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Recognizing Child Physical Abuse

In the 17th century, Protestant reformers in the New World had mixed perceptions 
of children, suggesting that they were valued gifts of God but that they also pos-
sessed wrong-doing hearts inclined toward evil. There were laws that prohibited 
parents from severe punishment, but because children were seen as innately inclined 
toward evil, the laws were enforced only in those cases where the child was consid-
ered completely blameless. According to Pleck (1987), some Puritan laws actually 
stated that any child over the age of 16 who had cursed at or struck a parent could 
be put to death. Although there is no evidence that a child was ever executed for such 
insubordination, the fact that these laws existed illustrates the Puritans’ intolerance 
of stubbornness and disobedience in children.

Many scholars trace the actual discovery of child abuse in the United States to the 
House of Refuge movement of the early 1800s. This movement was guided by the 
principle of parens patriae, a Latin term that essentially means that the state has a right 
and responsibility to protect those who cannot protect themselves (Levesque, 2001). As 
a result of reforms brought about by the movement, children in the early to mid-1800s 
who were neglected, abused, or otherwise “on the road to ruin” were housed in one of 
the many state-supported institutions. It is important to note that many of these insti-
tutions where no better than, and sometimes worse than, the homes from which the 

technology has advanced and identification of the sex of an unborn child has become more reli-
able, parents have increasingly used feticide as a way to alter the gender balance of their families. 
In a tragic sign that patriarchy is alive and well around the world, it is overwhelmingly girl fetuses 
that are aborted. Two contemporary examples come to mind. In China, the cultural devaluation of 
females, combined with a family planning policy that for many years limited family size (commonly 
referred to as the one-child policy), resulted in widespread sex-selective abortions. The demo-
graphic data are impossible to deny. Because the one-child policy typically allowed for a second 
child if the first child was a female, most of these selective abortions occurred in second births. In 
a massive study of almost 5 million Chinese, Zhu, Lu, and Hesketh (2009) reported ratios that were 
slightly unbalanced for first order births (108 males for every 100 females). For second order births, 
however, the imbalance increased to 143:100. In rural areas, the imbalance was especially dramatic 
and alarming, often more than 160:100.

Whether the unbalanced ratios can be primarily blamed on culture or government policies was a 
matter of some debate through the early 2000s. Regardless, it is a problem the Chinese government 
has openly acknowledged (Yardley, 2005). In 2013, China eased some of the restrictions of the one-
child policy, allowing a second child for families where one of the spouses was a single child. In 2015, 
the policy was further modified, when the government announced that all married couples would be 
allowed to have two children. China remains a patriarchal society, so it is doubtful that this policy 
shift will fully balance the ratios. The Chinese government hopes, however, that the ratio gaps shrink 
in the coming years (Buckley, 2015).
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