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Child Abuse in Irish 
Catholic Settings: A Non
Reductionist Account 

The reputation of the Irish Catholic Church has been damaged, maybe irrevocably, 

by the extensive evidence of child abuse in its midst. This paper summarises the 

evidence for that crisis and goes on to offer a multi-factorial and non-reductionist 

account of the abuse in a wider context. By adopting a systemic approach, this 

account aims to discern those factors which are peculiar to the Irish case and those 

that have more general significance for child protection. The Irish case 

demonstrates a complex set of conditions of possibility for child abuse. Some of 

these were only relevant to Ireland and the Catholic Church but some were not. In 

particular, varieties of systemic isolation and the a priori social marginalisation of 
victims are important to consider as salient risk factors. Copyright © 2012 John 

Wiley & Sons, Ltd. 

KEY PRACTITIONER MESSAGES: 

• Religious settings are sites of vulnerability for children. 

• The Catholic Church has been under particular scrutiny internationally about child 

abuse in its midst. 

• The Irish Church warrants additional scrutiny because of the enmeshment of State 

and Church. 

• However, child abuse can be found in other countries, in other denominations and 

in secular organisations. 

• These general and particular features are best understood using a systemic frame

work to avoid reductionist accounts of abuse. 

KEY WoRos: child abuse; Catholic settings; systemic approach to risk 

T
his paper focuses on child abuse in the Irish Catholic Church but will 
note, where applicable, the more general relevance of the case study for 

Great Britain and other countries. Although the reports below depict a high 
prevalence of abuse, their content also indicates that only a sample of 
complaints was investigated (for both contingent methodological reasons and 
because obstructions to enquiries were commonplace). Thus, the reports 
should be viewed as evidence of extensive abuse but, collectively, they are 
not a measure of its full prevalence. We will probably never know how many 
children were abused by Catholic nuns and priests in Ireland ( or any other 
country) during the 20th century. 
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