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Abstract

This paper explores the emergence of child protection work in Victorian Britain, using the annual reports of societies in Liverpool, London, Edinburgh and
Glasgow, and newspaper accounts of their activities. Employing the concept of scalar governmentality I argue that the growth and extension of protection
work was informed by and helped to rework existing moral assumptions about people, place and environment. This happened along two entwined
trajectories. The first trajectory was an imaginative one, as intervention in individual cases was justified with reference to the broader social body. The
second was territorial, seen in the expansion of child protection from town to town, and later to new colonial settings. I refer to these trajectories as a
scaling up and a scaling out of child protection and I argue that the extension of protection work thus played an important role in challenging received
moral assumptions about who needed protecting, where, by whom, and for whose benefit.
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Child protection campaigners played a crucial role in fostering what
George Behlmer has described as ‘a new moral vision in which
justice for the young took precedence over the claims of parent-
hood’.1 Child protectionwork saw the rise of new alliances between
parents, neighbours and the police, a kind of new civic parenthood
with various agencies taking increasing interest in the lives and
welfare of children and the regulation of childhood.2 Alan Hunt
describes moral regulation as occurring where a social agent or
agents challenge some an aspect of the conduct, values, culture, or
practices of others on moral grounds and seek to impose regulation
upon them. That regulation is presented as a distinctive form of
discursive or political practice. Hunt points to the geographical
character of moral regulation, arguing that movements form ‘an

interconnected web of discourses, symbols and practices exhibiting
persistent continuities that stretch across time and place’.3 Using
the example of Victorian and Edwardian child protection following
the Prevention of Cruelty to Children Act of 1889 this article ex-
amines how that new moral vision was produced and practiced in
relation to ideas of scale as well as time and place.4

The vision of protection campaigners was widely promoted in
annual reports and pamphlets. These texts reveal not only the ge-
ography of everydaymoralities towards childrene theways people
in particular places conceptualised right andwronge but alsowhat
Chris Philo describes as the geography in everydaymoralities, being
the moral assumptions and arguments that underpinned ideas
about such places and environments.5 Harry Ferguson has argued
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that protection case work was ‘a mobile, embodied experience of
time and space’. Sights, sounds and smells played a crucial role in
the identification of at risk children.6 Each and every case had the
potential to disrupt that neat discursive claim of ‘justice for the
young’ precisely because each case was shaped by how the in-
dividuals involved experienced space. This article proceeds from
the recent claim by Shurlee Swain and Margot Hillel that, in
framing child protection against a backdrop of industrial growth
and working-class slum living, child rescuers developed ‘a taxon-
omy of space in which geography determined destiny’.7 Broadly
speaking, in this moralised geography personal habits such as
drunkenness could be used imaginatively to root problem neglect
amongst the slums and the people who resided in them. At risk
children could thus be identified in relation to the streets and
homes in which they lived.8 But this narrative was challenged by
another framing that saw neglect less as the direct result of envi-
ronments such as slums than as the result, first and foremost, of
poor parenting. Such a reading of neglect placed the emphasis less
on place than on people, which justified the expansion of protec-
tion because neglect could potentially occur anywhere. The place of
children and the rights of parents and guardians in society, I want to
argue, were reworked in and through this expansion.

Using the annual reports of the Liverpool, London and Scottish
societies this article focuses on the tensions created by this extension
of protection work along two scalar trajectories.9 The first is an
imaginative or discursive one,with the connection of concerns about
the individual child’s body to the defence of the social body. The
second is the practical extension of protection work which neces-
sarily followed, with the growth of a National Society that would
promote the interests of all children. The practical and the imagined
do not map easily on one another, however. Rather, the networks
across which protection work was built e involving parents, police,
children, case workers and campaignerse helped remake the scales
over which and through which regulation ultimately operated. Pro-
tectionreports frequentlymadereference towherechildrenwerenot
being protected andwhere, by extension, protectionwork needed to
be taken up. Thinking through scale necessitated operating through
enlargednetworks: ‘Wehavebutplantedourselves inaquarterof the
country’, one NSPCC fundraising pamphlet in 1891 reiterated.10 But
the concern with scale was not simply reflected in the growth of
operationsehow ‘new territory is annexed’, as BenjaminWaugh, the
first director of the NSPCC, put it.11 Rather, this scalar logic was used

by campaigners to connect the individual child’s body to the social
body of the nation, and ultimately Britain’s imperial future. In the
final sectionof thepaper, I reviewcases involvingexpansionoverseas
and the protection of ‘colonial’ children in Britain. These cases tested
the universality of the ‘moral vision’ of child protection, raising
questions aboutwhere neglectmight reside, how thehomemight be
understood, who might be to blame, and how and where the con-
sequences would be felt.

The production and operation of a scalar moral politics played a
central part in developing the imaginative scope and geographical
reach of child protection in Britain.12 In his recent analysis of the
stance of the League of Nations towards the trafficking of women,
Stephen Legg suggests that scales should not be considered as ‘pre-
existing frames of actions, or planes at which certain processes can
operate, but as the effects of different networking practices’. He
usefully reminds us how Michel Foucault’s work on disciplining
bodies combined an analysis of the ‘scaling-out of discipline to
broader scales’ such as the nation, through technologies such as the
census, with a focus on the effect of the scaling-in of government
onto ‘individual conduct of conduct’. This relational sense of disci-
pline is significant, but so too is the relational sense of scale that has
been developed from this work.13 As Legg notes, scale is far more
than simply a ‘narrative for describing the world’.14 Rather, people
relate their place and discipline their bodies in relation to broader
scales of belonging such as nation, over which, as Brown and Knopp
have demonstrated, they may have ‘little if any direct control’.15 As
such, it seems to me, scale becomes intrinsic to the ‘mobility,
transformability, and reversibility’ of power relations, to follow
Michael Senellart’s definition of governmentality, not simply some
passive backdrop over which those relations were played out.16 For
this reason I want to suggest that the practices and policies of pro-
tection work be understood as products of scalar governmentalities,
that the identification of ‘at risk’ children was shaped by debates
about the imaginative and practical extension of protection work.

Scalar governmentalities

‘Sweeping the street arab out of the gutter’: the child, the street and the
home

Formal child protection in Britain emerged through voluntary effort
in the final two decades of the nineteenth century. Harry Ferguson
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