998; Hanson and Morton-Bourgon, 2004, 2005, Hanson et al., 1993) is deviant results on phallometric testing and general criminal history, suggesting that men with deviant sexual arousal patterns, particularly sexual interest in children and with a general criminal history, are at a substantially increased risk for repeat offending. Since few priests with allegations of sexual abuse exhibited behaviour consistent with paraphilic activity and few if any clergy had non- sexual criminal convictions or even charges (Tallon and Terry 2008: 617) the suggestion is that the risk of reoffending for clerical sexual offenders is low. This finding fits with anecdotal research findings reported by treatment programmes for Catholic clergy (Rosetti, 2004; Hanson et. al., 2004).  

By far the most comprehensive review of psychological treatment for sexual offenders is that conducted by the Collaborative Outcome Data Project Committee in the United States (Hanson et al., 2002). This committee was formed in 1997 by a group of leading researchers with the goal of organising the existing outcome literature for sexual offenders and encouraging new evaluation projects to be conducted in a manner that will make for more comparable research and lead to cumulative knowledge. The project is ongoing but the first report concluded that current psychological treatments are associated with reductions in both sexual and general recidivism (Hanson et al., 2002: 169). In what is regarded as a highly robust study the Committee reported that after an average of four to five years of follow up, 9.9% of the treated men had sexually reoffended compared to 17.4% of the untreated groups (p. 187). The study reported conclusively that current treatment is effective in reducing sexual offending and in fact since 2002 even greater treatment effects have been reported by some treatment providers (Serran, 2006). The public misconception that treatment does not work for sexual offenders, which was propagated by earlier works that relied on outdated and unsatisfactory treatment approaches (Furby et al., 1989), needs revision in the light of current encouraging research outcomes. This trend is expected to continue as there have been considerable changes in treatment programmes since the 1970s and the studies of the newer forms of treatment are only recently becoming available (Hanson et al., 2002: 188). In addition, clerical men who have successfully completed treatment are reported to have an even lower recidivism rate than general child sexual offenders (Hanson et. al., 2004), with some treatment centres reporting recidivism rates for treated Catholic clergy of less than 3% (Rosetti, 1997). 

Church leaders have in many ways fallen into a trap of succumbing to the portrayal of clergy offenders as a homogenised and a highly recidivistic group and current regulation and management of clerical men who have sexually abused minors suggest that this is the case. There is also evidence to suggest that the Church leadership is fearful of an angry public and an ever vigilant press and that fear is driving some of the decisions made. The Church’s zero tolerance policy that mandates the permanent removal of clergy with even a single substantiated allegation of historical sexual abuse against a minor, supports this analysis. The one-size-fits-all approach to managing clergy offenders adds further weight to the claim. 

Control of Abuse – Abuse of Control
In many senses control of sexual abuse by Catholic clergy is fast becoming the abuse of control by some parts of the leadership of the Catholic Church. Mistakes are being made in the name of child protection, just as mistakes were made in the past, in the name of Church protection. At the very least current policies for the handling of abuse complaints have contributed to endless pain and trauma for several priests against whom false allegations have been made; policies and processes that have without doubt violated their civil and human rights. Relationships between bishops and clergy are also being damaged by such policies and practices in ways that only the future will fully unfold. In addition the one size fits all approach to the management of clergy who have abused and the policies that govern many of their highly regulated lives suggests that some of the principles of reparation and forgiveness, on which the Catholic Church is built, are seldom to be found. 

Balance needs to be brought into policies regarding the risk posed by accused priests, with more refined analysis undertaken in partnership with professional and lay advice. Although protecting future children from future sexual crime is laudable and important, taking care of all Church members, including the erring clergy (and those Church leaders who are identified as having failed in handling abuse complaints) is also important. The handing over of thousands of documents without regard to the rights of countless individuals, as happened in the case of the Inquiry into the handling of abuse complaints in Diocese of Ferns and the Archdiocese of Dublin, although welcomed by many, in my opinion gives further testimony to a Catholic Church leadership so besieged by the popular discourse that good decisions are still not being made. The Ferns Inquiry team reported that they were given far more documents than they needed and far more than any court could ever have compelled (Ferns Report, 2005). 
Documents pertinent to the relevant inquiries should and could have been handed over to the various Commissions of Inquiries and Commissions of Investigation in a manner that protected the rights of ‘innocent’ individuals, who did not ever want the details of their experiences put before any court, albeit a quasi one. Their experience is one of betrayal. Many clergy and indeed Church leaders might also have a right to feel betrayed at the manner in which the processes were handled – again processes that could be seen as oppressive and unjust in the name of finding ‘justice’. Just as many child abuse inquiries in the United Kingdom found that blame and criticism always surrounded the public inquiries (Reader et al., 1993: 1) it appears that the very same processes are taking hold in relation to the inquiries into child sexual abuse by Catholic clergy in Ireland. The reports seem more intent on passing judgement and focusing on degrees of blameworthiness, rather than learning constructively from what went wrong in the past including what were the emotional and context factors within the professional and religious networks which allowed the relevant Church leaders and clerical perpetrators to be dislodged from making good judgements. The judgemental tone of many of these final reports suggests that rather than providing constructive lessons from the past that can help with preventing similar tragedies from happening again in the future many of these reports seem intent on public humiliation of individuals. Time will undoubtedly bring scholarly and critical analysis of many the procedures employed by and reports produced by the Commissions of Inquiry and Commission of Investigation into sexual abuse by Catholic clergy and the handling of abuse complaints by the Catholic Church hierarchy. 
Conclusion
Sipe (1995: 134) refers to the sexual abuse of minors by Roman Catholic clergy as ‘the tip of the iceberg’ when it comes to problems with sexuality for the Roman Catholic Church. Because illicit sexual activity may well be more likely when there is little openness about or value placed on sexual honesty and sexual maturity, the sexual abuse of minors by Catholic clergy may well serve to bring the general state of sexual health and maturity of Roman Catholic clergy into view. It could be argued that the sexual abuse problem by clergy has accelerated a simmering problem and represents a systemic push to bring the sexuality of clergy onto the Church’s agenda.  My research on child sexual abuse by Catholic clergy suggests that child sexual abuse by Catholic clergy must be considered against the background of the literature on ‘normal’ clergy and clerical sexuality and not as an unrelated sphere of clerical activity. The need for compassionate leadership has never been more urgent. 

My conclusion is that child sexual abuse by Catholic clergy represents a complex interplay of individual and systemic factors and no one cause can be seen to determine the problem’s nature. Whilst some works on the subject tends to be about deviant or ‘perverted’ Catholic clergy, my research
 shows how ordinary men walked their way into abusing children and minors and it points to the small, maybe understandable compromises that ordinary men made on the road to abusing (Keenan, (in press)). For many of us this can be more confronting than other accounts of sexual abuse by Catholic clergy; mainly because it can no longer just about ‘paedophile priests’, but maybe about you and I.  Much public commentary on the subject tends to be about ‘perverted’ clergy, psychological dysfunction or criminal danger. The search is for an overall character trait or personality type that explains it all. My conclusion is that this is a meaningless search. New thinking is urgently required. By truly examining its developmental and systemic pathways we may be able to go some way towards preventing future offending by Catholic clergy and towards healing the myriad of lives ruined by the legacy of child sexual abuse within the Catholic Church – victims, perpetrators and both sets of families as well as the Catholic laity and many Catholic priests and religious as well as their bishops and leaders, some of whom live lives as frightened and broken men and women. 
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� The Bishop of Ferns, Bishop Brendan Comiskey, resigned for his part in the alleged inadequate response to        abuse cAaases in his Wexford diocese/


� Bishop John Magee, Bishop of Cloyne, stepped aside following allegations that he mishandled abuse complaints in his diocese, in order to prepare for a commission of investigation to be held by the State in his diocese into the handling of abuse complaints.


� The Ferns Inquiry into the handling of abuse complaints in the diocese of Ferns reported in 2005. The commission of investigation into the handling of abuse complaints in the Archdiocese of Dublin is due to report in the summer or autumn of 2009.


� The Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse in the Industrial and Reformatory Schools, run by the Religious Orders on behalf of the State, presented its five volume report in May 2009,


�Child sexual abuse by Catholic clergy has been reported in Argentina, Australia, Austria, Belgium, Brazil, Canada, Chile, China, Colombia, France, Germany, Ireland, Mexico, New Zealand, Nigeria, the Philippines, Poland, Scotland, South Africa, Spain, Tanzania, the United Kingdom and the United States of America  


� Foucault (2004: 49, 50) conceptualised discourse as “a group of relations established between institutions, economic and social processes, behavioural patterns, systems of norms, techniques, types of classification and modes of characterization”.


� My research was conducted in a treatment centre in Ireland with clerical men who had perpetrated sexual abuse against minors. Grateful acknowledgement is made of the financial contribution made towards the cost of the research project by the Irish Episcopal Conference, The Franciscan Order and the Irish Jesuits. My clinical experience in working as a psychotherapist with individual adults and adolescents who had experienced sexual abuse in childhood and with men who have perpetrated sexual offences spans a period of twenty five years. The results of this research form part of a book currently in press.


� For a fuller discussion of these issues see Haug (2001) and Foucault (1990, 1992, 1998)


� See Foucault (1990, 1992,1998)


� For a fuller discussion of the history of the concept see Jenkins (1998) and institutional practices of pederasty see Bleibtreu-Ehrenberg (1990)


� A full treatise of this literature is beyond the scope of this chapter but this literature is briefly referred to in this chapter.


� Repeat offending is seen as similar to recidivism in the John Jay study, although I would argue that it is different. Most research on repeat sexual offending focuses on recidivism – a form of repeat offending in which additional acts of sexual abuse occur after some form of correctional intervention, such as incarceration or participation in a treatment programme. Some studies define recidivism as a new charge whilst others define it as a new conviction. Whatever the case, the idea of recidivism is that an offender has reoffended following an intervention. The John Jay team interpret the reporting of the allegation as an intervention for the purposes of their analysis of repeat offending whereas my understanding of recidivism is that the intervention must be of a significant magnitude involving apprehension or treatment.  


� These issues are fully explored in Keenan (in press).


� I successfully took a case through the Broadcasting Complaints Commission in 2002 against the Gerry Ryan Show on RTE 2 in which Gerry Ryan Show was found guilty of incitement to hatred and of being unfair and unbalanced in manner in which they dealt with the issues involved in the release from prison of a Catholic priest who had served a sentence for the sexual abuse of minors. 


� A small aspect of which was highlighted in this article.
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