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more complex questions. What were
the responses to State intervention in
families affected by child welfare
agencies (and also those not so affect-
ed)? What was the active role they
played in this process?

The second part of the book
explores these questions empirically.
The development of Australian child
welfare history is divided into four
periods. The initial chapter deals with
the role of children in the first period,
colonial Australia, and the official
response to ‘neglected and destitute
children’. In the second period, 1840-
1890, the book examines how devel-
opments in working class culture and
politics helped to found a State social
policy of producing ‘good and useful
men and women’. The third period
examined is 1880-1915, and here the
beginnings of a rationalisation of child
welfare are explored. This chapter also
examines the State’s response to
Aboriginal child welfare, a treatment
which indeed fits the classical ‘social
control’ model. The final empirical
chapter outlines the development of a
more scientific approach to child wel-
fare, and the reliance on psychological
and psychiatric ideas to explain the
causes of and solutions to problems
among children and young people.

Children and the State is a chal-
lenging book in a number of different
ways. It is directed at two audiences
— those interested in child welfare
issues and welfare state practices, and
those interested in key debates in his-
torical sociology. The sophisticated
language and argument, however,
mean that, particularly in the theoreti-
cal sections, the casual reader may
have some difficulties in assimilating
the central ideas. On the other hand,
the grounded historical sections do
offer interesting information and inter-
pretations of the role working class
people played in child welfare.

Of special interest is Van Krieken’s
argument that the majority of working
class men and women had their very
own good reasons to be committed to
sobriety, cleanliness, punctuality,
orderly behaviour, etc., without the

coercion of middle class reformers. In
other words, elements of working
class culture affecting large sections of
the working class proper overlapped
with the values and sentiments of mid-
dle class reformers. This argument
directly challenges some of the ‘social
control’ perspectives which view the
relationship between the classes as
basically one-sided.

A second contentious issue
addressed by the author is that of the
character of the child welfare system
itself. Rather than seeing it solely or
primarily as a ‘negative’ form of
‘social control’, Van Krieken suggests
that the effect of the extension of State
involvement in family life very much
depends upon the specific issues (e.g.
Aboriginal children) and the specific
circumstances within which policies
are designed and carried out (e.g. the
push to de-institutionalisation).

This book has much to commend it
for those who want more than simple
descriptions of child welfare. It offers
a sophisticated analysis of the con-
struction of child welfare policies and
institutional practices. Furthermore, it
critically discusses the theoretical
underpinnings of mainstream child
welfare research and provides new
conceptual insights into this area of
social analysis.

The main reservations I have are to
do with the presentation of the materi-
al, and the overall direction of the
alternative analysis provided by Van
Krieken. While the theoretical discus-
sion is welcomed, the technical lan-
guage in which it is couched may be
offputting for some readers. It is not a
‘light read’ by any stretch of the imag-
ination.

Children and the State is neverthe-
less a stimulating and solidly argued
book which provides valuable insights
into the history of child welfare in
Australia. It is also a book which
needs to be read carefully; for the
complexity and subtlety of the argu-
ment used to support a view of society
which itself warrants further critical
attention. This is particularly the case
for issues surrounding the reproduc-

tion of inequality, oppression and
exploitation over time, and the struc-
tures of Australian society which cre-
ate the conditions for the injustices in
child welfare that do occur.

ROB WHITE

Rob White coordinates the Legal Studies
Program, Edith Cowan University, Perth.
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Adoption of children has existed
since structured society began,
although the motivation has varied
from society to society as have the
methods and consequences. In English
and in early Australian colonial soci-
ety de facto or informal adoptions
were not uncommon, although the
motivations were often mixed and at
times highly suspect by modem stan-
dards. The law was slow to regulate
these delicate relations. Western
Australia led the way in 1896 but,
broadly speaking, the other States did
not follow suit until the 1920s. They
then followed a fairly uniform pattern
and the accepted principles and the
social background remained relatively
static until the dramatic changes of the
1970s. Then with the availability of
supporting parent pensions, changes in
contraceptive knowledge and in gener-
al social and religious attitudes, fewer
children became available for adoption
and there has been a dramatic chal-
lenge to the concept of secret or closed
adoptions and a strong but uneven
movement toward ‘open’ adoptions.

Consequently, this work by
Professor Peter Boss and Ms Sue
Edwards of the National Children’s
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Bureau of Australia is timely and most
welcome. For the first time in
Australia it draws together the laws
and practice of adoption in this coun-
try. It is a most thorough work which
examines both the similarities and
diversities of the legislation in a calm,
cool and analytic style.

The format is to set out a most use-
ful summary of the history of and gen-
eral legislative provisions for adop-
tion, and then in Part 2 to analyse the
legislation and practice of each of the
States and Territories. This Part has
been done in such a way that the read-
er can either examine the details of the
particular State or Territory or just as
easily follow through a particular
aspect and compare and contrast the
laws and practices which apply.

It is a matter of considerable con-
cern that in a homogeneous society
like Australia there should be such dif-
ferences in fundamental social legisla-
tion. The book constantly highlights
these differences including:

« The Queensland procedure under
which the adoption is entirely
administrative.

» The legislation of the Northern
Territory which is rather sparse.

 Notable variations on fundamental
questions such as whether the con-
sent of the father of an ex-nuptial
child is required, the availability of
counselling for relinquishing moth-
ers, the circumstances under which
consent of the child is required and
the question whether conditions
may be attached to the adoption by
the relinquishing parent.

« The treatment of ‘special needs’
children and adoptions of children
of Aboriginal background.

» The criteria for eligibility of adopt-
ing parents especially in relation to
marital status, de facto and single
adoptees.

The most significant single issue
discussed in this book is the move
towards open adoptions and availabili-
ty of information. As everybody inter-

ested in adoptions is all too well aware
this debate proved a painful process
during the.1980s and the legislative
response still varies markedly from
State to State.

My only critical comment is that I
felt that the text on step-parent adop-
tions was confusing and a surprising
omission was the absence of reference
to s.60AA of the Family Law Act
which requires the leave of the Family
Court before a step-parent adoption
may proceed in a State court.

The authors and the Bureau are to
be congratulated on the thoroughness
of their work. It is to be hoped that
those concerned with the administra-
tive and legislative aspects of adoption
in the various States and Territories
will take the oppartunity to read this
work carefully as the case is com-
pelling for much greater uniformity of
the laws and practice Australia-wide.

JOHN FOGARTY

Justice Fogarty is a Judge of the Family
Court of Australia in Melbourne.
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