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This illustrated 293-page paperback with 354 
references and 85 illustration credits is written 
by a retired world authority on child abuse 
– Emeritus Prof. (UCT) Sebastian van As, 
who headed the Paediatric Trauma Unit at 
a leading African children’s hospital for over 
20 years. If you ever wanted to know how big 
a problem child abuse is and wish to educate 
yourself on this emotive topic, read this book: 
it provides a fascinating exposé. 

Van As sets out to position the global 
problem of child abuse from a clinician’s 
perspective, using his vast experience and 
knowledge on the topic, as well as explaining 

the history and evolution of the problem, 
from its hidden past and dark secrets to its 
starkness in all its forms in the modern-day 
arena. This is an emotive subject at any time, 
which unleashes huge emotional turmoil 
from within as the author painstakingly 
explains the details of the multiple different 
forms, using illustrative global or local events 
through the ages that may have influenced 
certain human/community behaviours linked 
with child abuse. Every area discussed is 
backed up by credible historical evidence, 
and strays into describing how seemingly 
‘innocent’ adult actions have profound effects 
on the future direction of life-changing 
psychological stress on children with talent. 
This said, I believe that his main thrust in 
sharing his wealth of information is to raise 
global awareness without sensationalism, 
so that common prevention and protective 
strategies can emerge. He advocates strongly 
for an organised societal strategy for the 
creation of a safer place for all children. The 
concluding chapter is a necessary debrief that 
restores the soul after the candid detail of the 
extent of child abuse in the previous chapters, 
but importantly ends by making child safety 
everybody’s business and responsibility: the 
solution rests with all of us.

The language used throughout can be 
easily understood without deep medical 
jargon, and should be of interest to the 
general public as well as physicians who 
work with children. The book begins and 
ends with an apt Nelson Mandela quotation. 
The closing one – 

A better society will and must be 
measured by the happiness and welfare of 
our children, at once the most vulnerable 
citizens in any society and the greatest of 
our treasures. 

Indeed.
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Child Abuse has accompanied mankind since times immemorial. This 
book aims to provide a wider perspective rather than a narrow and 
sensational definition of child abuse. It provides background, history 

and definitions of child abuse. 

Child abuse is sketched from a global perspective; the typical sensationalism 
in the reporting of child abuse is highlighted. Since thinking about and dealing 
with child abuse can carry a heavy toll on health care workers and anyone else 
dealing with child abuse, a section on compassion fatigue is included.

This book than discusses passive and active forms of child abuse in more detail.

There are numerous types of passive child abuse that are often neglected 
but form a very important part of child abuse; these include child neglect, 
child abandonment, safety neglect and even children that don’t grow (failure 
to thrive).

Active forms of child abuse such as physical abuse, corporal punishment, 
child sexual abuse, child labour, child torture and children suffering in wars 
are then detailed.

In the final section of the book the dark side of pushing children to success 
is highlighted, such as child prodigies and children being pushed into 
competitive sports. The book ends on a positive note with providing global 
and sustained efforts to reduce child abuse and offering hope for the future 
of our children.
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