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Article abstract
Debates about child protection in Belgium at the turn of the last century are
excellent examples of two diametrically opposed views of children. In one, the
child is a private good that belongs to the father. This is the conservative vision,
based on principles of the bourgeois family inherited from the Napoleonic
Code. Another version treats children as a "public" good, in need of state
protection when parents are negligent. This is the progressive view. Concerned
about addressing the needs of an industrialised society, proponents of the
second view promoted policies of "social defence" that treated child-rearing
and prevention of juvenile delinquency as issues relating to the maintenance
of social cohesion. New legislation did not completely eliminate the traditional
model of the bourgeois family, centred around the father, however. It
remained in place. Indeed, when it was necessary to take away the father's
power, a "paternal and kindly" judge replaced him. The law came to the aid of
the family, in order to support and reinforce it
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