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Abstract
Child sexual abuse is an emotive topic, which raises public fears and political concerns.
Commonly the perpetrators of such abuse are male and their victims female, but evidence
suggests that there are a significant number of female perpetrators as well. It is the
perceived gendered nature of the crime that creates a stumbling block to the recognition
of women who sexually abuse and can silence the child victims. Using data from a wider
research project, this paper examines the ways in which female perpetrators rationalise
their behaviours and in doing so considers what part these justifications play in silencing
the child victims.

1.

Introduction

Child sexual abuse is a crime that incites public outcry. It rocks the foundations of our society
and challenges cultural norms and values. When made public by the media, the sexual abuse of a
child invariably gives rise to moral panic about the innocence of our children and the fear of
predatory paedophiles. The media tends to report what might be considered ‘stock images’ of
sexual abusers that perpetuate ‘unhelpful stereotypes which highlight the threat from “psychotic”
strangers and obscure the more common form of abuse by known and “well-adjusted” adults.’1
As Kitzinger highlights, despite the rhetoric of ‘stranger-danger’ that surrounds the stories of
abuse, the research findings show that the most dangerous place for children is the home.2
Statistics indicate that perpetrators of sexual abuse against children are male and the most likely
victims are female.3 This is certainly the case, but Bunting suggests that female offenders
account for ‘up to 5% of all sexual offences against children’.4 It is the very hidden and
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unexpected nature of the crime that has some important implications for the children’s rights
agenda.

2.

Research summary

The data for this paper has been taken from a larger qualitative investigation into the problems of
understanding female sexual abusers, which considers their behaviour from a variety of
perspectives.5 The study required a sociological evaluation of female perpetrators, something
made problematic by the fact that it is difficult to gather a significant sample of women who
have sexually abused children. Not only are these cases comparatively rare and, as with all child
sexual abuse crimes, secretive and hidden, but very few cases – even where male perpetrators
have been involved – reach the criminal courts; a convicted population would have at least
offered a potential sample group. The data for this study therefore had to be gathered from a
number of different sources, including professionals who have worked with child victims and
offenders, adults who had been victims of female perpetrators as children, and some female
offenders.6
The qualitative interviews were thematic, offering respondents the opportunity to tell their
stories. Initially these themes were drawn from the limited research regarding female
perpetrators and some of the plethora of other child sexual abuse literature. The information
gathering took a grounded theory approach,7 allowing the dimensions of the interviews to grow
and develop over the fieldwork period according to the accumulation of knowledge. The
resulting data was analysed using the Gerth and Mills8 concept of vocabularies of motive and the
techniques of neutralisation developed by Sykes and Matza.9 These theories have been used by
others to consider how offenders find ways to offer socially acceptable rationales to justify their
behaviour.10 It is important to note that in using this analysis some of the difficulties for victims
of female perpetrators were identified.
Child sexual abuse is very emotive for all individuals concerned, so a number of ethical issues
had to be considered. By relating their life stories and sexual experiences the respondents risked
exposure and ridicule. Gatekeepers had to be found in each case, and respondents reassured in a
number of ways. For instance, for many professionals there were obvious concerns about their
clients’ well being, as well as the credibility of the researcher and issues of confidentiality. These
were resolved by discussions concerning the themes and context of the interviews as well as the
‘subject adequacy’11 of the researcher in her knowledge of the child protection process and child
abuse more generally. The sensitive nature of the research was evident throughout the process. It
5
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was sensitive from the aspect of the professionals who in some instances treated female
offenders with disbelief: as one respondent put it ‘the social image of motherhood and femininity
often masks abusive behaviour for professionals’ (probation officer). One clinical psychologist
suggested that some social workers found disclosures of maternal incest very difficult to manage:
[Social services] haven’t got the resources to do anything (…) and this is happening over
and over again (…) they don’t want to identify women sexual offenders: they don’t mind
identifying male sex offenders because actually what they can say is right we’ll work
with the non-abusing mum (…) keep the children at home (…).
The research was sensitive from the victims’ perspective, most of whom in this study had been
sexually abused by their mothers, because they had previously been faced with a sceptical world
if they had tried to tell their tales. Responses included ‘(…) but she’s your mother dear, of course
she wants a cuddle’ (Penny).12 Worse, they were faced with the loss of the maternal figure if they
disclosed. This was expressed by one victim: ‘I wanted me mum (…) but not the mum I got’
(Louise).13
Finally it was sensitive for the female offenders themselves. Socially, their stories are so
unacceptable that they needed to use a variety of rationales or vocabularies of motive, telling
stories as they ‘should’ be told, and they were constantly in fear of being ‘outed’ to the
community at large. None of the inmates in Margaret’s14 prison, for instance, knew what she was
‘in for’: the details of her case were known only to the prison governor and her probation worker.
Janet15 was moved seven times during her nine months in prison because she was assaulted or
threatened with assault each time her crime was ‘discovered’.
This research was a microcosmic, sociological view of the emotive world of women who
sexually abuse children, and it revealed ways in which the complexities of protecting children
are inextricably linked to the lack of discursive space for stories to be told. The
‘unnarrativizable’16 nature of these stories has not just silenced perpetrators but also their
victims, and is embedded within our social practices and cultural understanding of child sexual
abuse.

3.

Background considerations

I will turn now to some of the problems we have in conceptualising female perpetrators. Despite
recent media interest and public uproar,17 there remain some key ideological social structures that
inhibit our understanding of women as child sex abusers. For instance, in most western cultures,
12
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women, whether mothers or not, are often presumed to be ‘naturally nurturing’.18 Concepts of
women are structured in terms of the maternal, and so women share a universal nurturing role,
appearing as an ‘undifferentiated and unchanging monolith’.19 They are allowed to have close
access to children, and physicality particularly between mother and child is actually expected,
applauded and rewarded. The perception of the maternal bond allows the development of an
idealised maternity, and in some cases it is the presumption that women have a special and caring
relationship with children that works towards disguising abusive behaviour. In reality, the
mother-child bond can be much more ambivalent,20 although it remains difficult to move beyond
the Madonna imagery.21 Another aspect of the mother role is that it rests in a sexual paradox. In
other words female sexuality is presumed to be suppressed by maternity, and under this guise
mothers are not only perceived as nurturing but also as ‘asexual to their children’.22 The effect of
this essentialist approach to understanding maternity is to disallow mothers who may have
ambivalent feelings towards their children by failing to account for those who find their
relationship with children difficult or different. Thus, despite the evidence, questions remain
about the possibility of women, especially mothers, sexually abusing children and, furthermore,
whether such women cause any harm to their victims even if they do.
There seems little doubt, either statistically or in terms of research, that men do sexually abuse
much more commonly than women, which further encourages questions about the credibility of
women as perpetrators of such acts against children. However, considerable evidence has been
gathered over the last decade to suggest that a significant minority of child sexual abuse involves
female offenders; the research prevalence rates vary from approximately five to fifteen percent
of all children who are sexually abused.23 Probably more pertinently, ChildLine24 figures for
2001–2002 revealed that ‘13% of the 8402 children counselled in relation to sexual abuse
reported the involvement of a female perpetrator’.25 This indicates that we are not talking about
just a few ‘dysfunctional’ women, but that the subject is relevant for sociological consideration.
The second question frequently raised is whether female perpetrators afflict any harm on their
victims. As early as 1972, Mathis voiced his scepticism about female perpetrators, arguing, ‘that
she might seduce a child into sex play is unthinkable and even if she did so what harm could she
do without a penis?’26 In reality sexual abuse involves a variety of acts of which penetration by a
penis is just one. Nevertheless, what many researchers have suggested in the past is that while all
victims may suffer harm at the hands of their perpetrators, child victims of male offenders suffer
more harm.27 However, it is important to recognise that women who sexually abuse children can,
and occasionally do, commit sexually sadistic acts: sodomising by penetrating with objects,
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burning, pinching, and biting breasts and genitals have all been recorded.28 If we consider the
victims’ views, then in many instances they have reported that sexual abuse by a female relative
is more shameful and damaging. Sgroi and Sargent, for example, identified that
(…) all seven of [their] adult female victims reported a perception that sexual abuse by a
first-degree female relative (mother or sister) was the most shameful and damaging form
of childhood victimisation they had suffered (…).29
The abuse suffered by victims may be further accentuated by feelings of maternal rejection, as
indicated in the cases of Penny and Petra:
(…) she passed on huge clouds of guilt to me. I remember her blaming me for what went
on at times. I remember her being angry with me, and she was very dangerous when she
was angry (…) and I remember her looking at me with disgust and contempt. She could
also behave in a very hurt way, which made me feel terrible and made me do what she
wanted me to do (…). (Penny).
(…) she [mother] used to tell me I was a nobody (…) it’s all this feeling and all this pain
(…) you don’t know what to do with all this pain (…). (Petra).30
A final comment about the harm female perpetrators can inflict has been found in at least three
pieces of research undertaken with rapists identifying that a significant number record being
sexually abused by older women when they were children. For example, Groth’s31 study
suggested that 66% of his sample had been victimised by a female perpetrator. Petrovich and
Templar’s32 study on rapists showed that over 50% of their respondents disclosed sexual abuse
by an older female. Briere & Smiljanich’s33 self-report study found that
(…) among the sexually abused men who reported sexual aggression against women,
80% had been sexually abused during childhood by a female perpetrator. In other words,
sexual activity during childhood with an older female strongly predicted later sexual
aggression against adult women and childhood sexual victimisation by females is a
particular risk factor for later assault directed at adult female victims (…).34
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While these research results are important, they need to be considered alongside other factors,
such as the ways in which denial, minimisation and justifications are used by those convicted of
sexual crimes like rape. Nevertheless, these studies offer an indication of the long-term physical,
emotional and psychological harm abusive women can inflict on their child victims.
There does appear to be a social link between the idealisation of the maternal role, which
encourages the popular incredulity that women can be sexually aggressive or harmful to
children, and the lack of discursive space for the narratives of the female perpetrator and her
victim. According to Plummer,35 there has to be a social and cultural ‘right time’ for telling new
stories, and for narratives to be socially accepted. Currently there is little public tolerance or
discursive space for any paedophile, whatever the gender of the offender, in the UK, and as with
victim stories of rape36 and child abuse,37 any tales that are told by or about perpetrators tend to
be consumed into the collective stereotype:
(…) there are very few stories from identified ‘child sex abusers’; once caught their own
story goes silent and instead their tale gets incorporated into tales of critics, researchers,
analysts. Their own story in their own voice is not heard (…).38
Within this quote Plummer was referring to male paedophiles that do experience a negotiated
narrative, however limited. There is no space for the female perpetrator’s story to emerge, which
creates some obvious difficulties for the offenders, and for child protection professionals. The
most worrying problem, however, is for the child victims who inevitably find disclosure difficult
and who may be silenced by the response to tales of their experiences. Sometimes this response
takes the form of total disbelief: ‘(…) rubbish – women don’t sexually abuse children. It must
have been the children misunderstanding motherly love (…)’.39 Sometimes victims cannot find
the right words: ‘(…) I was incapable of expressing myself clearly because the words would
simply not come out. I existed emotionally behind a wall of silence (…).’40
Sometimes victims do not want to tell adults with whom they feel safe:
(…) they [aunt and grandmother] were very important to me as a child (…). I never (…) I
don’t think ever felt like telling (…) I just felt I could behave like a child with them and
be quite safe and secure in that and quite safe about what would happen when I was with
them. (May).
(…) but you see I never tell her [grandmother] about the abuse. She asked me; she asked
me lots of times (…) but I never tell her (…). I don’t know why but I guess it’s (…) I was
afraid of losing her. (Petra).
Sometimes victims do not disclose until well into their adult lives:
(…) I was thirty years old when I talked [disclosed abuse] (…) before that you know for
35
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the first sixteen years there was sexual abuse, with no hugging going on (…) that was my
model (Petra).
As these examples suggest, while we fail to develop discursive opportunities for paedophiles to
be heard we also continue to silence their child victims.
The silencing of narratives from both victims and offenders has, to some extent, been
exacerbated by the feminist discourse surrounding child sexual abuse.41 Feminist approaches to
child sexual abuse evolved in the wake of the second phase of feminism in the 1970s and 1980s.
In particular, the radical feminist hypothesis concerning patriarchy, masculinity and male power
has been highly influential within policy and practice, and in considering underlying causes of
child sexual abuse. It was this critique which raised the profile of concern about rape, domestic
violence, and child abuse, identifying the asymmetrical gendered power relations within the
family structure. This focus has done much to publicly expose the everyday violence faced by
many women and children.
However, there are concerns about the essentialist nature of this discourse – which emphasises
the aggressiveness of men and the victimisation of women – as within this context it is difficult
to recognise women as perpetrators.42 Furthermore, reducing the explanation of child sexual
abuse to masculinity and male power is too simplistic.43 Child sexual abuse requires a broader
framework to account for not just ‘the differences between genders but also for different
masculinities and femininities’.44 A number of feminists have cautiously critiqued the original
thesis,45 despite the understandable concern that these challenges might undermine theories of
male violence, particularly male violence against women.46 In the meantime the popularity of
feminist discourse among child protection workers remains and can lead to female perpetrators
being ‘missed’.47
Therefore, while highly influential, the difficulty the feminist discourse presents concerning
female perpetrators is three-fold. Firstly, the approach essentialises the masculinisation of
aggression and the feminisation of victimhood.48 Secondly, by doing so it suggests that
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[p]aternal incest is considered exaggerated naturalism because socially, masculinity and
paternity require the attributes of protection, power, possession and passion. So male sex
offenders can be rationalised in terms of their sexuality.49
Finally, as a consequence, this notion, alongside the ‘victim status’ of women, removes the
concept of female perpetrators beyond the continuum of expected female sexuality.

4.

Findings

As suggested above, a number of social stumbling blocks to understanding female sexual abusers
are embedded in our social and cultural constructions of women. Furthermore the success of the
feminist discourse has in some ways inhibited the discursive space for such narratives of child
abuse by women. Now I want to turn the discussion to some of the findings from the offenders’
perspectives in order to link these with potential problems for protecting children and their
rights.
While denial may seem an obvious excuse for committing acts of sexual abuse against children,
in the case of female perpetrators it is the ways in which they deny or minimise their behaviour
that is interesting. As Plummer suggested, the vocabularies of motive available for some topics
are restricted, so there is a limit to the justifications that can be used to rationalise the
behaviour.50 Taylor also identified these restrictions for excuses in his research about men who
sexually abuse.51 Any denial, rationalisation or justification for deviance is usually constructed
within generalised societal discourses, so the justification used is taken from the stock of
acceptable social narratives.52 In the examples below we can begin to see how these women
rationalised their behaviour, sometimes altering the rationale depending on the response or
audience, all the time attempting to make the behaviour appear acceptable not just to those
around them but to themselves as well.

4.1

Lapses in mental or physical functioning

For example, a momentary lapse in mental or physical functioning ‘rather than a lifetime of
erotic focus’ 53 may be used as an excuse, as it is more likely to be accepted. Margaret therefore
suggested ‘I was drunk’ and ‘it only happened once’. We understand that reactions and responses
may drift outside of the norm if the offender is drunk and, while we may abhor the behaviour, to
a certain extent the justification may appear acceptable.54 Taylor has suggested that for male
offenders, once any rationale has been vocalised and aligned with social norms in some way, it
49
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means that offenders may assume the behaviour is acceptable and that they have been given
consent to continue.55 Therefore as ‘outsiders’, in accepting the excuse and minimising the
behaviour, professionals may inadvertently collude with the perpetrator and encourage or
condone further abuse.

4.2

Blaming the victim

The same offender, Margaret, later admitted to abusing her granddaughter on more than one
occasion and is likely to have abused her own two daughters. In a further interview she used
another excuse, placing blame on the victim. This time Margaret suggested that her
granddaughter was already sexually promiscuous, that ‘she wanted it’. Margaret went on to say
that her granddaughter had sexually encouraged her, that ‘she was acting in a sexualised way’,
and that after all ‘she could have left at any time’. She also blamed the child’s mother, her own
daughter, for poor mothering, lack of care and encouraging her daughter’s promiscuous
behaviour. Suggesting the victim is at fault is not new, and in the case of child sexual abuse this
excuse attaches to the binary notions of either the good, innocent child or the sexualised, evil
child. These binary depictions of childhood can easily be consumed in the paradoxical regimes
offered to young people – welfare and protection on the one side and punishment and control on
the other. As Smart explains
[s]uch attitudes persist, transforming the abused child into a problem that needs
regulation. (…) [T]his often creates a situation of blaming the child for her abuse since,
by being abused, she forfeits the protection of innocence. (…) It would therefore seem
that bound up with the very motivation to protect are the doubts that all children deserve
this protection (…).56
Such a justification for offending behaviour draws on these constructed binary concepts of
children,57 and by doing so the attention is moved away from the offender to the child, raising
questions around culpability.

4.3

Mothering and childcare

Unlike Margaret, Janet found alternative more ‘natural’ justifications to her behaviour. She used
narratives around mothering and childcare to rationalise the abuse. She suggested that she was
not ‘cut out’ to be a mother but she did ‘her best’: ‘Once I had Richard I knew I wasn’t capable
of looking after children. (…) [B]asically no mothering instincts’ (Janet). As far as she was
concerned, her behaviour was not sexually abusive: ‘I had to get them clean’. In reality, Janet’s
behaviour was sexually sadistic, but because it occurred when the children were being bathed,
she minimised the abusive by linking it to the normalised and routine nature of the mothering
role.
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4.4

Maternal attachments

Other ‘natural’ notions around the mothering role such as maternal attachment and the motherchild bond are highly valued within the family setting, but on occasion some mothers remain so
closely linked to their children that they fail to recognise them as separate. In Banning’s research,
for example, one mother who sexually abused her son said: ‘I felt his body was mine’.58 May, a
victim respondent, suggested that her mother reacted in a sexual way to her vulnerability when
she was young and treated her as an extension of herself. May felt she became her mother’s sex
object. There are some difficult dilemmas concerning this sense of attachment for those children
sexually abused by their mothers, and these are considered briefly below.

4.5

Falling in love

Linked in some ways to the maternal attachment is the more extreme version of Brenda’s abusive
behaviour with one of her sons whom she just ‘loved (…) too much’. She said her relationship
with Charles was special, beautiful and loving. ‘It was like everyone’s vision of what they want
out of life – it’s the warm tingly feelings inside’. She saw Charles as her knight in shining
armour. Brenda’s justification for the sexual abuse of Charles was embedded in her notions of
maternal love, but the boundaries between maternity and sexuality had become blurred.
These are just some examples of the struggles female perpetrators have in their attempts to align
their narratives with societal norms and, in order to do this, to select a series of more socially
acceptable motives and rationales to account for their behaviour. If there are any true motives
they may never become apparent: they may be too deeply hidden within the subconscious, and
are certainly too difficult to voice in the current social climate. These vocabularies of motive
reveal some of the social structures and stereotypes that provide windows of opportunity to
justify abusive behaviour.

5.

Understanding the underlying issues for children

There are three main areas of concern for children that I want to highlight in relation to the
findings discussed above.

5.1

The idealised notion of mothering

Motz has suggested that in order to understand female sexual offenders we need to rethink the
concept of maternity; we need to listen to what offenders have to say about their experiences of
mothering and being mothered.59 In general, the sexual abuse of children by women falls outside
of the child abuse framework. Unlike male offenders whose behaviour, as suggested, may be
rationalised as an extension of masculinity,60 women who sexually abuse children need to revert
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to other discourses such as maternity and childcare lest they be considered doubly deviant,61 as
both offenders and in terms of their female sexuality. They have to realign their behaviours with
the social norms and formulate explanations to deliver what is ‘acceptable’ or justifiable, as
Lyman & Scott suggest,62 in terms of an excuse. As seen above, Janet adopts a mothering skills
approach: ‘I had to get them clean’. Margaret suggests that hers was a one-off mistake while
under the influence of alcohol, pathologising and yet at the same time somehow normalising the
behaviour. Brenda extends the attributes of mothering which are so admired, invoking a rather
idealised bond between mother and child: ‘I wanted to show I loved him’.
Not only do we have a social role stereotype for women that presumes a naturally nurturing
demeanour therefore, but we also make no real allowance for any alternative emotional
responses to infants and children. Rather than accepting any maternal ambivalence, it is much
easier to assume that all mothers will love their children, or can be persuaded to do so.63 This
leaves vulnerable children with fewer opportunities to disclose as there is an assumption of
maternal protection.

5.2

Professional denial and minimisation

Some of the difficulties professionals have when dealing with female perpetrators is linked to
these stereotypical ideas of motherhood and the mothering role, especially when abusive
behaviour, like Janet’s, is hidden under the guise of childcare. Hetherton and Beardsall found that
female abusers are much more likely than male abusers to have their behaviour reframed to fit
feminine role models:
[T]he practical implication is (…) that where professionals are confronted with an alleged
female perpetrator who cannot be reframed as masculine, it may be harder for them to
sustain the belief that child sexual abuse has occurred.64
This finding has been replicated elsewhere,65 indicating that some professionals minimise and
excuse the behaviour of female perpetrators in ways not applied to their male counterparts.
There are a number of implications here for protecting children. Failure to recognise the abuse in
the first instance obviously leaves the child victim very vulnerable. Second, the consequence of
inaction is that the protective codes embedded within the new Sexual Offences Act of 2003 and
the Children Acts of 1989 and 2004 are not activated, and so whatever is offered in terms of
protection and children’s rights may be lost to this group of victims. Finally, while we have
ratified the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child and incorporated it into our
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legal system,66 we need to offer a discursive space for the narratives of abuse to be heard before
we can debate individual human rights concerns.

5.3

Silencing child victims

As I have suggested, some victims do not disclose until adulthood and many may never ‘tell’,
partly because of the denial and minimisation of the behaviour by female offenders. For instance,
Penny found that when she tried to talk to someone as a child, responses like ‘but she’s your
mother dear, of course she wants a cuddle’ were not conducive to disclosing the abuse she
suffered.
For other victims, disclosure to an outsider would mean that they had to abandon the maternal
attachment, which Louise found proved to be too difficult to forego, suggesting ‘I want me
mum…but not the mum I got’. Rosencrans encapsulated the problem very aptly by stating that
[m]others have enormous power to validate the lovableness and value of children. This
child within us as adults seems to believe that, more than any other person, mother can
convince the world that we are worthwhile human beings. Mothers can convince us of
that (…) abused children want it.67
Survivors may hate the abuse but they want to be loved by their mothers, and it is this need that
adds to the conflict for victims considering disclosure.68
When opportunities do occur for the child, some victims are scared of spoiling or losing the good
relationships they have found. Therefore, like Petra, they make the calculated choice not to
disclose, by saying, ‘I thought I would tell her (…) but how could I?’ The risks were too high;
the safety within the relationship was too important. Despite wanting the abuse to stop, these
examples show some of the dilemmas that silence child victims even if they are ready to tell their
stories.

6.

Conclusion

Female offenders tend to deny abuse or intent of harm, especially when the victims are children.
However, the ways in which they deny – their rationales – offer an opportunity to see the effects
of the social expectations of mothering on these women and by default on their child victims.
There are no ideal ways of suggesting how child victims might find a voice. However, perhaps
we do need to consider the idealisation of the mother role and how best we can challenge this
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construct both to help those women who struggle with ambivalence and to find ways to support
child victims of sexual abuse.
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