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“Totalitarian state”, “social workers as baby snatchers” and “children snitching on 

parents”.  

Moral panic and children in Poland: On the ambiguities of discourse on the law 

against domestic violence 

 

Abstract 

In June 2010 the new law on domestic violence was passed in Poland. For the first time 

it introduced the prohibition of any kind of physical violence against children. It allows 

eviction of the member of family who acts violently and grants new legal tools to social 

services who will be able to undertake action without judicial decision.  

The issues of domestic violence and of child well-being have been present in public 

discourse in Poland only occasionally, when dramatic events, mainly of criminal nature, 

were revealed. Even cases of extreme violence which lead to the death of 10 children in 

two families in the year 2003, did not start serious debate.  

The theoretical framework in the proposed paper is the concept of moral panic, as 

defined by Stanley Cohen and developed by Erich Goode and Nachman Ben-Yehuda 

and recently reconceptualized by Brian V. Klocke and Glenn W. Muschert . While 

analyzing the content of Polish discourse we would like to refer to the paradoxical 

occurrence. The phenomenon of moral panic was not ignited by the cases of family 

violence, but it seems to be starting every time there is an attempt to introduce the 

legislation which allows public institution to intervene in family life. Phrases quoted in 

the title were used by authors opposing new law in a mainstream Polish press and 

repeated by decision makers in political debate. This case is a good example of the 

ambiguity of Polish public discourse referring to children and their rights. On one hand, 

children are treated as the highest good accordingly to the normative model derived 
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from the Catholic thought (e.g. during the debate on abortion), on the other- topics of 

child poverty or violence against children are frequently neglected in order to prevent 

from state intervention into the institution of family. Typical features of Polish public 

discourse present in the debate on the aforementioned law are also reluctance if not 

hostility towards “over-caring” welfare state, as well as pointing at “spoiled Western 

Europe” as a resource of anti-human ideas aimed at dismantling traditional models of 

social relations.  

 

Introduction  

In a introduction to the third edition of his classical book, Stanley Cohen classifies 

existing research applications and case studies using of moral panics approach into 9 

thematic categories: 1. Juvenile Delinquency and Youth Subcultures; 2. School 

Violence; 3 Panics about the Media; 4. Bad Drugs; 5. Pornography; 6. Threatened 

Children: Child Abuse – Sexual and Satanic; 7. Welfare Issues and Single Mothers; 8. 

Refugees and Asylum Seekers; 9. Miscellaneous (Cohen 2002, xli-xliv). Certainly none 

of those could be treated as a separated from the others. The issue of domestic violence 

encompasses categories 6
th

 and 7
th

 being one of the most commonly analyzed topics, 

especially in the past two decades.  

 

This frequency is caused not only by particularly high attention paid by researchers to 

the way children and welfare abuse are addressed in public debates, it is also reflection 

of the growing response from media and politicians to the structural transformations 

occurring in the Western world which result in substantial changes regarding family 

models, parental roles, sexual identities, perceptions of the childhood, recognition of 

children‟s rights and status, gender relations, women‟s rights, etc. Moral panics 

concerning family and children well-being seem to address wider spectrum of aspects 

referring to multidimensional transformations of axiological systems, demographic 

trends in a global scale, progressing individualization and political ideologies of 

conservatism and progressivism.  

As Thompson states:  
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Earlier panics tended to be focused on a single group — teenagers who went to coffee 

bars, drug addicts or young black muggers. Contemporary panics seem to catch many 

more people in their net. For example, panics about child abuse seem to call into 

question the very institution of the family and especially physical relations between 

fathers and their children, perhaps reflecting a general unease about masculinity and 

the role of the father. Just as an incident of ‘home alone’ children raises questions 

about the ‘maternal instinct’ and the independent woman (Thompson 1998, 2).  

Thompson shows how certain changes in the field of morality and subsequent 

legislative actions falsified old arguments (i.e. deriving from “natural moral order”) 

creating need for a new conceptualizations: for example, the decriminalization of 

homosexuality meant that those who wished to denounce such practices as immoral had 

to do this in an indirect way by raising fears about the threat to children and the 

supposed upsurge of pedophilia. (1998: 20).  

 

The empirical applications of the MP concept usually follow one of two approaches. 

The first one, proposed by Stanley Cohen, focuses on analyzing dynamics of moral 

panics, its causes, consequences and key agents(see: Cohen 2002, Critcher 2008), such 

as media (which deliver the images of deviance and deviants as folk devils), “moral 

entrepreneurs” (the representatives of interest groups exhorting to eliminate the 

“threat”), societal control culture (the representatives of public institutions such as 

courts, police and high-level politics) and public opinion. In turn, the attributional 

model, constructed by Ben Yehuda and Goode (2009), is focused on criteria defining 

moral panic, such as: concern, hostility, consensus, disproportionality and volatility.  

Yet, the differences between two models are deeper, as e.g. Chas Critcher points it 

(2008: 1134-1135). According to the processual approach, the role of media in creating 

MP is critical, it also puts more stress on the role of politicians, legislators and public 

institutions, whereas the attributive model is located within the tradition of middle-

range theorizing underlining the role of meso-structures, particularly various interest-

groups (see: Thompson 1998).  If it comes to the language, the attributive model 

concentrates on the “claim-making rhetoric” (Critchter 2008: 1135), and the processual 

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es


 

 
Universitat de València - ERI POLIBIENESTAR.  

Edificio Institutos-Campus de Tarongers. Calle Serpis, 29. 46022. Valencia.  
Phone: (+34) 96.162.54.12– C.I.F. Q4618001-D 

Email: espanet2011@uv.es 
 

 Page 5 of 27 

 

one considers the relation between MP and ideological discourses in a macro 

perspective.  

Theoretical and methodological doubts concerning both models and their applicability 

in contemporary societies have been expressed in number of scientific works (see e.g.: 

Cornwell and Linders 2002, Critcher 2008; de Young 2004, Klocke and Muschert 2010; 

Ungar 2001,). It seems obvious that MP studies should take into consideration, for 

example, deep social changes that reshaped media landscape all over the world, in order 

to draw a broader yet more in-depth picture of causes and consequences of MP, but also 

the ways it is produced (see e.g. McRobbie and Thornton 1995 or B. V. Klocke and 

Muschert 2010).  

The present text is an attempt to apply and test the hybrid model of moral panics, 

developed by Brian V. Klocke and Glenn W. Muschert (2010). The authors combined 

Cohen‟s and Ben Yehuda and Goode‟s approaches, taking into account critical 

commentaries that have emerged around the concept of moral panics. The proposed 

model was supplemented with clear methodological instructions concerning three stages 

of MP sequence, namely: cultivation, operation and dissipation. The second phase refers 

to the actual “panic”, consisting of three substages which may overlap in time (episode, 

magnification, regulation).  

 

For the purpose of this text, we have analyzed public discussion around change of the 

law on domestic violence, which was going on in Poland between February 2009 and 

August 2010. Following Klocke‟s and Muschert‟s recommendation, we tried to include 

not only mainstream media, but also any other available data sources, such as public 

opinion polls or web pages of the interest groups engaged in the debate.
1
 Nevertheless, 

media content such as press releases, television and radio programs formed the main 

body of empirical evidence subjected into investigation.  

The case which we put under scrutiny is certainly not the most evident example of 

moral panic sequence, it does not illustrate all the elements of the hybrid model. 

However, taking into consideration the specificity of public discourse in Poland and the 

                                                           
1
 However, conducting ex post  analysis is connected with some limitations-we were not able to make direct observations or  

interviews during the consecutive stages of MP sequence.  
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hierarchy of topics in public agenda, we follow Stanley Cohen‟s remark that “the 

sequence is not inevitable; it can be broken or sidetracked” (Critcher 2008: 1129).  

 

We also bear in mind changes within modern societies including the evolution of media 

landscape have influenced the MP as a phenomenon: “As a result, moral panics can no 

longer be seen as discrete events, having definite beginnings and ends, in which media 

promote and society enforces a uniform viewpoint” (Krinsky 2008: 3).  

Finally, in our opinion the case under study can serve as a good illustration for the 

processes of constructucting order within Polish discourse around social problems, 

which comprises an important element of welfare culture (see: Pfau-Effinger 2005; van 

Oorschot, Opielka and Pfau-Effinger eds. 2008). The latter, as delivering “legitimate” 

ideas about right‟s and entitlements, institutions, division of responsibilities, priorities 

etc., is a powerful factor shaping social policies and supporting (or hampering) 

successful implementation of specific measures. hus, assuming that moral panic can be 

considered as an indicator of public concern about certain issues, it seems to us that the 

answer to a question what hinders the emergence of moral panics around some 

phenomena, is sometimes as important as giving the evidence of a “proper” MP.  

 

Children and child well-being as a social and political problem 

“For right-wing critics, the chief folk devil was the interfering social worker, sometimes 

cast as a rabid left-wing feminist, determined to shatter the family unit” (Jenkins 

1992:16–17, quoted after: Thompson 1998: 102). This remark seems universal when 

observing public debates about penalization of domestic violence, particularly violence 

towards children (smacking). Again we can learn about the state that interrupts into 

“natural way of life” which can cause disastrous effects to the institution of family as 

such, can spoil relations within it, can question the traditional parental authority. There 

are several striking similarities between the cases of moral panic in Poland and media 

campaigns which occurred in UK decade and a half ago and were described by British 

scholars with the moral panic framework.  
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The first one is the ideological tendency to idealize the traditional family and contrast it 

with immorality of the modern times. Thompson underlines that in 1995 “Family 

Homes and Domestic Violence Bill” providing unmarried women with legal recognition 

as cohabitants which covered them also with property rights in UK was hailed as 

sabotage towards institutions of marriage and family which legitimized deviancy and 

undermined the natural moral order (Thompson 1998, 85-89) and self-proclaimed 

leaders or experts were using moralizing discourse to discredit proponents of a new law 

in ethical terms. 

Detabooization of the family as no longer just private and disclosed matter has been 

exacerbated with a growing recognition of children‟s rights and attaching the 

responsibilities for its maintenance to the state (Reich 2008). Moral panic scholars 

acknowledge that this development led to the growth of numbers of reported cases of 

abuse and violence within the families which brought the further need for intervention 

by the state drawing also a growing consciousness of these facts in the general public. 

Unavoidable cases of abuse or faulty actions of the welfare services focused media‟s 

attention and provided critics with new arguments. Every example of child maltreatment 

in the public institution or foster care, wrong court‟s decision or simple social worker‟s 

mistake fuelled resistance towards externalization of individual rights of family 

members which sometimes appeared in a shape of moral panic.  

State intervention in the family life has been also controversial topic, both in 

political/ideological terms, and as a subject of the sociological inquiry. The main axis of 

this conflict could be drawn between those opposing any kind of interference and those 

who attach special responsibility to the state in a field of prevention of child and family 

violence and oppression. Resistance towards state‟s intervention into family could be 

motivated by the presumption about “natural order of life and morality”, with family 

being the most important social institution. Sometimes this perception is strengthened 

by religious motivation and then family constitutes specific sacralized entity with its 

own internal code, being the last asylum of pure and natural morality. Perception of the 

family as a private sphere is a field where conservative way of thinking gets closer to 

the opinions of people who do not share the same general view of the family, but who 
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advocate the individuals‟ right to privacy in the time of growing surveillance in the 

name of public security. The main controversial point here, which needs to be 

particularly precisely addressed is the issue of children as individuals lacking legal and 

economic autonomy and therefore, necessitous of special treatment within the legal and 

formal framework. Jennifer A. Reich who has analyzed historical perspective on the 

state intervention in the family and parallel research on that topic, sees the particular 

need for thorough investigation of competing rights and interests within this field:  

At a time when sociologists are voicing great concern about the increasing amount of 

surveillance individuals and families face, inadequate attention has been paid to the 

child welfare system. (…) The complexities and contradictions of the child welfare 

system require meticulous research and theorizing with nuance and compassion. This 

work must go beyond program evaluation to an interrogation to the very meanings of 

system process. This is a dynamic system with historical trends that represent shifting 

cultural ideologies about children, gender, and family life. Heavy-handed interventions 

are easy to criticize, as are the myriad problems with normalization of parents. 

However, we also must recognize the successes of the system, the way new families are 

sometimes made or existing families, defined more broadly than ever before, are 

supported. This is a complex system that reflects many of our cultural struggles, values, 

and intentions. It is ready for conscientious examination (Reich 2008, 904-905).  

 

Debate over “The law against domestic violence” in Poland 

Cultivation 

The emergence of moral panics requires some preexisting axiological conflict or/and 

rapid social change which increase the likelihood for the open clash. Crises or rapid 

social changes create particularly fertile circumstances for the “cultivation” of such 

phenomena. During last twenty years of socio-economic and political transformation, 

Poland has become a battlefront for culture wars. The most noticeable axiological 

conflicts could be labeled differently in relation to various dimensions of social life: left 

wing vs. right wing, modernization vs. conservatism, elitism vs. populism, feminism vs. 

patriarchy, individualism vs collectivism…etc. What seems important for the public 
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discussion about children and creating moral panics around their well-being, the axio-

normative competition has been led under the strong influence of- on the one hand-neo-

liberal rhetoric and on the other-dominance of Roman Catholic Church in the symbolic 

sphere.  

So far there has been no systematic research in this field conducted within MP 

approach, but it seems that the cases of MP related to children and youth in 

contemporary Poland have been inspired by such phenomena as legal sale of designers‟ 

drugs, football hooliganism or youth‟s morality (early sexual initiation, prostitution, 

drug and alcohol usage etc.). Bearing in mind Thompson‟s (1998) remark about the 

ambiguous role of youth in creating moral panics, it could be stated that potentially 

delinquent behaviors were more likely to focus public attention.  

The way the issue of children abuse is presented in media and public debate could be 

exemplified in comparison with the situation in other European countries. Wojciech 

Woźniak in not yet published attempted to compare public discourse regarding quality 

of life of children in UK and Poland, taking as a starting point the story of sad life and 

tragic death of Victoria Climbié- 9 year old girl abused and murdered in 2000 by her 

legal guardians (2009, 2010). The issue has been subjected to numerous analyses by 

various scholars (i.e. Merrick 2006, 60-87; Butler I., Drakeford M. 2005, 60-87). The 

most important feature of this case was that it became the subject of heated debate on 

various levels, from tabloids to governmental bodies. What needs to be underlined, this 

discussion was followed with the public inquiry and stimulated some real political and 

legislative actions in the sphere of child protection (Laming 2003; Reder, Duncan 2004; 

Parton 2004). Another example of event that steered media and public attention to the 

topic of children‟s well-being in British context was the publication of the report 

prepared by UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre titled: An overview of child well-being 

in rich countries in the spring of 2007. The paper presented comprehensive data from 

21 countries showing that children from Great Britain are falling behind their peers 

from the other countries in many indicators of well-being, and occupy the last place of 

all, when taking into account the aggregated index of well-being. Report caused 

immediate and strong public reaction. It was criticized for its methodology and 
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oversimplifications, hence it was reflected in nationwide discourse, and it drawn public 

concern (see: UNICEF 2007, Lyon 2007). To quote the words of David Parker- deputy 

director of the Innocenti Research Centre: “BBC broke media embargo, gave intensive 

coverage with interviews, debates, commentary and repeated attention: <<Are we 

failing our children>>?” In his report Mr. Parker noticed also addresses by Prime 

Minister, the response in British parliament, and all legislative branches of British 

government and general public as well (Parker, 2007). The report was published in 

parallel in all countries under scrutiny. It turned out that Polish children were located at 

the 14
th

 place in overall ranking, yet they were in worst position if it comes to material 

well-being and very low in terms of subjective well-being.  

Wojciech Woźniak attempted to compare the reaction in media and general public in 

Poland to the British case with no result whatsoever. No serious publications on the 

topic were found, either in quality press, or in tabloids. In just two short paragraphs the 

attention was paid rather to the fact that in two dimensions: educational wellbeing and 

behaviors and risks Polish youth made it to the top three among 21 countries. Nothing 

else made it to the headlines, no single statement from the politicians could be spotted.  

There were also potential affairs similar to the one of Victoria Climbié in Poland. In 

April 2003 in Łódź, the second biggest Polish city, in one of tenant houses in the city 

center a policeman searching the flat found in the wardrobe two blue plastic barrels, 

usually used for pickling cabbage. They contained partly mummified bodies of two 

infants and two five years old twin brothers. As it turned out, the kids were murdered 4 

years earlier by the mother. The family, parents and two other children (who stayed 

alive) had been supervised by Łódź municipality social services for years. Another 

macabre story came to the light a few months later. The bodies of five infants were 

found in a barrel in a cellar of the house in Lubelskie, the Eastern region of Poland. 

Infants were drowned just after birth by their mother who hid bodies in a freezer, and 

after moving to the house provided by social services, took them with her in a barrel.  

The debate that was stimulated by these two events was relatively short and definitely 

inconclusive. The main interest of the media and the public was aimed at:  
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 Pathological and demoralized families who (maybe because of poverty) have some 

specific deadly potential, because of individual characteristics of their members;  

 Mistakes and sins of negligence presented by the employees of social services. 

Despite it was noticed that every social worker in Łódź had more than 100 families 

under his/her supervision which makes an individual approach impossible, the 

responsible social workers were named and punished;  

 Poor, pathological and demoralized neighborhood, certainly typical for the poor 

district were lacking strong social ties moral values. In Łódź, neighbors and 

relatives simply believed that the twins, who vanished one day, left home to live 

with a stepfamily.  

It turned out that media attention was focused just for a short period and the problem 

was completely absent from the high level political debates. No structural reasons for 

the tragedies have been named, no legislative actions or even ad-hoc measures to 

prevent such events in future were implemented.  

Taking this into account, it was difficult to expect that any kind of children abuse could 

be drastic enough to draw political attention. However, thanks to left wing politicians 

some legislative actions have been undertaken in the year 2005. It seemed that covering 

children with additional legal protection in recognition of their specific situation will 

not create a serious controversy. Yet it turned out that the discussion over the 

amendment of the Law on Domestic Violence very soon omitted the topic of children‟s 

rights and concentrated on the relation between the family and the state. The 

explanation for the significance of this case can be at least twofold. At first, domestic 

violence has been already subjected to media debate, but mainly as attractive 

“scandalous” topic. This time the topic was present in most of mainstream media as it 

touched ideological questions that have heated public discourse since the beginning of 

transformation-the problems of traditional/modern family model and the Roman 

Catholic Church‟s power to impose the norms and values concerning family life
2
.  

The introduction of the new law was justified by the figures. In 2009 132 000 cases of 

family violence were notified by the police (incl. 81 000 women, 40 000 children and 

                                                           
2
 Heated debates around restrictive anti-abortion legislation since the beginning of 1990 and more recently-discussions about 

acceptance for in-vitro insemination or formal registration of same-sex relationships can serve as good examples here.  
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11 000 of men)
3
.  What is more, the acceptance for physical violence within families 

has diminished in official discourse. Also the discussion about the acceptability of 

corporal punishment as educational measure traditionally applied within families, has 

reached Poland. At the same time, the scale of consent for corporal punishment within 

the family has been relatively high in Polish society. As it is shown by the reports from 

public opinion polls published by TNS OBOP (2009) and CBOS (2008), general 

acceptance for beating children is low, but smacking is still widely accepted as an 

educational measure. It was growing after 1989 and in 2008 it reached almost a half of 

the adult population. According to 90% of the respondents strangers should intervene 

when they see child‟s maltreatment, but at the same a half (51%) of adult Poles were 

against legal prohibition of smacking children (see: CBOS 2008). Thus, spanking has 

been differentiated from “hitting” or “violence” in general. What also seems significant, 

this opinion was weakly diversified according to socio-demographic characteristics, but 

also world-views. 41% of the respondents perceived spanking as rather harmless for the 

child (CBOS 2008). It should be also noted here that the attitudes towards smacking 

children did not seem to be prone to change under the influence of drastic stories 

reported by media, as well as to relevant social campaigns. The tolerance for smacking 

declared in surveys (see also: TNS/OBOP 2005) is reflected in Poles‟ behaviors. 

According to the research report published in 2009 by the Foundation “Dzieci Niczyje” 

(“Nobody‟s children”), only 27% of the respondents in representative survey declared to 

have never hit their child, whereas 69% have disciplined it with a smack. One fifth of 

the parents have used a belt and 6% admitted to have at least once beaten their child 

heavily enough to cause an injury (Sajkowska 2009: 14). 

The crucial role if it comes to the formulation of the topic has been played by 

Rzeczpospolita, one  two main titles on the market of broadsheet press in Poland, most 

frequently quoted and second to Gazeta Wyborcza if it comes to the average daily 

circulation (Press 2010, IMM 2011). It is owned partially by the Ministry of Treasury of 

Poland and partially by British company Mecom Group. The crucial aspect of 

ideological and public involvement of Rzeczpospolita refers to its conservative stance 

                                                           
33

 See: http://www.statystyka.policja.pl/ 
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understood as a moral crusade towards liberal modernization, especially in a field of 

family relations, rights of homosexuals, reproductive rights, general access to in vitro 

procedures and contraceptives, sexuality education, legislation concerning parental 

rights, limitation of the role of Roman-Catholic church in the public. Its conservative 

stance is close to those of the most rightist wing of the Tory Party or US Conservative 

Party
4
.  

 

Operation 

Changes in the legislation against domestic violence were stimulated by the MPs 

representing the left-wing opposition, who submitted the project of the alterations for 

the existing law. In February 2009 similar counter proposal by the government has been 

formulated, which was widely reported by the mainstream media. From the very 

beginning, the most controversial statement in the act was the Article 12 A:  

1. In case of direct threat to life or health of a child, especially when the legal 

guardian is n the state of intoxication or under influence of intoxicant, social 

worker carrying on the job duties has a right to take the child from the family 

and place it in the foster family or 24/7 care institution  

2. Social workers execute the activities mentioned in section 1, accompanied by 

physician, medical rescuer, nurse or by the police   

3. Social worker has  an obligation to inform the guardianship court immediately, 

but not later that within 24 hours, about taking the child from the family and 

placing it in the foster family or 24/7 care institution.  

Subsequently, the ratio for the law announced supplementation of the Family Code with 

the prohibition of corporal punishment in order to minimize the scale of domestic 

violence, especially against children. The project was supplemented by the Minister‟s of 

Labour and Social Policy decree, stating that effective usage of newly-created 

                                                           
4
 Very common strategy of Rzeczpospolita concerns exposure of dreadful cases of limitation of “natural laws” caused by exceeding 

expectations of left-wing progressivists and permissive liberals. For example introduction of British Equality Act (Sexual 

Orientations Regulations 2007), California Student Civil Rights Act in the same year, or publication of the booklet regarding 

communication with homosexual parents by Scottish National Health Service were publicized as an attempts to ban using words 
mum and dad in schools and health services. The article on the case of California‟s law authored by the main editor was titled: 

“Mums will disappear in California”. Reliable resources of information which in these cases were informing Rzeczpospolita 

journalists about forthcoming threats were in British case Daily Mail or the website of Catholic Action UK and World Net Daily, 
American website providing information from radically conservative perspective famous i.e. for its conspiracy theories regarding 

president Obama‟s citizenship issues (Clark 2008, WND 2007, Zuchowicz 2008, Lisicki 2007).  
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instruments would be enabled after ensuring qualified social workers
5
. Although the 

news concerning change in legal regulation does not fit a common idea of “shocking 

event” which usually starts an MP sequence, in this case it has served exactly this 

purpose. Since the release of information about submitting the project, the discussion 

covered the most recognized media, engaging politicians (mainly the members of 

conservative opposition party “Law and Justice” who were against), journalist and 

experts.  

Although the question of improving legal protection for victims of domestic violence 

(by the public identified mostly with children and women) had got to the mainstream 

discourse before, the political agreement over new regulations could be interpreted as a 

serious “threat” for the status quo.  

The discussion started by the announcement of the act related to practically all key 

issues and exposed the ideologies typical for Polish welfare discourse concerning the 

problem itself (pathologies and crime within families) and the state‟s right to intervene 

(separate the perpetrators from the victims, even at the price of splitting the family). The 

media coverage has been exceptional taking into account previous cases of legislation, 

yet unsymmetrical.  

Initially, the “distortion” and “prediction” mentioned by Klocke and Muschert as the 

phenomena foreshadowing the MP could be found in the right-wing of public sphere 

which was the most active in commenting the project. The articles published in the 

mainstream conservative daily newspaper, Rzeczpospolita, were alarming and heralded 

general direction of the debate. What is more, since the beginning, in the releases about 

the Law on Domestic Violence were combined with another “phantom menace” –the 

announcement of the penalization of any kind of corporal punishment, including 

smacking. The headlines, as well as the content of articles, were very emotional: “Will 

there be a family police” (RP, 29.01.2009); “Smack is not abuse” (RP, 31.03.1009); 

“Family-a victim of the omnipotent state” (RP, 10.06.2009); “The state haunts family” 

(RP 27.12.2009). 

                                                           
5
 Such as at least secondary education entitling to work as a social worker; those with secondary education should be trained in 

domestic violence prevention. 
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The connotation of terms used in the first articles was “military”, creating the vision of 

state intimidating citizens with the “army” of omnipotent officers:  

If the Governments’ Project of change in the Law on Domestic Violence Prevention is 

to be agreed, anyone from the 15-thousand army of state social workers will be able to 

decide about taking a child from the family. This idea makes one’s hair rise” (O czym 

zapomnieli państwowi uszczęśliwiacze?/ What have the state gladdeners have forgotten 

about? RP, 28.01.2009).  

It seems that both “deviance” and “deviants” were identified. According to conservative 

journalists who reacted as the first, the introduction of the law would inevitably lead to 

“state abuse” towards the citizens. In his classical work, Stanley Cohen underlined that 

the role of folk devil is usually attached to a group or social cathegory, but it can be also 

more abstract. In case under study the attempts to match the “evil” were focused on the 

state as powerful bureaucratic machinery interested mainly in increasing the scope of 

control over citizen‟s lives.  From this perspective, social workers were to embody the 

“immorality”, which, as Cohen put it, seem to be their usual role as 

...either gullible wimps, or else storm troopers of the nanny state, either uncaring, 

coldhearted bureaucrats, not intervening in time to protect the victim, or else over-

zealous, do-gooding meddlers for intervening groundlessly and invading privacy 

(Cohen 2002: XV) 

The debate was “reheated” at the beginning of 2010, when the legislative process 

reached the next level-in February 2010 the parliamentary Commission of Social Policy 

and Family modified the project which was now submitted for debate (and still prone to 

change).  At the turn of winter and spring 2010 the interest for the project was growing, 

mainly among the conservative part of the public scene. Following the Klocke‟s and 

Muschert terminologidy, this substage could be identified as “magnification”.  

The intensity of media coverage of the problem has grown, also the parliamentary 

politicians started to express their opinions publicly (but it was probably due to the fact 

that they were taking part in the legislative process which turned into more “open” 

stage). The parliamentary debate organized on March 4 on the act gathered 71 MPs, the 

Minister of Labour and Social Policy and the Children‟s Ombudsman. The statistical 
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analysis of activity over the debate has shown the prevalence of the opposition rejecting 

the law
6
 . The “officiation” (Klocke, Muschert 2010) of the debate was also 

strengthened by the opinions of experts-constitutionalists and psychologists, quoted in 

mainstream media. The Conference of Polish Episcopate officially expressed the 

anxiety about the law as intervening too deeply in the integrity of a family and in 

parents‟ prerogatives to raise children in accordance with their world-view
7
. Negative 

commentaries about the project were published on blog platforms and internet forums.  

As some changes of the act‟s content were still possible, the right-wing activists started 

to organize protests against the controversial bequest, and the forthcoming legal 

prohibition of any kind of physical violence against children. Their activity was notified 

in media, which led to “amplification” (Klocke and Muschert 2010). In February civil 

organization “The Spokesman for Parents‟ Rights” together with the Union of Large 

Families “Three Plus” organized on-line protest against the introduction of the law, as 

well as an action in front of the Parliament building.  The organization‟s website 

informed that the project “encroached basic civil rights” and enabled the unprecedented 

scale of control: In the commentary for the act the talk is about that the problem of 

violence applies to half of the families in Poland. Such big is the planned scale of 

control
8
. Within a couple of months the online protest gained the support of 45 

thousands of people.  

The good example of argumentation strategies employed at this stage of debate, can be 

Tomasz Lis na żywo (Tomasz Lis live), a prime time journalistic show hosted by one of 

the most recognized political journalists in Poland, broadcasted weekly in the 1st 

channel of public television (TVP1)
9
. The discussion in studio was moderated by the 

journalist (Tomasz Lis), whose role was constructed as “neutral”. The opponents were 

to be a parliament member  representing left-wing Democratic Left Alliance, 

                                                           
6
 Data retrieved from the website run by “ePaństwo” Foundation, offering detailed information about legislative works in Polish 

parliament:  http://sejmometr.pl/debata/hMffW 
7
 The appeal to respect family‟s privacy did not seem to contradict the Church‟s position in the public debate around state control of 

procreation and sexual behaviors (claims for strict anti-abortion legislation, penalization of in-vitro fertilization or restricting the 

access to contraceptives).  
8
 Retrieved from the website  of the civil organization “Rzecznik Praw Rodziców”/”The Spokesman for Parents‟ Rights”: 

http://www.rzecznikrodzicow.pl/.   
9
 Average audience ratings in September 2009 were 2,5 millions; AGB Nielsen Media Research, quoted after “Press” magazine: 

http://www.press.pl/newsy/pokaz.php?id=20187). 
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psychologist and TV celebrity, known as Polish “Supernanny” and on the other side: 

conservative catholic journalist and the representative of association “the Spokesman 

for Parents‟ Rights”, initiator of the protest against the new law.   

The moderator set the problem in a following way:  

According to this project, a social worker will…as a matter of fact…immediately take a 

child from parents if he is convinced that either they mistreat this child, or they are 

unable to bear the child upbringing (…). There is an argument from the Council of 

Episcopate, from…various associations, and above all, from parents, that this is the 

state’s outrage against family.  

The discussion was carried around several types of arguments. The opponents of the 

law pointed at the threat that law would be used by the omnipotent state on order to 

execute almost totalitarian control over family, gather personal, even sensitive data 

about the family and give children a possibility to blackmail their parents. Social 

workers were presented as a part of huge bureaucratic machinery, ineffective and 

helpless in the face of “really pathological” acts of abuse, but potentially misusing the 

law:  

These are the tips from the textbook for social workers. If they would like to interpret 

them radically, and we cannot assume that there will not be such a worker, who wants 

to interpret it this way, it will be banned to punish at all” following with: We will create 

a huge structure which will operate in the whole Poland which needs permanent 

justification for its existence. They will be trying to find some deviancies in every family. 

On the contrary, the proponents of the law underlined the necessity to give prerogatives 

to social services, as the previous regulations were not enough, and domestic violence 

was a growing social problem: Because of your stand point, they [social workers] will 

not intervene, cause they are frightened. And I really prefer the situation where 

someone maybe once makes mistake and the court says –give the child back-than to find 

a child’s body (…).  

Such statements were grounded not only in general diagnosis of the problem of 

domestic violence, but also in entirely different concept of the family and rooted in 

more individualistic ideology, which is frequently seen as a cultural factor favouring 
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more trustful relation between citizen and public institutions (Reykowski 1999). The 

negative or suspicious reactions to the law agreed on May 6, 2010, apparently breaking 

the silent consensus concerning the way of presenting social services and their 

representatives, can be thus considered as an explicit expression of the general attitude 

towards formal safety nets.  

If it comes to illustrations of the debate, even if presenting stories of extreme child 

abuse, media generally tended to appeal to more conservative, family-oriented values. 

Between 2008 and 2010 two distinct cases of “unfair” child taking from poor yet 

“healthy” (caring) families were exposed nationally and explored, serving as examples 

of the “institutional violence” and heartlessness of welfare services towards 

disadvantaged families, yet “healthy” in moral terms.  The affair of 11-years old 

Sebastian taken to the orphanage without any serious justification, can serve as a good 

example. The second story even served as an “introduction” to above-described TV 

discussion. Short (1 min. 40 sec.) documentary showed welfare-dependant couple who 

lost their newly born daughter for two months. It was the result of probation officer‟s 

decision suspecting that the woman and her elderly partner would not be capable to take 

care of it. After the history was spotted by one of the biggest private TV stations (TVN), 

and as result of intervention of neighbours, priest and the Ombudsman, the court 

decided to give the child back.  

In course of debate, media activity of the proponents of the law, as well as centre and 

left-wing journalist was relatively lower. The coverage of the problem in centre-oriented 

press was mostly reactive to the opponents‟ turns and arguments which could be put in a 

nutshell:  

• It increases the omnipotence of the state, Orwellian type 

• It gives too much power to social workers 

• It destroys traditional family 

• It is a result of moral panic fired by the ruling party and liberal elites 

• It was „imported” from the laic West, infected by the „civilization of death”
10

 

• It is going to start a downward spiral.  

                                                           
10

 The term coined by the pope John Paul II to describe the self-destructive aspects of permissive, laic Western culture.  
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These arguments were supported by the authorities. While discussing the issue of 

corporal punishment at home, Rzeczpospolita frequently referred to Ruby Harrold-

Claesson, the leader of The Nordic Committee for Human Rights, non-governmental 

organization claiming to defend family rights against the oppression and terror of the 

welfare state, namely Swedish totalitarian state interference in family life such as 

punishing parents for smacking children. The interview with her was titled: 

“Dictatorship of the social workers”. Her foremost scientific authority if it comes to the 

topic of children abuse is dr. Laura Schlesinger, as stated in the article: “Smacking 

children is not harmful” (Nowacka-Isaksson 2010, Harrold-Claesson 2006). In May 

2010 Harrold-Claesson was invited to Poland by civil organizations opposing to the law 

and was speaking to the senators as an expert in the field.  

Despite these efforts, the law was finally agreed and signed by the President.  

 

Dissipation 

It needs to be noted that the process of moral panic regarding the implementation of law 

on domestic violence in Poland was interrupted when “rapid build-up of public 

concern”-as Cohen puts it- was spotted in completely different direction. Plane crash in 

Russia which occurred on the 10
th

 of April, 2010, resulting in deaths of Polish president 

and his wife, as well as 94 other people among them plenty of prominent political and 

military figures, dominated public discourse in Poland for months and seriously limited 

the scope of the debate over new legislation. Bearing in mind that the right-wing of 

political (or even public) scene seemed to be the most harmed by the “Smolensk 

disaster , it is unsurprising that their attention was spotted on the new topic.  

This probably contributed to the fact that the course of legislative process went rather 

smooth between May and August 2010. The attempts to emerge moral panic around the 

“state abuse over Polish families” become weaker, the act was passed (with the 

objection of the parliamentary opposition), the president did not follow the appeals 

formed by the “Spokesman for Parents‟ Rights” (to refuse signing the act) and after 

vacatio legis, the new law has been implemented.  

Thus, the process never reached the “regulation” substage.  
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Nevertheless, the opponents of the new law, kept on creating catastrophic visions of the 

future, seeing the Article 12 as a portent, a trigger for a downward spiral of state abuse:  

Orwell called the secret services „the Ministry of Love”. This is the way our 

government is heading now (…). Totalitarian experiment in Sweden lasts for 30 years. 

Civil servants snatch more than 10 thousand of children per year. Children are 

depraved, they snitch and use violence towards parents, peers and teachers. Love and 

trust in the families has been destroyed (…).  

In the same article, the significance of “moral” arguments was reinforced by referring to 

“objective” facts and “pragmatic” reasoning:  

Demographic condition of Poland is terrible. Now, there is one more reason to avoid 

having children. M. (Law against family, Rzeczpospolita, 29.07.2010) 

The founders of the association “Spokesman for Parents‟ Rights were still trying to 

make their voice heard by commenting the problem for tabloid media:  

Alteration will hunt parental misbehavior like: limiting contacts of children, criticizing 

or shaming them, it is all defined as violence. They say that smacking children will not 

be punished, cause the amendment is going „just” to change the attitudes and habits. 

Crime without punishment? Not really. Smacking is now equal to hitting adult person 

which is punishable. Before we will be witnessing social workers interefing in any 

attempt to nurturing child, like in Norway and Sweden, there will be a huge wave of 

denunciations (…) 

What will be the result of all this? Probably we will be facing taking children from 

parents who are considered as not clever enough or too even caring, as it is in 

Germany, Scandinavia or England. (…) We need to start the new programme of 

building orphanages. State will provide children with warm-heartedness and care 

through brand new orphanages, the best places for our toddlers (Fakt, 14.08.2010).  

The on-line protest was continued after the introduction of the law, aiming at suing it as 

unconstitutional. Although according to the organizers, the action brought the 

liberalization of the previously proposed legacies, the new regulations were still harmful 
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to the families, as they, following Swedish patterns, let the bureaucrats to intervene 

seriously into family relations
11

 .   

Reminding about the objections raised by the Conference of the Polish Episcopate, the 

opponents of the law tried to underline that it has raised expert‟s doubts: such as the 

Ombudsman, some constitutionalists and psychologists.  

Despite this, the attempt to create moral panic around the Law against Domestic 

Violence failed, but after just a year it is difficult to assess the results of the above- 

presented discussion for child well-being in Poland. Definitely it resulted in growing 

activation of the conservative interest groups, which since then, have tried to obstruct 

another several legislative initiatives aimed at children. Those who were opposing 

implementation of aforementioned legislation are currently acting against attempts to 

decrease age when Polish children attend compulsory education, which is labeled as 

“stealing a year of childhood”.  

 

Summary 

In the studies devoted to the phenomenon of moral panics, it is usually presented as a 

spiral of irrational, exaggerated reactions, generally motivated by fear and resulting in 

short-term actions and insufficient or even counterproductive solutions implemented 

without proper diagnosis and aimed rather at gaining public support than dealing with 

actual problems. It could be thus found peculiar to complain on the lack of moral panic 

around some questions. However, having in mind all what we know about the nature of 

MP, we also try to consider it as an indicator of public concern for a given topic. This 

made us pose the question about the chances for a “decent” moral panic around 

children‟s rights in Poland. The above-presented example of debate brings a little hope 

in this respect. During a year and a half, no “counter-discourse” emerged to address the 

problem of children‟s autonomy and dignity and the scale of disrespect for it, also 

within families. In fact, although the new Law against Domestic Violence was passed, it 

seems that the usual rules of welfare discourse in Poland, stayed inviolate  (see 

                                                           
11

 Retrieved from the website http://www.rzecznikrodzicow.pl/.   
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i.e. Woźniak 2010, Rek 2008, Miś 2008, Leszczyński 2010), and it is still positioned 

low in public agenda.   

Being cautious in making strong assumptions and generalizations, we state that the 

reluctance to construct moral panics about child well-being can be at least partially 

linked with rather weak acculturation of individualism in Polish society as key concept 

of modernity. This could help to explain the “family-centered” rhetoric strongly 

embedded in public debate and reinforced by the Roman Catholic heritage in the 

symbolic sphere. In relation to welfare, it is paradoxically combined with the cultural 

conquest of neoliberal economic ideology supporting belief that social problems are in 

fact individual failures or (moral) deficiencies of some specific social groups. The claim 

making rhetoric was strongly embedded in general distrust in state as provider of 

support to the weakest members of the society. The “folk devils” remained voiceless in 

the mainstream debate and the example of the TV discussion mentioned in the article, 

which seems meaningful. The talks about child welfare were carried out mostly by 

politicians, journalist and civil organization activists, with no contribution from the 

social workers or other institutional actors labeled as scapegoats.  

Although the hybrid scheme of analysis does not revolutionize the concept of moral 

panics, it turned out to be handful and helpful in identifying at the same time key 

elements of the dynamics, as well as characteristics of the sequence under scrutiny. 

Even if were not able to thoroughly follow the postulate to triangulate methods and 

data, we find Klocke‟s and Muschert‟s attempt to augment methodological standards in 

MP research as a stimulatio in our future work.  
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