
emphasised either. Press reporting in its usual
shorthand can make it clear who we are to
boo and who we are to cheer (Drakeford and
Butler, 2008 and 2010), but the cast of
heroes and villains is already pretty much
established in the mind of the general reader.
While it may pander to prejudices as it did so
ferociously and with so little cause in the case
of Sharon Shoesmith, the press reinforces the
prejudices it seeks to maintain probably more
than it creates them. 

What matters is the audience. Our
argument in the case of Colwell and every
other ‘mega-case’ of its kind is that scandals
occur when there is a crisis in the current
welfare regime and in the relationship of the
state to its troubled and troubling citizens.
Previously we have used the metaphor of
plate tectonics; scandals occur along major
policy and political fault lines or at points of
critical transition. In the Colwell case, a
number of subterranean currents flow
through the mere facts; arguments over the
return of the death penalty, the rediscovery of
the ‘problem family’ (as opposed to the
family with problems); the ‘socialising’ of
what were previously ‘medical’ problems, for
example. It is the fact that the specific case
comes to stand for something much larger
than itself that is the key to the scandalising
process.

Welfare state
Central to the Colwell case was the
emergence of social work as a new welfare
profession, captured so brilliantly by Olive
Stevenson in her dissenting chapters to the
public inquiry report. Created as a ‘universal’
service a quarter of a century later than the
other main pillars of the Beveridge
settlement, social work came into being just
as the tide began to turn against the 1945
welfare state. As such, it has always served as
a suitable focus for any attack on the welfare
state itself.

The reasons for this are obvious. Social
work is the most negotiable component of
the welfare state. We can more easily accept
that we all need education and healthcare but
we don’t all have ‘problems’. It is also the
most easily politicised. Indeed, it is our view
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Notes on a  

ith only the briefest case history
to go on and a quick check of
the political barometer, we
believe that we could write the
final report of a public inquiry

into a child’s death that would command
considerable public interest, anger and
disbelief. We could provoke a predictable
response from the profession and politicians
and make yet another contribution to the
‘this must never happen again’ headlines.

This is not to diminish the immensely

painful tragedy of a child’s death. Nor is it to
suggest that child protection practice has not
improved over recent years, although how far
this is a consequence of the forensic analysis
of children’s deaths is debatable. What we
mean to imply is simply that there is a certain
predictability about such reports and, as every
practitioner knows, just as there have been in
the past, there will continue to be child care
scandals in the future. 

In writing about the Colwell case, which
set the pattern for the recording and

reporting of so many later deaths, we try to
explain not so much why children die at the
hands of their carers but the remarkable
persistence of the professional rhetoric,
political response and policy consequences of
this and other child care scandals. 

Maria Colwell was born on the 25 March
1965, in Hove, East Sussex. Her father died
when she was only months old. Until October
1971, Maria lived with and was brought up by
her paternal aunt and her husband. In
November 1971, with the agreement of the
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recognisable in this case as is the routine
dedication, heroic persistence, care and
heartfelt commitment of the very same
workers.

What we see in the Colwell case is a
familiar process of scandalising, which applies
in other welfare domains such as mental
health (see Butler and Drakeford, 2003 and
2005) that transforms any given set of ‘facts’
from the ordinary into the extraordinary;
from the routine into the exceptional and
from the semi-private world of the worker
and the family into a form of public property. 

The process begins with ‘discovery’
whereby someone usually not associated with
the events sees what those most closely
involved do not. In the Colwell case it was the
neighbours and local politicians. In other
cases it might be a judge, a tabloid newspaper
or a small scale inquiry chair looking to make
a bigger impression than maybe the case
merits. Examples of each of these can be
found in the book and in our earlier books on
welfare scandals.

Discovery is not enough, however. What is
then necessary is a media interest suggestive
of a wider audience. While media interest is
critical, its importance should not be over

local authority but to Maria’s great distress,
the Hove Juvenile Court returned her to the
care of her mother, Pauline and her partner,
William Kepple. She died at William Kepple’s
hands on the 6 January 1973. 

It is hard to imagine at this distance just
what an impact Maria’s short, sad life and
brutal death had when it became subject to a
public inquiry, arguably the first of its kind, in
May 1972. Her school photograph, taken
shortly before her death, was for most people,
the first image that they had had to confront
of child abuse. The inquiry was the prompt
for much of the apparatus of child protection
work that is now so much a part of the
infrastructure of social work in the UK and
beyond. The transformative effect of this
single case was such that, those of us who
were training at the time, would speak of
social work ‘BC’, ‘Before Colwell’ and social
work afterwards.

However, our argument in the book is that
in the Colwell case, just as in every other case
from Beckford, Carlile, Koseda and Henry in
the 1980s and the children’s homes scandals
in the 1990s through to the iconic cases of
the last ten years, including Climbié and
Connelly, what is at issue is not so much the
specific circumstances of each case nor even
the practices of individual social workers but
the practice of social work itself.

All too familiar
It is important to recall that not every child’s
death achieves iconic status. Far from it, only
highly selected cases become scandalised and
the subject of high profile reports and
widespread public interest. In Colwell’s case,
the pathologist who carried out the post-
mortem noted in his report that he had
examined ‘several hundred cases of child
abuse both living and dead’ whose names we
will never know. 

Other than in the way to which they are
responded, there is often little to differentiate
a scandalised case from countless others.
Indeed, what is remarkable about so many
scandalised cases is their sheer ordinariness
as far as those directly involved are
concerned. In describing the Colwell case we
are able to show, in very fine detail, through
the daily transcripts of the subsequent public
inquiry, national and local media reporting,
police records, court papers, government
policy documents and political diaries just
how unremarkable the day-to-day
management of the case was. The nature of
the daily grind for the frontline worker, the
small carelessnesses in communication, the
intrusion of personalities and the reassuring
familiarity of ‘how we do things here’ are as
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Drawing on the death of Maria Colwell in 1973, Professors Ian Drakeford and Mark
Butler describe the wider social and political circumstances that come to elevate
particular tragedies to near iconic status. They set out how social work scandals
don’t become high profile just because of what happened to a child as much as
how they are seized upon and characterised by others.

WHAT IS REMARKABLE ABOUT SO
MANY  SCANDALISED CASES IS THEIR
SHEER ORDINARINESS AS FAR AS THOSE
DIRECTLY INVOLVED ARE CONCERNED

Victoria
Climbié
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that despite every effort to neutralise,
scientise, bureacratise and routinise social
work, it remains a form of political practice. It
cannot be otherwise if one accepts that it
routinely engages with those who are
confronted with asymmetrical and unjust
social relations (including those based on
class, sexuality, gender, race and age) and
those with tense or divergent relationships
with social institutions (including the state
and the family). It is this that will ensure that
social work, as long as it survives as a
function of a universal welfare state, will
continue to provide the raw material out of
which scandals can be constructed and the
role and function of the welfare state called
into question.

In the Colwell case, social work was
presented as a parvenu, trespassing on the
territory of more established professions;
more concerned with untested theory than
simple commonsense. In later cases, it has
been the ‘political correctness gone mad’ of
social work or the overweening arrogance of
social work that has undermined good old
‘family values’. More recently it has been our
apparently wilful reluctance or stupid inability

sporadic, isolated, easily preventable and
perpetrated only by monsters. The focus of
attention has been allowed to remain more or
less fixed on the mechanisms of child
protection rather than on the causes of child
harm – because causes demand action which
address the circumstances of the powerful
and the privileged, while concentrating only
on consequences leaves those who use social
work services, and those who provide them,
stranded in the dock together.  

Every practitioner who reads this book will
probably think at some point that ‘there but
for the grace of God go I’. There certainly will
be another scandal that will preach the
familiar nostrums. We can offer little comfort
there but what we do try to do in this book is
to present the hard work, skill and
compassion that fuel social work and to
reflect the complexity, confusion and sadness
that provides the context in which we work
and which we seek to challenge
and to change. PSW

to follow the rules laid down by central
government or, even worse, our preference for
belief over science in that we simply do not
seem to know ‘what works’. 

In the hands of politicians and other moral
entrepreneurs, the unique deaths of children
and the ordinary practices of front line
workers become the sites on which political
hobbyhorses can be run or on which policy
projects can be built. Right now, it seems that
it is not social work’s failures to prevent a
tragedy that is the issue; it would appear that
we now stand accused of being responsible
for causing the very problems we fail to
address. It is our engagement with the
feckless, the indigent and the idle that may
actually have broken Britain.

Without a willingness to stand up for, and
speak out with, those whose lives bring them
within the scope of social work, it is hardly
surprising that the cumulative effect of
scandals on the popular understanding of
child abuse has been to represent it as
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