PROTECTING OUR BORDERS?

This article was written by myself and long - time
friend and Social Work colleague Melissa Brown in mid

2002 while we were working together in a team located

in a government child protection service in Western
Sydney, NSW, Australia providing therapeutic responses

to families where children and young people had been

subjected to a range of abuse and neglect experiences.

It was written in response to what we were observing
and experiencing in our personal and professional
lives in the context of local and global responses to
the aftermath of the attacks on the Twin Towers in NYC
on September 11th, 2001.

We are reflect ing on this article 1 7 years later in
2019 and conclude that the ripples of the shift in
violence discourse are still be ing experienced today.

We are working on this Critical Reflection piece for
future academic publication.

This article was first published in Narrative Network
News, 21, October 2002, pp. 33 -40. | invite you to
reflect on how such changes to Global Violenc e

discourse may have had an impact on your work in your
own context and consider how you have responded. |
warmly welcome any feedback or reflections on these
ideas.




' PROTECTING OUR BORDER? An exploration of the
discursive territory of global and local
understandings of violence and their impacts on
practices.'

As we consider "what matters" to those of us engaged in
working with people around experiences of violence, it is no
longer possible to focus narrowly on a particular localised
category of violence understanding.

In our view, this is primarily because the territory of

violence discourse appears to have changed in recent years. We

have noticed a shift towards understandings of violence that
are "integrated" (Kelly 2000, Tomison 2000), with consequent

changes to service delivery and practice. More recently we

have noticed global experiences and understanding of violence

have been more present in our lives and in those with whom we
work. Fo r example, there seem to be more war metaphors used in

our conversation; talk about "good" wversus “evil", and

preoccupation with borders, safety and protection.

It is important to speak about this for a number of reasons.

Individuals and teams attempting t o work together on these
Issues are subject to the impacts of these discourses in ways

that have the potential to impoverish, disconnect and dis -
enable. Ask any worker in this field about their workplace

experience s, and you will hear stories about the vio lent
practices that people do to each other in the workplace. You

will also hear about workplace systems and structures that

support these violent practices or render them invisible. This
Is despite the good intentions and purposes that people have

to prom ote "anti - violence" with the people and communities

that they are working with. Many teams working in the area of

violence have imploded or disbanded. Workers have been left

self - pathologising and being pathologised by others, having

their experience descr ibed as "burn out."

We believe that an understanding of the complexities of
violence discourse, including the actions and practices
emanating from violence discourse in particular contexts, can
enable resistance to the effects that are described above.
Fro m here, alternative knowledge that promotes hope and a
respect for others and ourselves can be located to inform



practice and be built upon. In this article, we will describe
some of our team's journey within the discursive territory of
violence.

TEAM STRJUGGLES

Before speaking in detail about our team's struggles with
violence discourse, it is necessary to make some comment about
the discursive field of child protection in general and what

we consider to be some of the impacts on understanding
connection.

The field of child protection is, like the macro - level
constructs of violence, a complex site of competing theories

and practices. What makes the sector unique in some ways Iis

that many workers hold legislative responsibilities to "get it

right". A child o r young person's well being or even their

very lives are seen to be at stake. Our team has talked to

each other about the pressure to "get it right" and the pull

towards "expert knowledge" in the face of this. Certainly
there is a requirement to take a sta nce on issues concerning
children and young people's safety and an expectation to do so

in ways that are understandable to other professionals in the

field. What our team has found challenging is to meet these

requirements whilst maintaining a relational s tance with the
families with whom we work.

A major co ntributor to the discursive fiel d of child
protection has been the disciplines of psychiatry and

psych ology. Of current saliency are attachment/bonding and
trauma theories in addition to other psychopathology theories.

These discourses share in common a concern with individual
perspectives of both the person engaging in abusive practices
and the person being subjected to these practices. One of the

characteristics is the wealth of research and d escriptive
categories describing those who are subjected to violence, for
example, "batter ed women" and ‘"rape victims" and the

comparative lack of information and categories describing
those that engage in abusive practices.

A consequence of these approach es is prescriptions for
intervening in the lives of people that speak of fixing
deficits and dama ge through “treatment". This typically

appears to be the orien tation of the statutory agency that



refers families to our service for help and is reflected in

the range of practices found in other services similar to ours

around our state. The practices can be described as
traditional casework that comprises an assessment, developing
treatment plans and implementing a set of interventions based
around that plan. The services are most commonly delivered to
individuals, although some counsellors offer family, couple

and group sessions.

We have experienced challenges in attempting to work
collaboratively with our statutory agency , In finding enough
common ground in discourse and language. We are trying to find

a balance between using language such that we can have a
"legitimate" voice to advocate for the people we work with,

whilst avoiding subscribing to the tempting common ground of

language that is totalising, no rmative, and in our view, often
disrespectful of persons. It is easy for understanding to be

lost in this mine field, particularly when the statutory
agency has, of necessity, a crisis orientation to its work;

while as therapists we are determined to take a longer term

view with a commitment to thoughtfulness and privileging the
therapeutic relationship.

MAPPING THE DISCURSIVE TERRITORY

What our team has found particularly helpful in negotiating

these challenges is a mapping process. This mapping process

id entifies discourses and other knowledge in our field of work

and examines the implications of discourse on us as workers
and on our practices. As the territory is so vast and complex

we cannot claim a comprehensive mapping, rather, we selected
out discours es that we experience as having the greatest
impact. This has made it easier to articulate our preferred
practices and the commitments and purposes that underpin them.
What we eventually produced wa samind m ap:






