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INTRODUCTION

This article describes the formation of a family rights project in
Limerick. It explains how the project came to focus on a rather
narrow legalistic definition of parental rights, typified as a 'male
agenda'. It explores the implications of this agenda for the
attraction of parents to the project. Finally and more broadly, it
raises questions about the relevance of partnership activities
between statutory and community agencies, given the gendered
nature of organisations (Acker, 1990) and the likely dominance of
what is referred to as the 'male agenda'. The paper draws on
documentary material concerning the establishment of the group,
together with group evaluation material and qualitative data from
individual semi-structured interviews with all the members of
what came to be referred to as the Core Group in the family rights
project.
THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE FAMILY RIGHTS
PROJECT AND THE ROLE OF THE CORE GROUP
The family rights project was one of the projects initiated by the
structure called People Against Unemployment in Limerick
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(P.A.U.L.), as part of a wider Poverty 3 EC funded programme,
to promote the economic and social integration of least favoured
groups in the area through a partnership between statutory and
community agencies. The establishment of a family rights project
was proposed by the health board (one of these partners) for
inclusion in P.A.U.L.'s activities (P.A.U.L.'s Mid-Way Report,
1992). Within the health board there was an awareness that
parents whose children were taken into care were likely to feel
excluded and marginalised within their local community, and that
they were likely to feel that they had little control over decisions,
or indeed little information about their rights, in relation to their
children when the health board was involved.
According to the P.A.U.L.'s Mid-Way Report, the objectives
of the project were:
• To promote the rights of families who have children in care
• To input into policy and practice regarding children in care
and their families
• To establish an independent forum which will provide a
voice for families who have children in care
• To establish links with similar projects through the EC with
a view to drawing up an agreed charter of rights
• To encourage the development of support services and other
preventative services for families at risk.
P.A.U.L. (1992, p. 47)
The project was concerned both to change professional practice
and policy in relation to children in care, and to develop what one
could regard as a self-help group for families whose children were
in care. Because of the dual focus, the project involved the establishment of two groups: a Support Group consisting of parents or
other relatives whose children were in care; and a Core Group
whose membership was envisaged in March 1992 as including
two senior social workers, a community worker, a social worker
in the fostering area, a staff member from P.A.U.L., a residential
manager, the co-ordinator from the local voluntary agency (the
Social Services), in addition to foster parents, residential care
workers, parents who had children in care and two 'community
people'.
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The focus of this article is on the Core Group since it was seen
by the project as the vehicle through which policy and practice
would be changed. It was expected that it would be involved in the
development of local and national policy in the area of child care
and in the creation of improved relationships between those
involved with children in care (i.e. social workers, residential care
workers, parents and foster parents), as well as in the development
of broadly supportive and preventive services to meet the needs
of families who were 'at risk'. The project constituted a clear
attempt by the health board to underpin community leadership in
the area and to enter into partnership with a community organisation
(P. A.U.L.). The senior social worker in the health board identified
a co-ordinator for the Support Group. This co-ordinator was to be
indirectly financially supported by the health board and integrated
into the social work team, while remaining based in a voluntary
body (the local Social Service Agency). P.A.U.L. agreed to contribute £2,000 p.a. to cover running costs, and to release a staff
member to provide back-up to the co-ordinator on an ongoing
basis, and to help to progress the project within the parameters of
a commitment of 8-12 hours per month.
When the project was initiated (1992) it was described as a
Network of Families with Children in Care. In March 1992, it was
decided that the key objective of the project lay in promoting the
rights of families who had children in care. This decision, together
with the decision to postpone appointing the two community
people, who had been seen as 'likely to be active in their communities, preferably in a family resource centre type situation and
to be sensitive to the needs of parents with children who are in
care' (Minutes, 30 March 1992), proved to have considerable
implications for the shape of the project.
At that time, it was also decided that the project would involve
establishing contact with parents who had children in care by
working through the social work service. The co-ordinator of the
project contacted all the social workers in the health board area
and distributed a letter through them to those families (roughly
fifty in number) who had children in care at that time. Other
attempts made to contact them included holding an open meeting
in a local hotel and publicising the existence of the network
through the local radio. Through these efforts, and further referrals
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directly by the social workers themselves, by July 1992 sixteen
people (overwhelmingly parents) had been contacted by the coordinator, of whom eight were to become members of what was
called the Support Group. Of the other eight contacted, two
refused to become involved; one was unable to attend; and five
came twice (most of these dropped out when some or all of their
children were returned from care to them).
In June 1992 it was noted in the minutes that parents'
involvement might be inhibited by a suspicion of social workers.
Alternative explanations, such as the idea that parents who felt
unable or unwilling to maintain contact with their children might
not be attracted by a focus on rights, were not considered. Furthermore, although there was an early recognition that parents might,
because of their own personal problems, need support other than
in relation to their children (Minutes, May 1992), this was not
seen as relevant. Meetings of the parents and relatives (i.e. the
Support Group) and of the Core Group continued (except during
the period June-September 1993) on a monthly basis up to the end
of the evaluation (November 1994).
Core Group meetings were particularly concerned with issues
related to a rather legalistic conception of parental rights, as well
as with more practical issues revolving around access, reviews,
and whether foster mothers should be called 'Mammy'. Attendance
by foster parents was uneven. It was clear, at the group evaluation
session, that there was no consensus within the Core Group about
whether it was a vehicle for promoting the rights of parents who
had children in care or was a forum within which the extent and
limits of conflicting rights might be explored. The initial members
of the Core Group, including the co-ordinator, were all highly
committed to the issue of parents' rights. The staff member from
P.A.U.L., who chaired many of the Core Group meetings, was
also highly committed to the perception of the Core Group as a
vehicle for promoting parents' rights. There was a certain tension
however, between this view and another view of the Core Group
which saw it as a forum for the clarification of the extent and limits
of parental rights, within the context of other possibly competing
rights (such as the rights of foster parents). Indeed the poor
attendance of the foster parents makes sense in view of the failure
of the Core Group to handle the tensions involved in balancing

Gendered Structures in Action

111

these competing rights. Without recognising and exploring such
potential conflicts, the ability of the Core Group to have an impact
on policy and practice was reduced since parental rights typically
exist within a context of competing rights.
It was striking that issues related to parental rights were for the
most part irrelevant to the members of the Support Group (who
were in fact predominantly female: see O'Connor 1996). They
simply wanted the opportunity to develop and/or to maintain an
emotional bond with their children, and were happy to avail of the
access to health board personnel provided by the Core Group to
enable them to do this. They adopted the rhetoric of parental rights
as a way of legitimating their own requests for increased access
to their children. The atypicality of those who were in the Support
Group, as compared to other parents with children in care, is
vividly illustrated by the fact that 88 per cent (fifteen out of
seventeen) of their children (who were in fact in long-term care)
were seen regularly, mostly at least every two to three weeks. The
majority of these children were phoned even more frequently than
this. This pattern was extremely unusual. O'Higgins (1993, p.
116) found that less than two fifths of the children in care in her
study in the Mid-Western Health Board were visited regularly by
their parents. This pattern is typical both in Ireland and elsewhere
(see Rowe and Lambert 1973; Millham et al 1986).
Not too surprisingly then in this context, there was difficulty
recruiting members to the Support Group. This had been noted in
other studies in the Limerick area (Wogan 1992; Moynihan
1993). For the Core Group, who did not start from a position of
recognising parental problems in discharging their responsibilities,
the difficulties of attracting Support Group members were seen as
tactical rather than philosophical. In this context the issue of
parental rights and the danger of their erosion by the state and by
foster parents were self-evident; parents who had children in
long-term care, and who were concerned with issues related to
control and access were seen as typical: this was in fact the kind
of behaviour that it was felt should exist.
In the context of the overall project, the concern with parental
rights meant that the very real needs of parents (predominantly
mothers) for services to compliment or support their day-to-day
parenting were not seen as relevant to the project. Equally
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importantly, the concern of the project with rights implicitly
discouraged parents who were not seeking to assert such rights
(i.e. those who had low levels of contact with children in care, and
because of guilt or inadequacy had effectively withdrawn from
their children's lives).
A 'FEMALE' VERSUS 'MALE' AGENDA:
THE WIDER SOCIAL CONTEXT
Within a society which has placed considerable constitutional
and moral emphasis on the family, one would expect to find well
developed family support systems to enable all families (for the
most part mothers) to discharge their responsibilities towards
their children. Thus one would expect that services which could
relieve, support or compliment the work of women in the home
caring for their children would be prioritised. Indeed, since the
overwhelming majority of children leaving care return home
(Department of Health 1991, Chapter 4) it obviously makes sense
to take steps to support such parents. This focus on services which
support or compliment the day-to-day activities of parents
(predominantly mothers) is referred to here as the 'female agenda',
although it is recognised of course that it may be promoted by
women and/or men.
The importance of such services is particularly acute amongst
women who lack resources to purchase substitute care, who lack
safe play areas, have poor housing etc., and who themselves do
not enjoy the actual experience of day-to-day care of their children. (Even amongst financially and socially privileged mothers
enjoyment of day-to-day care of children varies considerably,
with only roughly half of them even moderately enjoying it
(Boulton 1993; O'Connor 1993).)
It is obviously possible that neglect (which has been identified
as the most common reason for placement in care: O'Higgins
1993, pp. 90-91) may arise in a situation where child care responsibilities are considerable and relentless, where financial constraints do not allow for regular 'breaks' and where there is no
perceived escape; 'neglect' in this situation being a kind of
helpless passive resistance. It has been shown that children who
were admitted to care primarily because of neglect were more
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likely to be from families which had no kin and/or neighbour
support, and to have parents with emotional and/or psychological
problems (O'Higgins 1993, p. 39). Such psychological problems
are not of course peculiar to women who have children in care.
Thus, Whelan et al (1991) showed that in their national sample
study, roughly one in five women who are full time in the home
experience psychological distress at any one point in time. It is
arguable that such distress has an important impact on both
mothers and children, even in those situations where it does not
culminate in the child's admission to care. The question as to
whether services which support or compliment their activities
should be provided by the state before the stage is reached when
the child is seen as being 'at risk' has only recently begun to be
discussed. State-supported child care for under fives is virtually
non-existent in Ireland (Gilligan 1991; Millar et al 1992). Children
from one-parent families of various kinds - especially those with
children under five years old - are particularly vulnerable to
placement in care and are over-represented by a factor of 2.5 in the
population of children in care (O'Higgins 1993). In interpreting
this trend, the time-consuming and emotionally-demanding nature
of caring for children of that age, and the virtual absence of nonstigmatising state-funded child care facilities has been rarely
noted (See O'Connor 1992 for a discussion on this). Typically,
the issue of support has been dealt with in rather a limited way (i.e.
through the provision of Lone Parents' Allowance).
In academic literature there has been an increasing recognition
of the need to distinguish between 'caring about' and 'caring for'
children, i.e. between (emotional) concern and (practical) tending
(Parker 1981; Ungerson 1983). This distinction can be helpful to
parents who have given their child life, who care for the child at
an emotional level, love him/her and are concerned about his/her
well-being, but who for psychological and/or social reasons, need
to share the practical 'tending' in a way which our society does not
legitimise unless care is actually paid for by the parent (and hence
implicitly under their control). It is important to note that the very
recent implementation of the long-awaited Child Care Act 1991
constitutes a potential change in the role of the state since it
requires health boards to provide 'child care and family support
services (S3.3, and see Gilligan 1992). This has implications for
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our concept of mothering, and our ambivalence about the state
supporting or complimenting that activity. It remains to be seen
to what extent this 'female agenda' will in fact be underpinned by
health boards.
In the context of what is being referred to here as the 'male
agenda' (although it must be stressed that it may be promoted by
women as well as men) the key issue is parental rights. These
rights are seen as subsuming the rights of the child and over-riding
the rights of other carers such as foster parents. These rights are
seen as being rooted in the biological tie between parents and
child, and are seen as existing regardless of the extent to which the
parent has been involved in the day-to-day care of that child.
Implicit in the idea of parental rights is an underlying concern
with the extent of intervention by the state in families; and in
particular, a concern with the extent to which such intervention
undermines parental rights. This agenda reflects a patriarchal
concern with issues related to authority and control; hence its
depiction as a 'male agenda'.
Recent developments in the area of child sexual abuse have
raised issues about the appropriate nature and extent of parental
rights and the role of the state in this situation. McKeown and
Gilligan (1991) in one of the very few Irish studies on this topic
showed that, looking at all confirmed child sexual abuse cases
known to the community care teams in the Eastern Health Board
area in 1988, the average age for females who were abused was
9.2 years, and for males, 7.9 years (with one third of all confirmed
cases being less than six years old). In more than half of the
confirmed sexual abuse cases, the child was abused in its own
home; in roughly three fifths of the confirmed cases, the abuser
was a male relative (i.e. father, brother, uncle, grandfather etc.);
and in roughly a quarter of the confirmed cases the abuser
remained living in the same family home as the child. These
findings implicitly raise fundamental questions about the extent
and nature of parental rights, and the extent to which the rights of
the child can, in all circumstances, be assumed to be protected by
the parent. The appropriate role of the state in this situation is only
beginning to be dealt with: it is a focus of the most important
published document exploring this issue (the Report of the
Kilkenny Incest Case 1993).
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Frequently, social work services are the front line agency
which represents the state in these situations. In the context of a
'male agenda', their position is fraught with contradictions. On
the one hand social work intervention can be seen as weakening
parental authority. This intervention can be legitimated in the
context of'professionalisati on': defining aprofession as a 'special
status in the division of labour supported by official and sometimes
public belief that it is worthy of such status' (Friedson 1970, p.
198). However, insofar as the concerns of the profession revolve
around the maintenance of the family unit and respect for the ideal
of domestic privacy, social work intervention and particularly the
disruption of the family by the state is inevitably problematic.
Howe (1992) has suggested that in Britain social workers in this
situation are becoming increasingly concerned with investigating
and gathering evidence, thereby avoiding the tensions implicit in
the need to take action (whether at the level of rehabilitation,
therapy or welfare).
There is very little evidence on the extent and nature of social
work intervention in Ireland. The Report of the Kilkenny Incest
Case implicitly raised issues about the extent to which social
workers effectively colluded with patriarchal authority, both
within the home and in the wider community. In the wake of that
report, there is anecdotal evidence to suggest that the protection
of children from sexual abuse and non-accidental injury is seen as
a priority in social work training and practice (see Kelleher et al
1995). Yet, there appears to be an ambivalence about the undermining of parental authority (as reflected in the use of voluntary
care orders). The tacit unwillingness to challenge abusers of male
power is reflected even more vividly in the lack of priority
attached to dealing with domestic violence (despite the fact that
such violence has been shown to have a very negative effect on
children: Casey 1987; Lyons etal 1993; Kelleher etal 1995). In
this situation, the endorsement of a 'male agenda' with its stress
on parental rights arguably constitutes a subtle resolution of a
fundamental tension.
It is plausible that, in view of these tensions and the sensitivity
of those in senior positions in professional and bureaucratic
structures to a language of rights, and to a concern with authority,
that the 'male agenda' is likely to be the basis on which partnership
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activities with voluntary or community agencies (whether involving men or women) are most likely to be initiated. Equally, it is
likely that people who will be seen as 'appropriate' partners are
likely to be those who endorse a similar agenda (whether they are
men or women). In the Limerick family rights project the
chairperson of the Core Group saw the main objective of the Core
Group as 'promoting the rights of parents who had children in
care' (in effect however promoting the rights of the small and
atypical members of the Support Group). This position was
supported by the co-ordinator of the Support Group (who, as
earlier noted, was chosen by the senior social worker), arguably
because she supported what has been called the 'male agenda'.
It is important to recognise that a 'male agenda' can be presented as concerned with empowerment, and/or as an attempt to
equalise the power of the family versus the state. It can even
appear to be a pro-woman initiative. However, it is argued that in
its concern with rights it is remote from the concerns of those
parents (predominantly women) who are concerned with the dayto-day care of their children. It fails to recognise this 'female
agenda', and implicitly endorses the subsuming of children's
rights into parental rights, and the obscuring of the rights of other
carers, such as fosterparents-assumptions which are particularly
problematic in the case of children in care.
In the context of the family rights project it is worth noting that
the women in the Support Group used the rhetoric of rights to
advance their own case as regards their desire for increased
contact with their children. It has been argued elsewhere (O'Connor
1996) that in the Support Group the focus on rights partly
obscured their own needs as regards therapeutic care. In terms of
the overall project, it has been argued that it diminished the appeal
of the Support Group since the majority of those parents who had
children in long-term care did not find the rhetoric of rights
relevant to them; and for various reasons (including guilt, feelings
of inadequacy etc) did not have high levels of contact with their
children (and were ambivalent about moving to this position).
It is to a more detailed explanation of the Core Group that we
now turn.

Gendered Structures in Action

117

A 'FEMALE' VERSUS 'MALE' AGENDA:
T H E P O S I T I O N O F THE C O R E G R O U P

This section draws on material from both individual interviews
with all Core Group members, and from a Core Group evaluation
session. The group session focused particularly on the extent to
which the project had promoted the rights of families who had
children in care. In the individual semi-structured interviews,
attention was focused on the Core Group members' perceptions
of the objectives of the group and its perceived effects, as well as
on the relevance of preventative and/or broadly family supporttype services as a way of helping parents whose children were 'at
risk'.
In both contexts, almost without exception, the members of the
Core Group saw issues related to prevention and more broadlybased family support services (i.e. a 'female agenda') as effectively
irrelevant. Some of them saw services such as community child
care workers, day nurseries, the community mother's programme,
home-makers etc. as 'in theory useful but something that was way
down the road'. One or two of the Core Group mentioned, in their
individual interviews, that community-based child care .workers
and/or family support workers, could prevent children from
coming into care on a long-term and/or short-term basis. The
dominant feeling, however, was that at present such issues were
not relevant: 'our agenda is to deal with the people who have
children in care ....' In fact, in view of the characteristics of the
Support Group, its specific concern ended up being with one
small group of parents who had children in long-term care, with
whom they had a high level of contact, and with whom it wished
to have an even higher level of contact. For these parents, support
services such as those described above were seen as irrelevant, the
main objective being to underline their 'rights' in relation to their
children, within the context of both the perceived erosion by the
state of these rights (through the social work service), and of
effective competition at an emotional level from the foster parents
whose rights were based on the reality of their day-to-day care of
the child.
In its composition, the Core Group potentially constituted a
forum for the negotiation of relationships between parents, foster
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parents and social workers. In order to act as such, the Core Group
would have had to reject a 'male' agenda where the rights of the
parents were seen as absolute. It will be shown that there was little
willingness to do this (especially amongst the chairpersons of the
Core Group and the co-ordinator of the Support Group).
At the group evaluation session it was clear that there was no
real consensus about the objectives of the Core Group. A variety
of models were put forward by the members. Thus, it was depicted
as a kind of 'steering group', a forum for 'raising consciousness',
'heightening awareness' and 'giving direction'; one where 'the
needs of parents whose children were in care could be addressed'
and where they could be 'given their rights'. On the other hand,
it was also seen as 'a bringing together of parents, foster parents
and social workers to hammer out matters of mutual interest'; 'a
forum where various partners can look at issues' and one in which
the perspectives of a variety of people involved in child protection
and welfare could be shared.
There were certain tensions implicit in these models, particularly
between the depiction of it as a forum for all those involved with
the child, and as an arena where parents' complaints would be
taken on board in an attempt to rectify the imbalances in the power
relations between social workers and parents. This tension was
implicitly recognised by some members of the Core Group. Thus,
they noted that the parents' agenda had come to dominate Core
Group meetings: something that was depicted by them as
appropriate in a way since 'the very setting up of the group was
for the natural parents', and 'they had more of a right than anyone
else to their children'. However, others noted that this meant that
the 'children's rights and foster parents' rights were left to one
side', and that there was 'no overall focus'. In this situation, it was
not felt possible to 'deal with issues more challengingly' or to
balance these various rights since 'we are there to respond to the
parents'; people who, it was recognised, were vulnerable and
might well have been 'unintentionally humiliated in the past'.
The difficulties of long-term foster parents were recognised by
some Core Group members since 'these are the people looking
after the child, probably for the next fifteen or sixteen years, the
ones doing the twenty-four hour a day caring'. Yet it was
recognised that 'at a Core Group meeting the foster parents would
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feel the least strong'. For key members of the Core Group
(including one of the chairpersons and the co-ordinator of the
Support Group) this tension was felt to be inevitable because it
(the project) is 'strengthening the parent'. The perceived benefit
for the foster parents was described as 'learning more of what it
is like for parents who have a child in care' and 'heightening their
awareness of the issues that are there for the parents'. There was
no interest in exploring the different contributions both could
actually make to the child's life, nor the mechanisms through
which the structural and cultural tensions implicit in these
relationships could be managed. This was reflected in the fact that
there was no overt recognition of the competing interests in the
Core Group. The chairpersons (and the co-ordinator of the Support
Group) tried to create a context where the Core Group was seen
as 'for the parents'. The situation of the foster parents was seen by
them as one which could not easily be explored without giving
them support, a support which was implicitly seen as likely to
undermine the position of the parents.
In this situation, it was difficult to see the foster parents
remaining committed to the group unless some attention.was paid
to this issue, despite their feeling that 'if it's helping the natural
parents, it's helping the children, and they are the important ones'.
There were largely unexplored issues surrounding the nature of
fostering itself and around the expectations of the health board of
foster parents (in the sense of whether they saw them as foster
carers, comparable at an emotional level to child care workers in
residential centres, or effectively as 'psychological' parents).
There was a good deal of uncertainty about the effect of the
Core Group on the attitudes of foster parents. It was stressed that
training for foster parents was increasingly dealing with the issue
of their responsibility towards the parents as well as towards the
child. The question of having parents who had children in care
providing an input into the Foster Parents Training Programme
(part of the outreach activities of the Core Group) was seen as
important. For several members of the Core Group a commitment
to the child's 'roots', was linked with an 'inclusive' concept of
fostering (Holman 1980), i.e. one which recognised the contribution of both natural parents and foster parents to the child's
well-being. However, within the context of the Core Group the
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issue of sharing with parents the experience of being a foster
parent was seen as an inappropriate focus.
Within the Core Group a context was created where parents'
rights were assumed to be absolute relative to those of foster
parents and/or residential staff. There was also a perception of the
Core Group not only as a pressure group for parents, but as a way
of supporting both the parents and their advocates in their
relationship with the health board. It was noticeable that in the
Core Group, the practice of referring to natural/birth parents as
'the' parents was firmly established. On speaking individually to
members of the Core Group, the practice frequently changed, and
they were often referred to as 'natural parents' or 'birth parents'.
There was a feeling at the group evaluation session that the
Core Group should 'not go off on their own agenda'. It was noted
that the issue of calling foster parents Mammy and Daddy
'seemed to be stronger for us (i.e. Core Group) than for them (i.e.
Support Group) at the end'. The parents themselves, a number of
Core Group members noted, 'can accept it - they can deal with it,
if it is genuinely coming from the child'. For the key members of
the Core Group it was not an acceptable practice. For them, the
issue was clear cut: 'There are the parents - there is no other term.
If we say anything else, we are wrong, except in a situation where
they haven't seen them for years - and even then, they are still
their parents'; 'They have only one parent and this is the birth
parent - they will leave care at eighteen years, the only one static
person is the parent'.
The Core Group's refusal to take on board a concept of
parenting which would include the foster parents is not unusual,
either in terms of health board policy, or indeed in terms of general
cultural practice. The Mid-Western Health Board Child Care
Policy and Practice document (1991) makes no specific reference
to foster parents, although they are implicitly included in the
references to guardians and carers and hence are expected to
participate in reviews and to have their views taken into account,
along with the parents and children. Neither the Child Care Act
(1991) nor the Mid-Western Child Care Policy and Practice
(1991) document deals explicitly with potential conflicts between
these parties as to what is in the child's best interest. It is eminently
possible that all the parties involved might have very different
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views on this. In this situation, it is perhaps inevitable that the
health board will be faced with the task of defining and clarifying
relationships between foster parents and parents. The health
board in question has - perhaps instinctively - used somewhat
different types of placement for various children in order to
minimise this tension. Thus, in a context where most children in
care are placed in foster care, children whose parents are married
are much less likely to be there (i.e. 62 per cent of them being
placed in foster care, as compared with 90 per cent of those whose
parents are not married: O'Higgins 1993, p. 48).
Within the Core Group the three way relationship between
parents, social workers and foster parents was effectively simplified
by focusing on the parents' attitudes, feelings, desires and wishes,
especially in relation to social work practice. The question as to
whether the Core Group was 'too neat: an easy forum for very
complex issues that it is not going to deal with adequately' was
raised by one of the chairpersons of the Core Group at the Group
evaluation session, but was neither discussed not resolved.
SUMMARY

This paper starts from a position which sees organisations as
gendered:
Gender is not an addition to ongoing processes, conceived as
gender neutral. Rather, it is an integral part of those processes
which cannot be frequently understood without an analysis of
gender. (Acker 1990, p. 139)
This perspective is then used to explain the focus of the family
rights project on the rather legalistic rights of an atypical group of
parents whose children were in long-term care. This sort of focus,
it is argued, makes sense in terms of a 'male' agenda which is
concerned with rights, and which is located within a context
where it is assumed that all parents who have children in longterm care want (or at least should want) to have their (exclusive)
rights in relation to them recognised. This sort of agenda is
contrasted with a 'female' agenda, which is rooted in a recognition
of the difficulties that some parents (typically mothers) have in
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the day-to-day care of their children. This latter perspective starts
from a position where it is recognised that there is a need to
supplement and/or compliment the activities of many mothers in
this area, because of the twenty-four hour a day nature of caring
activities.
The family rights project which was one of the projects
initiated by the P.A.U.L. partnership came to be dominated by a
'male' agenda, with the Core Group which was responsible for
the overall direction of the project effectively endorsing this
viewpoint. Thus, the 'rights' of parents were seen as unambiguous
and uncontroversial and as effectively subsuming the rights of the
child and obscuring the rights of foster parents. The rights of both
sets of parents may collide in the case of children in care; one or
both may be in opposition to the child, or to the foster parents.
Hence, it seems unhelpful to assume that parental rights are
unambiguous and undisputed. Yet, this was an underlying assumption of the Core Group's activity and management philosophy
and was indeed the rationale for the institutional support of the
project.
At a management level, there was no recognition of the reality
of the fact that many parents who have children in care have social
and emotional difficulties which make it impossible for them (and
indeed undesirable for the child) to have responsibility for their
children in an unsupported situation. It has been shown elsewhere
that the therapeutic care for the individual members of the
Support Group was not central (O'Connor 1996). Furthermore,
the needs of those (more typical) parents of children in care whose
problems are such that they do not wish to keep in contact with
their children were effectively ignored. Indeed the implicit
assumption of the project, that parents ought to want to keep in
touch with their children in care, was arguably such as to deter
parents who (for various reasons) did not feel this way, from
participating in the Support Group.
For the most part, day-to-day care of children is women's
responsibility in Ireland. Services which directly or indirectly
enable parents to care for their children on a day-to-day basis are
likely to be of particular benefit to them. Activities related to this
objective (i.e. the 'female' agenda) was seen as of little importance
by the Core Group. Issues related to a rather legalistic definition
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of the 'rights' of parents were seen as key; such issues arguably
reflecting an underlying concern with minimising the power of
the state in intervening in families. This can be seen as reflecting
a patriarchal concern with issues related to authority and control
within the family and with the obscuring of the rights of others
(the child, foster parents etc). Perhaps even more importantly,
there was an implicit assumption that (unlimited) parental rights
were legitimate.
Given the agenda of the key members of the Core Group, it is
perhaps not surprising that the whole question of the typicality of
the Support Group was not explored. The development of support
services and other preventative services for families at risk was
effectively ignored in the project. Issues which were related to the
needs of a wider group of parents who had children in care tended
to recede.
It has been shown elsewhere (O' Connor 1996) that the Support
Group was important to the members in providing them with an
opportunity to meet people in the same situation as themselves
etc. However, the family rights project was not simply envisaged
as the creation of a self-help group for parents and relatives who
had children in care, and hence it is appropriate to explore the
wider issue of the effective agenda underlying the Core Group's
activities.
The exploration of this aspect of the family rights project raises
issues about the extent to which partnership activities involving
statutory and community agencies are likely to facilitate, support
and compliment the day-to-day tending activities of parents
(predominantly mothers). In so far as they do not do this, then they
will not address the very real needs of many parents (predominantly
mothers) who are responsible for the day-to-day care of children.
REFERENCES

Acker, J. (1990), 'Hierarchies, Jobs, Bodies: A Theory of Gendered
Organisations', in Gender and Society, 4, 2, pp. 139-58
Boulton, M. (1983), On Being a Mother, London, Tavistock.
Casey, M. (1987), Domestic Violence Against Women, Dublin,
Federation of Women's Refuges

124

PAT O ' C O N N O R

Department of Health (1991), Survey of Children in Care of the
Health Boards in 1990 (Volume 1), Ireland, Dublin, Child
Care Division
Friedson, E. (1970), The Profession of Medicine, USA, Dodd,
Mead and Company
Gilligan, R. (1991), Irish Child Care Services, Dublin, Institute of
Public Administration
Gilligan, R. (1992), 'The Child Care Act 1991: an examination of
its scope and resource implications', Administration 40,4, pp.
347-70
Holman,R. (1980), 'Inclusive and exclusive concepts of fostering',
in J.P. Triseliotis (ed), New Developments in Fostering and
Adoption, London, Routledge and Kegan Paul
Howe, D. (1992), 'Child Abuse and the Bureaucratisation of
Social Work', Sociological Review 39, 3, pp. 491-508
Ireland (1991), Child Care Actx Dublin, Stationary Office
Kelleher, P. etal(\ 995), Making the Links, Dublin, Women' s Aid
Lyons, M., Ruddle, H. and O'Connor, J. (1992), Seeking a refuge
from violence, Dublin and Limerick, Policy Research Centre,
Mid-Western Health Board and Adapt House
McKeown, K. and Gilligan, R. (1991), 'Child Sexual Abuse in the
Eastern Health Board Region of Ireland in 1988: and analysis
of512 confirmed cases', The Economic and Social Review, 22,
2, pp. 101-34
Mid-Western Health Board (1991), Child Care Practice Policy
Statement, (Revised), Limerick, Mid-Western Health Board
Millar, J., Leeper, S. and Davis, C. (1992), Lone Parents, Poverty
and Public Policy in Ireland, Dublin, Combat Poverty
Millham, S., Bullock, R., Hosie, K. and Hark, M. (1986), Lost in
Care: The Problems of Maintaining Links Between Children in
Care and Their Families, London, Gower
Moynihan, P. (1993) 'An Analysis of the Reviewing System at
Mount St. Vincent's from the Perspective of Parents and
Children', Limerick, Unpublished Ms
O'Connor, P. (1996), 'Support Group for Families who have
Children in Care: an evaluative case study', Children and
Society, March
O'Connor, P. (1993), 'Women's Experience of the Mother Role',
Sociological Review, 41,2, pp. 347-60

Gendered Structures in Action

125

O'Connor, P. (1992), 'Child Care Policy: a provocative analysis
and a research agenda', Administration, 40, 3, pp. 200-19
O'Higgins, K. (1993), Family Problems: Substitute Care, Dublin,
ESRI
Parker, R. (1981), 'Tending and Social Policy', in E.M. Goldbert
and S. Hatch (eds), A New Book of the Personal Social
Services, London, Policy Studies Institute
P.A.U.L. (1992), Mid Way Report, Limerick, P.A.U.L.
Pringle,R. and Watson, S. (1989), 'Fathers, Brothers, Mates: The
Fraternal State in Australia', in S. Watson (ed), Playing the
State: Australian Feminist Interventions, London, Verso
Rowe, J. and Lambert, L. (1973), Children Who Wait: a study of
children needing substitute families, London, BAAF
South Eastern Health Board (1993), Kilkenny Incest Investigation,
Dublin, Stationary Office
Ungerson, C. (1983), 'Why do Women Care?' in J. Finch and D.
Groves (eds), A Labour of Love, London, Routledge and Kegan
Paul
Whelan, C.T., Hannan, D.F. and Creighton, S. (1991), Unemployment, Poverty and Psychological Distress, Dublin, ESRI
Witz, A. and Savage, M. (1992), 'The Gender of Organisations',
in Gender and Bureaucracy^ J.M. Savage and A. Witz (eds),
Oxford: Blackwell/Sociological Review
Wogan, L. (1992), 'The Practice of including Families in
Residential Work at Mount St. Vincent's Children's Centre:
Professional and Parental Perspectives', Limerick, Unpublished
Ms
Primary Sources
Family Rights Project (1991), Report on Early History of Core
Group, Unpublished
Family Rights Project (1992/1993), Minutes of Core Group,
Unpublished

!

W

A DEGREE FOR YOU

If you have one or more years' work experience, you can take these thirdlevel part-time courses through Distance Education or through evening
lectures at the Institute or at a regional centre.
Bachelor of Business Studies (BBS)
A four-year course with two options in Accounting and in Marketing.
• Successful participants in the Accounting option are exempted
from the first three stages of the Chartered Institute of Management
Accountants (CIMA) examinations. Exemptions are also available
from other accountancy bodies.
• Successful participants in the Marketing option are exempted from the
first three stages of the graduateship programme of the Marketing Institute.
• If you hold a relevant NCEA National Certificate/Diploma in Business
Studies you may be granted exemption from some of the earlier parts of
the programme.
Bachelor of Arts ( B A )
A four-year course with five options in Management, Public Management, Health
Management, Local Government and Administration of Justice.
Master of Arts ( M A )
A two-year course in public management offered through Distance Education.
We also offer two-year National Certificate courses.
•

All courses are accredited by the National Council for Educational Awards
(NCEA).
Contact:
Mary Coolahan, Registrar
Education Division
Institute of Public Administration
57-61 Lansdowne Road, Dublin 4
Telephone: (01) 668 6233 Fax: (01) 668 91 35

\B

Your Rights at Work
Eddie Higgins, Nuala Keher
256 pages 200 x 110mm ISBN 1 872002 92 7 £5.99
Your Rights at Work is now in its second edition. This bestseller is
remarkable for the range of information it provides and for the ease
with which it answers your queries. What are your pension rights if
you change jobs? Is time off for ante-natal and post-natal visits to the
doctor a right? Are you covered by the Redundancy Payments Acts?
These are the kinds of questions to which you will find answers
quickly in Your Rights at Work. It is a guide to workers' rights and
obligations; it is a practical reference book for anybody wishing to
have easy access to employment legislation, industrial relations
procedures and Employment Regulation Orders.
The second edition brings the book up to date on legislative Acts by
including the 1995 Adoptive Leave Act. A new section covers codes
of practice in the work place, EU directives and regulations.
Review of previous edition
'Its user-friendly format is light years away from heavier
academically-focused tomes on the subject that tend to gather dust as
reference books'.
Evening Press
Available from bookshops or, in case of difficulty, from

(ft

INSTITUTE OF PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION
Publications Section
Vergemount Hall, Clonskeagh
Dublin 6.
Telephone (01) 2697011 Fax (01) 2698644

